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

really dragons – they metamorphose into humanoid beings for their 

dealings with lesser races.’ 

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

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

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

on their way back, led by Aoan Sommerer and Graham Bradley. Kimball’s Kiss followed the 

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

with Aoan’s mortal enemies and started to restore the economy of Earth. Now they face a 

greater challenge: they must penetrate to the heart of the Galatic Federation and overcome its 

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

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

their bedroom wall), Graham has to use all his wits to keep one step ahead of his opponents. 

As if that wasn’t enough, the Imperial Priestess wants him to marry a dragon-blooded woman 

to ensure the survival of the Imperial line. But where can Graham find a dragon girl willing to 

marry the Galaxy’s most elusive pin-up? And when he does fall into that dragon girl’s arms, 

will love last – or will she break his heart?  
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In the name of the Emperor 

May-He-Live-Forever-Which-He-Will 

I, Jane Neilsdorter, assistant to Quoque First Minister of the Empire, hereby declare and 

certify that this novel Dragon Girls has been licensed to be read by the citizens of the Empire 

as a fit and proper record of events. 

By ‘fit and proper’ is meant only that it does not misrepresent the Emperor or the Imperial 

family, not that it is fit to be read by persons of strict moral standards. You all know what the 

Imperials are like. 

I recommend that those within the following categories should NOT read this book: 

Human males; 

Human females with strict views on inter-gender sexual behaviour; 

Anyone of any species who has not reached the age of sexual consent. 

In addition, readers should note that this book contains the following: 

Language: occasional strong; 

Sex: yes, sometimes graphically described; 

Violence: but not graphically described; 

Drugs: yes; 

Fashion: yes, graphically described; 

Gender: fluctuating. 

By Order of the First Minister 

JANE 

Assistant to the First Minister 
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Part One: Aimee Neasden 

1: The Problem with Aimee 

 

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

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

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

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

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

understand an object better if she drew it by hand. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

knew, was herself. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

that one kiss which changed everything. 

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

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

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

properly recorded. 

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

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

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

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

trees the Imperials called ‘singing trees’. 

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

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

were indeed the ancient race of super-beings of childhood myth, but they were also alive and 

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

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

Federation, the outer part of the galactic arm, were once more in Imperial hands. But the 

richest and most heavily populated part of the Federation, sectors seven to nine, remained 

under the control of the Federal government. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Federal space the moment that the Federation initiated any attack. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

version of the interstellar drive which the Federation could use. 

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

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

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

‘Are they?’ she retorted. 

‘Will you come out and calm them down?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘I think it’s your responsibility.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘They’re arguing because of you.’ 

‘Then let them argue.’ 

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

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

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

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

have elsewhere.’ 

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

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

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

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

that this time it was Mike Daims. 

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

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

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

‘Really?’ 

‘You ought to send him back to Trer.’ 

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

you selected him for the dig.’ 

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

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

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

‘The lad’s a fool.’ 

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

‘He annoys me.’ 

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

a ditch.’ 

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

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

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

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

other. 

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

annoys me so much as your attitude.’ 

‘My attitude?’ 

‘I think it’s unprofessional.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Letting an alien kiss you.’ 

‘An alien? What alien would that be?’ 

‘You know very well.’ 

‘So you call Lord Grehoan an alien?’ 

‘Of course he is. They all are.’ 

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

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

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

the Temple had been destroyed in the Great War. 

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

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

humans of our culture would shake hands.’ 

‘I don’t think so.’ 

‘No?’ 

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

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

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

my duty to keep an eye on your interests.’ 

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

atmosphere.’ 

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

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

slammed the door behind him. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Greh laughed heartlessly. ‘How are his ships?’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I suppose I ought to talk to Andy.’ 

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

kissed me right under his nose.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

former pirate-woman Anja, governing the Gustu people; and he went to visit the Emperor 

Faroan, and his beloved Memnon, and the Priestess on the planet of Thorion, the Rhuaans’ 

home planet. While he danced across the galactic arm, Aimee was doing valuable work on 

Teren, publicising the old Empire through the Temple dig. They both had essential work to 

do. Yet he grew so lonely sometimes – he had so many human ‘pets’, but few were 

emotionally or spiritually satisfying for long. Aimee Neasden had a depth of character far 

beyond most humans – she was pure gold. 

Aimee – I do love you. 

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

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

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

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

sometimes.’ 

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

of the weather.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

of the eternal divine presence. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

mother. 

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

Greh and Aimee sat on these. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

need to slow down, Greh.’ 

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

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

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

female of dragon’s blood, for your health’s sake. You need a female to complement your 

male-ness.’ 

‘But I’m half female already!’ 

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

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

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

partner should be from the other gender.’ 

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

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

have my picture by their bed and kiss it every night.’ 

Aimee laughed merrily, but the Priestess frowned. 

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

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

‘Aoan,’ said Greh. His tone was light, but there was steel underneath, Aimee noted. 
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‘I think not,’ said the Priestess. ‘I separated you, and you are no longer one and cannot be 

partners. Lovers, perhaps.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He took her right hand and held it tightly. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Yes,’ she said. 

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

you.’ 

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

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

with you, and talk to Andy.’ 

‘Thanks,’ she said. 

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

time and a great time. Then Aimee saw for certain what she had already guessed: Lord Greh 

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

heart’s partners. She wondered why the Priestess was so anxious that he should have another 

partner. Greh’s answer came at once: ‘The Priestess wants me to father children. Aoan has 

never had a child, and the Priestess thinks she is barren. And she thinks I’m male, so she 

wants to separate me from Faroan.’ 

‘And aren’t you male?’ 

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

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

student in old jeans and a baggy over shirt; he was his human self, Graham Bradley. 

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

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

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

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

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

don’t feel you must!’ 

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

they walked, his golden hair drifted in the air, and he said: ‘Andy is coming this way.’ 
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Then Andy came into view, a tall, broad-shouldered young man with brown hair, cut quite 

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

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

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

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

as a native of central USA, Earth. 

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

‘Hi, Andy,’ said Greh, cheerfully. 

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

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

halted. 

‘You left mighty fast last time.’ 

‘I had to get back.’ 

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

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

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

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

‘You don’t show her sufficient respect.’ 

‘In what way?’ 

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

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

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

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

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

Andy snorted. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

facing each other. 

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

found himself following him. 

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

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

‘Until I came?’ 

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

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

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

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

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

all, Graham Bradley had been his friend – once. 

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

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

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

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

Gray this last time they met. 

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

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

like your aunt said.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rhuaan spaceship.’ 

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

‘Is she your mother’s sister?’ 

‘I guess so. Yeah – yeah, she is.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Try it,’ Gray challenged him. 

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

‘What’s that?’ he demanded. 

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

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

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

his chances he’s only himself to blame.’ 

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

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

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

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

‘I’ll race you.’ 

‘You’re on.’ 
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They scrambled back down the hill. Andy was more muscular and should have been fitter, 

but Gray won. 
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2: Enter Sophie and Rose 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

woken up. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Graham! How lovely to see you.’ 

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

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

‘This is your niece Sophie.’ 

‘I didn’t know Julie was expecting.’ 

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

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

The baby giggled. Graham giggled back. 

‘Seven weeks.’ 

‘Oh, darling one! Speak to me!’ 

The baby giggled more. 

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

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

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

Graham had learned to be such a good uncle. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘How are you, Mum?’ he asked. 

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

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

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

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

read her mind and shook his head. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Hi,’ he said formally. 

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

aren’t you?’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

waved him off down the road. 

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

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

performance than it used to be.’ 

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

‘My only nephew.’ 

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

completeness to which his race was destined. It was through Lord Aoan that he had achieved 

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

worn out from her ancient battles – did not yet feel able to grasp it. It was the same for Lord 

Faroan. He hoped and trusted that one day they would allow him to lead them forward, to 

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

whom you love will one day be gone. 

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

materialised near it. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

sex-god Graham Bradley. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

towards her. 

‘Loretta,’ he said quietly. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

kissed her mouth and spun her away into the void. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

darling sweet … 

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

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

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

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

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

evening and the light was dim. He could hear the owner of the flat coming in through the 

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

heavy footsteps approached through the lounge …Greh felt his mouth begin to water. He 
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slipped off his ankle boots and reclined on the bed – one foot on the bed, one dangling – 

facing the door. 

The door opened, and he smiled sweetly at the man who stood there. 

‘Greetings, J.’ 

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

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

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

with arms and legs opened wide. 

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

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

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

and I came out of space.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

him more passionately. 

‘What kind of things?’ Greh prompted him. 

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

‘I do.’ 

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

‘I do.’ 

‘They say you run a pirate outfit.’ 

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

‘They say you build your own interstellar ships.’ 

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

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

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

ships.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

Mike Daims and Aimee Neasden watched from nearby. 

‘What does it say?’ asked Aimee anxiously. 

‘It looks bad,’ said Horlerh. 

‘How can you tell?’ asked Mike. 

‘The aura is distorted.’ 

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

asked patiently. 

‘It is not complete.’ 

‘What does that mean?’ asked Aimee. 
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‘It means something is wrong in the fabric of the galaxy. Which probably means Lord 

Greh.’ 

Mike snorted. 

‘Oh, dear,’ said Aimee worriedly. 

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

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

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

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

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

‘Can we get him to come here?’ 

‘You can call him.’ 

‘Oh, dear! Why me?’ 

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

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

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

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

Federation. 

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

here,’ retorted Mike. 

 

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

‘What trouble?’ asked her colleague, Freh. 

‘He’s with the slug.’ 

Freh spat. 

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

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

 

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

me,’ muttered Aversham. 

‘A while, J.’ 

‘And sell me some ships.’ 

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

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

sleep.’ 

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

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

back and relaxed under him. 

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

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

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

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

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

command. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

himself go so thoroughly, at a time of war? What sort of fool am I? At last he felt sufficiently 

recovered to materialise by the Flame on Teren a moment after Aimee had called him, 

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

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

he deserved. 

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

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

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

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

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

air and breeze, he felt his head clearing. 

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

‘God help us,’ said Mike. 

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

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

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

kissed Aimee. 

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

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

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

angry. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

completely to herself. 

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

body … 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

disagreement between him and yourself?’ 

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

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

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

was head of science in the Federal government, yes, but she was also Head of Security. 
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The kettle boiled and Mike filled the pot. ‘Cuppa, Ray?’ he asked, knowing that Lewis 

hated tea. 

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

‘Milk? Sugar?’ 

‘Uh – yes. OK, fine.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

eager spaniel. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

that thing, lad. It’s hot.’ 

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

for a cup.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

his own drink. 

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

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

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

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

Horlerh shrugged.  

‘Who lit it?’ insisted Ray. 

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

anything about the sacred secrets? 

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

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

opinion on a few details.’ 

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

‘This is urgent,’ snapped Ray. 

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

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

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

seduce the whole dig if we’re not careful. 

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

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

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

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

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

‘In thin air?’ 

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

channelling energies – it’s self-perpetuating.’ 

‘Could you do it?’ asked Mike. 

Greh shrugged. ‘Yes.’ 

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

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

‘Why?’ asked Mike. 

Horlerh said carefully, ‘Lord Aoan enabled him.’ 

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

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

‘So why can you do it?’ 

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

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

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

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

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

and also to life creation.’ 

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

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

sources critically. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘This is serious research,’ insisted Mike. 

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

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

realise that these powers may be only theoretical.’ 

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

it,’ and suddenly darkness engulfed Mike Daims. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

help – 

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

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

mumbled something which might have been: ‘What happened?’ 
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‘I hope you’re satisfied,’ remarked Aimee from where she stood. Horlerh bent over him 

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

‘Where’s Lord Greh?’ muttered Mike. 

‘He hasn’t reappeared. I guess he’s gone to find Ray Lewis,’ said Aimee. 

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

giggle. 

 

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

door and went in, without knocking. 

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

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

opened, he looked up and smiled with relief. 

‘Gray! Come in and sit down.’ 

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

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

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

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

surmised. 

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

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

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

were superior to the pirates’.’ 

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

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

can see what I mean.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

down the spaceship plant.’ 

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

pressurised into helping you.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

Gray. You’re a natural technician.’ 

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

for now.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

nothing for me.’ 

‘It gave you an education.’ 

‘I got most of that on my own initiative.’ 
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‘It fed and housed you.’ 

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

‘It nursed you in sickness.’ 

‘My father died,’ said Gray bitterly, ‘when I was a child, because Earth is not deemed 

worthy to receive proper medical supplies.’ 

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

your patriotism.’ 

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

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

‘But will you help us?’ begged Ray. 

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

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

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

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

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

‘Thanks for getting help that day,’ said Ray, prompted into memory. ‘Where did you go to 

after? You disappeared.’ 

‘I had to be somewhere else.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

you?’ 

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

design.’ 

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

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

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

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

check over what we’ve done.’ 

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

glad to see it,’ he said quietly. 

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

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

on board the nearest ship. 

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

OK, but I’m not impressed by the construction. It’s clumsily done.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Andrewes swore. 

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

fried.’ He got up from his position crouched over the drive. ‘Let’s look at the next one.’ 
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‘Yes, sir,’ said Andrewes, annoyed but not despairing – at least the problem had been 

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

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

commander. His very bearing announced it. He was already on the next ship, examining the 

drive, saying, ‘You’ll be pleased to hear, Andrewes, that this one seems to be in working 

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

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

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

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

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

take them into action. 

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

said, ‘Andrewes, just what is that?’ 

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

‘What sort of sorts?’ 

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

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

iron again,’ and he broke the weld. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Security, right hand and chief advisor to the President of the Federation. 

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

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

would short.’ 

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

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

young gentleman?’ 

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

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

designed to fight? 

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

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

useless.’ 

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

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

these ships, Professor.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

clay. Could it be some weird sense of honour – that there is no victory in defeating useless 

ships? Yet it had not stopped the Imperials blowing most of the Federal fleet to infinity before 

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

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

hadn’t we?’ 

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

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

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

rebuild.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

we talk in peace?’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

important business to discuss.’ 

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

drive works.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

about the miserable sodomite. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

should imagine.’  

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

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

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

‘Quite. The sectors would revolt.’ 

‘It would be disastrous for us, too.’ 

‘Really?’ 

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

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

by force.’ 

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

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

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

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

any cost to either side.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

gain for either side in doing so.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

you on your command of statecraft.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

the interview was over. 

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

and herding, and setting up small industries to sell goods and services to the tourists who 
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came to Oh on cruise ships to visit the pirate base, to the travellers who used Oh as a transit 

port, changing from Federation ships to Imperial vessels, and to the traders who trans-shipped 

their goods here from Federation freight vessels to Imperial ones. Errehn – who was in charge 

on Oh since Aoan had gone to Gustu with Anja, and Faroan and Memnon had gone back to 

Thorion, and Greh was all over the place – was out in the fields with Carl Poulson, who used 

to be an officer in the Federation fleet until he was captured by Greh. Errehn and Carl’s main 

interest in each other was that they could talk to each other about Greh, but they did this for 

most of their leisure hours every day. 

Suddenly a shadow fell across them as they walked. They blinked and looked around, and 

cried: ‘Greh!’ and leapt to greet him – and then saw that he was carrying someone in his arms. 

‘Who’s that?’ cried Carl, and Errehn said, ‘It’s J. How did he get into that state?’ 

‘This is all my fault,’ said Greh contritely. ‘Help me carry him back to the base. He needs 

serious medical care.’ 

Carl ran ahead while Errehn helped Greh, which gave Greh the opportunity to explain to 

Errehn how he had come to almost bring about the death of their mutual lover. Errehn made 

remarks like: ‘McCrae’s a monster,’ and ‘she’s evil,’ and then they reached the pirate’s base, 

and found Carl waiting in the entrance with one of the medics who had come to them from  

Fairly space base and had stayed because she liked the atmosphere. She took control, bossing 

them into the base and into the medical centre, called on her assistants (some of the pirates 

and others who had joined Greh’s force and had opted to work in the medical centre – they 

said it was more satisfying work than piracy), got J. into bed and fixed up various monitors to 

keep an eye on him. Then she shoo’ed them all out again, with a promise that they could 

come back in an hour or two when she’d got him stabilised. 

‘I’d better get back to Teren,’ Greh said. ‘I’ve left McCrae’s space technicians looking at 

the new ships I helped to design.’ 

‘Do they work?’ asked Errehn. 

‘They will when I’ve told them how to fix them,’ said Greh. He grinned at Carl’s 

incredulous expression. ‘Don’t worry, darling! I’m arranging things so that they won’t 

actually attack us. See you soon.’ He kissed Carl, and then Errehn, and vanished in a flash of 

light. 

Errehn heaved a sigh. Carl said, ‘I’d like to go to Teren, but he never gives me time to tell 

him.’ 

‘We need to tie him down next time he drops by,’ said Errehn. ‘There’s no reason why he 

shouldn’t take us with him. After all, he brought J. here.’ 

 

So Gray rematerialised in the factory outside the lab door a second after he left McCrae, and 

hurried to find Ray and Andrewes. 

‘How’s McCrae?’ asked Ray anxiously as he came up. 

‘Annoyed,’ said Gray. ‘She thinks I’m public enemy number one.’ 

‘She hates people doing her favours,’ observed Andrewes, ‘so it’s no wonder, I suppose, 

sir.’ 

‘I guess not,’ said Gray, tossing back his hair and giving Andrewes one of his devastating 

smiles. 

‘I’d be grateful if you could stay and oversee the work,’ pleaded Ray. ‘At least coach our 

engineers. They’re absolutely clueless.’ 

‘We’d both be very grateful, sir,’ put in Andrewes, ‘– you’ve seen what they’re capable of 

– I mean, not.’ 

Gray gave in. They were looking at him so beseechingly, and he could never resist 

worship. ‘OK,’ he said, shrugging, ‘you’ve persuaded me. Get the engineers together and I’ll 

talk to them.’ 
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Rose McCrae went back to Trer in rather a whirl of emotions. Her temper was not improved 

when she called Security from her ship to order Aversham eradicated, only to be told he had 

disappeared. Clearly Bradley had got him out by his new teleporting trick, however he 

managed it. 

‘We’re fighting demons,’ she muttered to herself, and braced herself to break the news of 

the last day to Leel. 

The President was in her private office, the so-called ‘green room’ because the carpet was 

green. She was seated on a low chair at her desk, reading various reports. She looked as ever 

like a rather severe pixie – a greying pixie now, but a pixie nevertheless – and was dressed in 

a grey trousersuit. Rose knocked after entering; Leel looked up. 

‘Ah, Rose,’ she said, her voice strained and tired, ‘come in. I’m glad you’re back. What 

news of the ships?’ 

Rose sighed. ‘Bad and not so bad,’ she said, shutting the door behind her. 

‘Sit down.’ Leel gestured to a low, easy chair. She remained behind her desk. ‘Are the 

ships repaired?’ 

‘In a manner of speaking, yes – and in another manner of speaking, no.’ Rose paused and 

pursed her lips. ‘They have been repaired and the design has been amended so they are now 

slower and much more reliable.’ 

‘Good,’ said Leel. ‘So they will not need a complete overhaul after each flight.’ 

‘Indeed. The bad news is that the engineers are a bunch of complete incompetents. Half the 

fleet is still not fit to fly.’ 

‘The not so bad news?’ 

‘I have left them in the hands of a competent technician who is training them in correct 

technique.’ 

‘Excellent,’ said Leel, her face relaxing a little. ‘Where did you find this technician? I need 

some more.’ 

‘That’s the bad part,’ said Rose heavily. ‘It’s Graham Bradley.’ 

‘What?’ Leel’s face twisted into a picture of incredulity. ‘Rose, what do you mean?’ 

‘I mean Bradley is on Teren. He’s infiltrated our plant.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘I don’t know. He’s got Lewis and Andrewes following him around like a couple of 

faithful hounds. He redesigned the ships and the drives so they work more reliably, as I said – 

he checked every drive and found all the faults and now he’s coaching the engineers.’ 

‘Crackers,’ said Leel, lapsing into slang, ‘he’s absolutely crackers. Or – what? What is he 

up to? You’re sure he hasn’t sabotaged them?’ 

‘Yes. I went around again myself and checked. I can only think of two reasons.’ Rose 

paused for breath, then continued, carefully. ‘First – it’s a case of honour, because there is no 

honour in defeating a helpless foe; but that didn’t stop him smashing our fleet before.’ 

‘Quite,’ agreed Leel. 

‘Two, he’s making allies for the future. When he takes over he will have two competent 

technicians, plus a team of competent engineers, plus a fleet that will fly – plus he knows all 

about the fleet now, its limits and capabilities.’ 

Leel nodded. ‘Yes, that’s it,’ she agreed. She put her hands to her forehead, elbows on the 

table, thinking for a moment, then said: ‘I refuse to surrender. I will fight them to the last. 

They are tyrants and despots who drain everything from the people – we can’t just let them 

take over. We have a duty to fight.’ 

Rose sighed. ‘He’s counting on that,’ she said. ‘He told me that this is a phoney war; 

neither of us can afford to fight, but neither can we make peace. So he said we should pretend 

to carry on the war, and in reality do nothing.’ 
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Leel looked at her. ‘So he doesn’t want to take over?’ she asked, incredulous. 

‘He’s waiting for you to die. Then he says he will step in during the ensuing confusion.’ 

‘But I’m only a hundred and fifty. I should live for another fifty years. By then he’ll be an 

old man.’ 

‘He says not. He says he has discovered eternal youth. And he talks of himself as if he’s an 

Old One.’ 

‘His hair’s the wrong colour,’ said Leel sharply. 

‘But apart from that, he does look like one.’ 

Leel sighed. She said: ‘I refuse to surrender. And if he thinks we can’t afford to fight I will 

show him differently. When will the ships be ready?’ 

‘Within the week,’ said Rose. ‘Bradley is overseeing it.’ 

‘You mean he’s still on Teren?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘I could just go over there and arrest him?’ 

‘No. He will just vanish. I’ve already tried that.’ 

‘How does he do that?’ asked Leel. ‘He did it this morning when our people arrested him 

and Aversham.’ 

‘It’s some Old One trick – although not one I heard of before.’ 

‘I would like to meet this notorious bandit,’ mused Leel. ‘Does he bite?’ 

‘No,’ said Rose. ‘He is extraordinarily pleasant. He will bewitch you as he’s bewitched 

Lewis and Andrewes if you don’t take care.’ 

Leel thought for a while, then said: ‘I doubt I can get away. We don’t want the journals to 

get to your plant – someone might try to sabotage it. The Grade As in Trer, for instance. No, 

send some of your agents to keep an eye on Bradley and we’ll keep our distance. And when 

the ships are ready, we’ll strike without warning. That will show him we’re serious and we 

don’t intend to let him take over easily. As for his boast of waiting for me to die – we’ll see 

which one of us lives longest. Admiral Rogers said she nearly annihilated him in the first 

strike – this time we’ll blow the whole planet to eternity and be done with them for good.’ 

 

For a week, Greh slept at the archaeologists’ site in a tent loaned by the department, and 

walked over to the spaceship construction plant every day, or was driven by Ray Lewis. 

Lewis could not see enough of him. He fawned on Greh at every available moment, followed 

him around and plied him with questions. Aimee felt a little neglected, and Greh felt 

increasingly frustrated. He wanted Aimee and he did not want Ray, but he had Ray on his 

heels all day and hardly saw Aimee at all. 

The rectification work on the ships was complete by the end of the week. Greh took one 

out for a test flight and declared it safe to fly. He took his leave of Andrewes and Lewis and 

the rest of the personnel of the plant. 

Back at the camp, he asked Horlerh for leave to go. She gave it reluctantly. ‘I suppose you 

are well,’ she said, ‘but I fear that the moment you’re gone you’ll unbalance again.’ 

‘Aimee won’t marry me,’ retorted Greh, ‘and what else am I to do?’ 

Aimee, who was standing nearby, frowned and blushed. ‘Don’t be silly,’ she said, ‘I’m not 

that important.’ 

‘I’m not being silly,’ retorted Greh. ‘I love you, and I know you love me.’ 

‘I admit it. Unwise of me, I know.’ 

‘Then why won’t you marry me?’ 

‘Don’t be silly! You can’t be faithful to me. You’re a Rhuaan. It’s not in your nature.’ 

He sighed. ‘I can. You’ll see.’ 

‘You can’t. It’ll make you ill. You have to draw in love from everyone.’ 

‘Even though I love everyone, you’ve got first place.’ 



 33 

‘What, first among millions?’ 

‘Yes! And if you go on saying “no” – I’ll carry you away and lock you in my harem.’ 

Mike Daims, seeing the three gathered round the Flame, came strolling down to join them 

and heard the last remark. ‘Just try it and I’ll break your arm,’ he said. 

Greh stepped back. It had been a joke – and Aimee and Horlerh knew it was a joke – but 

clearly it had struck the male human on a sore spot. Mike’s sharp aggression surprised him – 

Aimee had said that Mike was jealous, but was he really this jealous? 

Apparently he was. ‘You, sir, are a cad and a bounder,’ said Mike, striking a deliberately 

theatrical pose. ‘You have taken advantage of this maiden who was under my protection and I 

demand satisfaction.’ 

‘Mike!’ protested Aimee, laughing awkwardly, ‘don’t be silly. It’s nothing to do with you.’ 

‘On the contrary, dear lady’ (he pretended to raise his hat to her – in fact he never wore a 

hat) ‘it is everything to do with me. So what shall it be, sir? Pistols at dawn? Blasters at noon? 

Name your weapon.’ 

‘Mike!’ cried Aimee, cringing in embarrassment. Greh’s hair was wafting threateningly in 

the air. 

‘Mike,’ he said, ‘pull back. I claim Aimee – she gave her heart to me. You have no claim.’ 

‘No,’ retorted Mike, ‘I loved her first. Get out of here, you – alien tyrant. Keep your hands 

off this pure woman!’ And he pulled back his fist and struck Greh on the jaw. 

Greh was unguarded, and the blow hit home. He reeled back and then righted himself, let 

his hair fly out, raised his hands and – 

‘No!’ shouted Aimee. ‘Greh, no!’ and she flung herself in front of him and threw her arms 

about him, making him skip back. Horlerh cried to Mike: ‘Run, Mike, run!’ 

‘No,’ shouted Mike, ‘no, I’ll kill him. I’m a better man than he is.’ 

Greh put his arms around Aimee and said, ‘Then I’ll take you with me.’ Mike shouted, 

‘No! Aimee! No!’ Horlerh flung out her arms. The Flame shot up, ten feet of pure blue heat. 

Horlerh pointed both hands at Greh, arms fully extended. She shouted something which the 

humans did not understand. Greh let go of Aimee and flung his arms towards Horlerh. There 

was a crack and a flash and the Flame suddenly spread out and for an instant the two humans 

thought it was about to engulf them all – 

Then all was quiet. The Flame burned three feet tall. Horlerh picked herself up from the 

ground where Lord Greh’s energy field had flung her, and dusted herself down. Greh was 

nowhere to be seen. 

Aimee spoke first. ‘Where is he?’ 

‘He has taken himself away,’ replied Horlerh. ‘He’ll be back. Don’t leave the camp or he’ll 

take you.’ 

‘Take me where?’ Aimee found that she was laughing, partly with relief and released fear. 

‘I don’t know. He’s powerful. I don’t know what he’s planning. He only went because I 

flung the Flame at him – and he did not have to go then, but all of the Sacred People would 

hesitate to fight the Flame.’ Horlerh looked at Mike. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked 

concernedly. 

Mike, who was shaken but otherwise unharmed, got to his feet and said, ‘Yes.’ 

‘Thanks for intervening,’ said Aimee to Horlerh. ‘– Although what all Mike’s melodrama 

was in aid of – no, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.’ 

Mike looked her in the eye, and said: ‘Will you marry me?’ 

‘Don’t be a fool!’ she retorted, and marched away up the site, towards the kitchen hut. 

Mike watched her go, then turned to Horlerh. ‘How do you rate my chances?’ he asked 

hopefully. 

‘Low. He has his hold over her now – she won’t break away easily.’ 

‘Like a bad magician. An evil spell on the fair maiden to make her love him.’ 
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Horlerh smiled at his childish metaphor and said, ‘If you like!’ 

‘How can the poor prince break the spell?’ 

‘I don’t know. I’ll work on it.’ 

‘You’re a heroine,’ he said, bent and kissed her hand – then strode away up the site, 

heading for the lab hut, where Andy and three other students were working on recent finds. 

Stepping through the open doorway, he approached Andy and said, ‘Andy, we’ve got to bury 

the hatchet – I need a word.’ 

Andy regarded him suspiciously. ‘What about?’ 

‘Lord Greh.’ 

‘Gray, you mean. What for?’ 

‘Come outside and I’ll tell you.’ 

‘I’m going nowhere.’ 

Mike sighed and lowered his voice. ‘Listen, then. Apparently he’s got mental control over 

Aimee so she has to love him.’ 

Andy put down the small soft brush he was holding and said, ‘You don’t say!’ 

‘I do – or, at least, Horlerh did.’ 

‘Where’s Gray now?’ 

‘He’s gone. He tried to take Aimee with him and Horlerh and I managed to stop him. It 

was impressive – the Flame went explosive and – well, anyway, he went and left Aimee 

behind, but Horlerh said he’ll be back for her. So we have to guard her all the time and she 

mustn’t leave the site.’ 

Andy nodded slowly. ‘I get you,’ he said, wonderingly. ‘I don’t understand Gray – he’s 

changed a lot, I guess.’ 

‘Just a little. So, will you help me guard Aimee?’ 

‘You bet!’ 

‘Good lad.’ Mike slapped his back and left the hut. 

The other students stared at Andy. ‘What’s all this, then?’ one asked. ‘Stalking Professor 

Neasden?’ 

‘Bodyguard,’ replied Andy. ‘The Prof needs a bodyguard, good people, and Daims and 

Hagenmuller will provide one.’ 

‘Bodyguard against what?’ 

‘The strange forces of space,’ declared Andy. ‘Principalities and powers, the unseen rulers 

of this world, the forces of evil in the heavens. So I say unto you’ – he waved his brush at 

them – ‘put on the whole armour of God, and then you will be able to stand in the day of 

testing.’ 

‘Get away,’ they said, laughing, and went on with their work. But Andy continued thinking 

furiously as he worked, for the words from St Paul’s letter to the Ephesians had come to him 

unbidden, and he did not believe he was mistaken. 
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3. What happened to Ray 

 

Faroan the Emperor sat crosslegged in the Cavern of the Flame within the Sapphire Cape of 

Thorion, meditating on the Empire. He had returned to Thorion a month before, to oversee the 

rebuilding of Rhuaan communications across the sectors, the organisation of administration 

and the administration of justice, the training of young and old as fighter pilots and as 

scientists, healers, teachers, the organisation of records, and all that was necessary to rebuild 

the Empire from its heart. He had not come back to Thorion willingly – he wanted to remain 

with his beloved, Grehoan the Golden Dragon, on the planet of Oh; he had wanted to go with 

Aoan to Gustu; he wanted to travel the sectors and see his people. However, the Priestess 

insisted that he was needed on Thorion as the psychological centre of the Empire, as the focus 

of power and energy, and she became increasingly agitated the longer he was absent. 

Greh said that despite her much-professed dislike of Imperial supervision, the Priestess 

was unhappy when Faroan was not on the planet because there was no one for her to blame 

for problems. Aoan said that perhaps Faroan helped to balance the planet’s energies, and with 

him gone the whole electro-magnetic field of the place went completely out of kilter, thrown 

awry by the Priestess and her acolytes’ fanaticism over mystic harmonies and cosmic 

energies. Whatever the cause, Faroan was very reluctantly back on Thorion; Greh was on Oh 

and Aoan was on Gustu, and he missed them both achingly and constantly. 

At least he had one comfort – and that was a comfort that Greh much begrudged him, 

claiming that Faroan had stolen her from him. Memnon, the beautiful and intelligent Mary 

woman from Herluin, had accompanied him from Oh when he had to leave Greh. He and 

Memnon both missed Greh, but they loved each other and found some comfort in each other’s 

embraces. 

Frustrated as he was to be separated from Aoan and Greh, he knew that the pain was 

slowly gaining its reward. The Empire was growing – slowly, but nevertheless there was 

progress. Few of the ancient habitable planets in sectors one to six still existed, and even 

fewer were still habitable, but Aoan had set up a base on Halleh and Greh had established a 

garrison on Abbaba. Aoan’s captain Mylee had a small base in Siberia on Earth, and one of 

Aoan’s officers was in command on Creh, whose population was reasonably amenable to 

Imperial authority provided that the Imperials paid for the military. One of the Priestess’s 

acolytes was in charge on Bessideh, but the real man in charge on Bessideh was Greh’s 

human pet Ragnor, who ran an entertainment centre and had connections to everyone with 

any influence on the planet. Likewise, on Herluin, Greh had friendly connections with the 

Mary population and controlled the self-styled human governor, his human pet Nick van der 

Ruhe. Aoan was on Gustu with Anja, a young Gustu pirate and another one of Greh’s pets. It 

seemed, Faroan thought with a wry smile, that Greh was slowly taking over the Empire by 

collecting pets. And as Greh had learned the ancient Rhuaan ability to move through space 

and, to a limited degree, through time, he was able to travel from one planet to another, from 

one pet to another, across the vastness of the galatic arm and keep the various parts of the 

young, re-forming Empire together. The rest of the population had to rely on spaceships – 

although the Mary workshops on Herluin were now turning out fine new faster-than-light 

ships, powered by the traditional Rhuaan interstellar drive, as constructed by Greh or Aoan; or 

they could use the Imperial interstellar communication system, which the Marys and the 

Priestess’s acolytes, and Aoan’s fleet, had been rebuilding. It now worked well enough for 

Faroan to be able to talk on Greh on Oh, or Aoan on Gustu. But it was not the same as having 

them here. 

Faroan concentrated on the thought of Greh. He knew that Greh would come to him 

physically if he called. But sometimes Greh was distracted by other things – such as his /her 
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various pets – and he had to concentrate hard to find him/her. In the Cavern of the Flame, he 

could draw in the Flame’s energy and focus his mind on his heart’s desire, the beautiful 

golden-haired vision of love – that slender, willowy figure, that merry laugh, the sweet voice 

– the Greh who was as much female as male, whom he thought of as his wife, his female 

permanent partner. Oh, Grehoan, my love – where are you? 

Then he heard a voice, sweet and gentle, breathe into his mind: ‘I’m here, darling. Why are 

you fretting? I always come when you call,’ and Greh materialised before him, knelt and 

kissed his lips. Faroan knelt up at once, caught his beloved in his embrace and kissed him/her 

long and warmly. 

‘Darling,’ he said at last, ‘it seems eons since you were here.’ 

‘I think it’s only a few days,’ said his lover apologetically. They looked at each other, 

smiling through damp eyes, both thinking the same thought: this isn’t working. We have to 

live apart, to work rebuilding the Empire, but it’s destroying us. 

Faroan jumped to his feet and pulled Greh up after him. ‘Come,’ he said, and dragged Greh 

out of the Cave’s narrow entrance, down a winding path through the singing trees towards his 

own home, carved out of the rock. But as they reached the entrance, he paused and plucked a 

handful of red berries from the trees, popped one in Greh’s mouth and ate one himself. Greh 

smiled lovingly at him and said, ‘I’m all yours,’ leaning his/her body against Faroan’s, and 

Faroan swept her up into his arms and carried her under the gateway, across the little 

courtyard and into his sleeping room. He laid Greh on a pile of cushions, tapped the door 

behind them to lock it, and then lay down beside his wife, kissing her long and passionately. 

‘Oh, darling,’ breathed Greh, and let herself fall into Faroan’s arms, letting her aura spread 

and engulf Faroan, letting herself flow into Faroan’s self … 

They whirled together as a mass of energy, as pulsing light and power, wholly united, 

giving themselves utterly to each other. All time and no time passed as they shared their love 

– their passion, their burning desire for each other, the long pain of separation, the total joy of 

reuniting. At last they rested, still more together than apart, but sufficiently separated to be 

aware that they were two entities rather than one. 

‘Faroan, when I am with you, there is nothing else in creation.’ 

‘Darling – how can we continue to be apart? How can we live with so much separation – a 

few hours of joy, among so many hours of pain?’ 

‘You know I can’t easily stay,’ said Greh. ‘I have to lead my pirates and keep my people 

happy. We’ll lose them if I don’t. And the Priestess insists you stay here. When can you next 

risk a holiday, darling?’ 

Faroan laughed bitterly and said, ‘I think next week.’ 

Greh echoed the bitter laugh and kissed Faroan’s neck. Faroan held her very close. Greh 

had rematerialised in female form, the beautiful and passionate Hyunnah, who denied her pets 

and her lovers nothing, and whom Faroan adored. But as he thought this, he felt Greh’s 

anxiety/annoyance, and Greh said aloud: ‘Darling, the Priestess has been nagging me. She 

wants me to take a permanent female partner. She wants me to be a husband and father a 

child.’ 

Faroan caressed Greh-Hyunnah’s back, and thought more firmly of Greh as female, and 

felt her/him giggle. ‘Yes, darling. I think I could bear you a child, but at the moment we are 

so busy –’ 

‘It can wait, darling. We have all the time in creation for each other. At the moment you 

have to concentrate on your pirates and the Federation. How are the new Federal ships 

developing?’ 

‘They’re almost ready to fly. I think they’ll be going to Fairly Base. We have a truce with 

Fairly Base, so they won’t trouble us. Andrewes will be disappointed – if he ever finds out, 

but I don’t think McCrae will let him find out.’ 
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Faroan could read so many different thoughts in his wife’s mind – her pride over the new 

Federal ships which she had helped to redesign, her affection for Andrewes, her awareness of 

the danger posed by that human female Professor Rose McCrae. But with the apprehension/ 

slight fear/ dislike there was an undercurrent of fond amusement … 

‘It’s no good, darling. You can’t help loving humans. I know you’d make them all your 

pets if you could.’ 

‘You’re right, darling. I wish we didn’t have to fight them. But they’ll never let us take 

over their government unless we prove our worth to rule, and for humans that means fighting. 

They’re very basic in some ways.’ 

‘Thinking of government, darling, Memnon has been talking about it. She says we need to 

work out a proper system of government for the Federation.’ 

‘The Federation just took over the old Imperial system. They claimed they were going to 

reform it, but they never did.’ 

‘Memnon is going to reform it. She has all sorts of ideas.’ 

‘Where is she, darling?’ 

‘Down at the labs, talking to the Priestess’s acolytes about treatment of basic Mary 

diseases. She’ll be back for the evening meal.’ 

Greh giggled. ‘Let’s enjoy ourselves some more, darling, before we get serious. We can 

pretend the war is over and it’s my Day …’ 

Faroan held her tight and wound his body about her, and Greh returned his passion with 

her own. If only you could travel through space, darling, she thought, and come with me to 

Oh! Then we could be together. Faroan sighed: Greh had learnt how to dematerialise and 

travel through space but had not been able to teach himself or Aoan how to do the same. Then 

they both felt Memnon’s aura approaching, separated into two entities, and got up to greet 

her. 

Memnon walked up from the Priestess’s laboratories on all fours, her long feathered tail 

held high over her back. She was tired, and a little annoyed – the Priestess and her acolytes 

did not seem to take Mary illnesses seriously, being far more interested in breeding new forms 

of beetles on Thorion. Memnon, who knew that a sure way to a nation’s heart is to cure its 

health problems, was determined that the new Empire would win her people’s hearts by 

showing its ability to care. She flicked her tail and her ears and told herself that she would get 

her brother and his friends on to the problem if the Rhuaans would not deal with it. And then 

she looked up, and saw the Emron standing in the archway ahead with the Emperor, and all 

her worries dissolved. She cried out his name and ran to his arms, and they embraced 

lovingly. 

‘Memnon, my sweet. How are you?’ 

‘Wonderful, now you’re here. When did you arrive?’ 

‘Earlier this afternoon. Faroan called me.’ 

Memnon looked into his face and saw his love and desire for Faroan, and for herself, and 

for all creation, and thought again how much she loved him. 

‘We all miss you so much,’ she said. ‘I’m so glad you’re here.’ 

‘You’re hungry,’ said Greh, reading her aura, ‘you’ve had a hard day, Memnon. Come in 

and tell us about it.’ 

‘Oh, Emron,’ she said, sighing, as Faroan took her right front paw in his left hand, and 

Greh took her left in his right, and they led her into Faroan’s home, ‘you’d think that the 

Priestess had never heard of Marys, for all the care she gives to us!’ 

‘I was afraid of that,’ said Faroan grimly. 

‘Why, what is it?’ asked Greh. 
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‘Memnon is trying to set up a new medical system for the Marys. She wants the Priestess 

to help,’ said Faroan. ‘So far the Priestess has shown as much interest as she does in our 

partnership.’ 

‘Not so much interested as determined to destroy it. I see,’ said Greh, sitting down with 

Memnon on the cushions in Faroan’s day room. Faroan went to check on the fish stew he had 

left to cook slowly from that morning, and Greh and Memnon shared a fond embrace. ‘Aoan 

bullied the Priestess’s girls into helping on Bessideh. I hoped they’d be prepared to do 

something similar on Herluin.’ 

‘She might if you asked her, lord,’ said Memnon hopefully. 

‘Or she’ll demand I find a female partner first.’ 

‘Oh, no, lord! You have Lord Aoan and Lord Faroan.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh, ‘not to mention many loving friends such as yourself, and lots of pets.’ 

Memnon gave a Mary smile, twirling her whiskers. She liked the idea that Nick van der 

Ruhe, the constant thorn in the side of the Marys of Herluin, was nothing more than the 

Emron’s pet. 

‘I think,’ said Greh, ‘I’ll talk to the girls on Bessideh. They might be willing to branch out 

a little. And then, when we have something started, we can come back to the Priestess for 

some help.’ 

Memnon’s whiskers whirled. She liked that ‘we’. She touched Greh’s nose with her own – 

he hugged her tightly, burying his fingers in her thick, dark brown fur. She was such a 

beautiful, intelligent woman – it was easy to forget that she was not Rhuaan. 

Faroan came back, carrying the stew pot, which he placed on the stone-flagged floor of the 

room, then he fetched three bowls, spoons and a plate of flat bread. They all sat on cushions 

around the pot, and served themselves with stew. ‘You were going to talk to Greh about 

systems of government,’ Faroan reminded Memnon. 

‘Yes: I’ve been thinking about how to make the new Empire hold together. We need top-

down and bottom-up. At present, the Federation is ruled by the Federal government council 

on Trer, which used to be elected but is now co-opted by the current members. The President 

is chosen by the government ministers, and rules for life. The government council on Trer 

appoints the ruling councils of each sector, and they appoint the planetary governors, who 

choose their own ministers. We need to get our own people into those posts, but there is no 

way that the President will appoint anyone she knows is working for us.’ 

‘I can adopt them,’ said Greh, ‘as I adopted Nick.’ 

‘Yes, but she will quickly find out and remove them. I understand that McCrae’s security 

system is very efficient.’ 

‘So what are you suggesting?’ asked Faroan. ‘You mentioned bottom-up.’ 

Memnon appeared diffident – she flicked her ears and puffed out her tail. ‘The Lo Man 

Swee said that what the old Empire needed was representative assemblies,’ she said. 

‘I remember,’ said Faroan. ‘I could never understand what they would achieve. Those who 

were elected or selected would not have the knowledge to advise, and if they tried to rule they 

would spend all their time quarrelling.’ 

‘Yes, lord. I agree. But I’ve been thinking about this. People will believe that the elected 

assemblies are doing something, and this will release political tension. And with time the 

members of the assemblies will start to take their posts seriously and they will study and learn 

about how the Empire runs and then they will be able to advise effectively. And they will 

always have local knowledge, so they can inform the planetary governor about local needs.’ 

‘So you suggest only planetary assemblies? The Lo Man Swee was going to have them at 

every level,’ recalled Greh. He had not himself read the book, but Aoan had – so, in a sense, 

he had. 



 39 

‘I suggest we start with planetary assemblies,’ said Memnon. ‘Then we work up to sector 

level, and then to the Empire. And I suggest we begin by setting up an assembly on Herluin, 

Creh or Bessideh; then we can see how it works and sort out any problems. When we have 

shown that it works, and that it makes government stronger, not weaker, then we can start 

suggesting the concept to the Federal sectors. When the people of the Federation see that 

representation is a good thing, they will demand it from the Trer government – and the Trer 

government will have to give it. And so we can get our own people into power.’ 

‘We may also see a lot of other people in power,’ observed Faroan. 

‘Yes,’ admitted Memnon, ‘but I think the Emron is so popular that he will have the most 

supporters.’ 

‘I assume that the planetary governor won’t have to pay any attention to the assembly if 

she or he doesn’t want to,’ said Greh. 

‘No, but if the assembly truly represents the people of the planet, it will be in his or her 

interests to do so,’ said Memnon. ‘In any case, it will provide a forum for discussion and 

debate, and allow concerns and interests to be aired. At present, everything happens behind 

closed doors. This will make government more open, so people will trust it more, and will be 

far less likely to revolt.’ 

Faroan finished eating his soup and put down his bowl. ‘This will need a great deal of 

thought before we even suggest it to the governor of Creh, or Herluin, or Bessideh,’ he said. 

‘Because it will have to work, if our people are to trust it. Greh, you know the governors 

better than I do. What is your advice?’ 

‘I’m not sure,’ said Greh. ‘I’ll think about it. And I’ll go and talk to the people, and take 

some soundings.’ 

Memnon flicked her ears. The Emrons were taking her suggestion seriously – she was 

delighted and proud. They were intelligent and loving, but rather inclined to be tyrannical, in 

a totally loving and paternal/maternal way. The Lo Man Swee was right about that, in any 

case. These assemblies would help prevent the new Empire from going the way of the old 

one. She finished her own soup and put down her bowl. ‘How are your new ships, Emron?’ 

she asked Greh. ‘The ones on Teren?’ 

Greh smiled at her, and said, ‘They’re almost ready. In fact –’ he put down his own bowl. 

‘They’re ready. Lewis is looking for me. I’d better go.’ He turned to Faroan. ‘Darling, can 

you risk coming with me? I’ll only be gone a few minutes.’ 

Faroan thought about it, remembered his last shouting match with the Priestess, and said: 

‘Take Memnon, darling. If it looks like taking longer than a few minutes, come back for me.’  

Greh kissed him warmly, grabbed Memnon’s right hand, and vanished. 

Faroan sighed deeply, picked up the empty bowls and went to do the washing up. And as 

he finished, Greh returned – but in the meantime, much had happened at the other end of the 

Empire. 

 

Memnon reflected that neither of her Rhuaan lovers had actually asked her if she wanted to go 

to Teren, which was typical of them. Fortunately, she had been longing to go, so she was 

perfectly happy to be flung through space like a pebble from a catapult, feeling as if her entire 

being was turned inside out, outside in, scattered across the dust of space and then shoved 

through a very narrow hole back into her normal physical form. She was now standing on two 

legs in a green, rather muddy field, in cold spring sunshine. 

‘Is this Teren?’ she asked, wondering whether her mouth muscles still worked, and where 

she had put her feet and tail. Her forepaws found her whiskers and tried to straighten them. 

‘Yes,’ said a voice – Greh’s – oh, there he was, beside her. ‘We’re near the spaceship 

plant.’ 
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‘Someone’s coming,’ she said, pointing. He looked where she was pointing and said, ‘It’s 

Ray Lewis.’ Then she saw his clothing melt and change from a deep blue tunic and mantle to 

faded jeans and a long overshirt, while his long golden hair slipped backwards and became a 

ponytail, tied back with a handkerchief. 

‘Gray!’ she heard the human cry as he ran towards them. ‘Gray!’ And as he ran towards 

them, she felt the Emron’s affection for the human, and thought: this is another pet of his. 

Ray Lewis ran up, hot and sweating, and cried, ‘Gray,’ once more and grabbed his right 

hand, and shook it firmly, and said, ‘Good to see you, sir,’ and Gray put his left hand on 

Ray’s right shoulder and said, ‘And you, Ray. What’s up?’ 

‘McCrae sent this morning. Ships are to go today,’ panted Ray. ‘Urgently, she said. Some 

talk of surprise.’ 

‘It’s no surprise to me,’ said Gray. ‘I thought she might try it on, although I tried to talk her 

out of it. There’s no question of an attack now. The truce was renewed last week. Is she 

planning to break the truce?’ 

‘I think so. Do you think McCrae cares? “Morality” isn’t a word in her dictionary.’ Ray 

was still holding Gray’s hand and Gray still held his hand on Ray’s shoulder. 

Memnon thought: this male loves the Emron, but he doesn’t know it. She sat down on her 

haunches and let her whiskers twirl. 

‘Have the ships gone?’ asked Gray. 

‘They’re going now. Our people are flying them to the frontier,’ said Ray. 

A pity, thought Gray. I worked so hard on those ships – we all did. And now they’ll be 

grounded for good. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. 

‘Sorry? Why?’ 

‘McCrae is going to wager everything on one throw. But she can’t win.’ 

‘But the ships are rebuilt –’ 

‘There’s nothing wrong with the ships. But if she breaks the truce she’ll put herself in the 

wrong. There’s nothing to stop the other side invading sector seven. They have more ships 

than McCrae has. She thinks she’ll surprise them, but she doesn’t know what it’s like on the 

frontier – it’s not so simple.’ He sighed. 

Ray thought that the young commander was being unduly pessimistic. ‘Come and see the 

ships go out,’ he urged him. ‘It’ll be a fine sight.’ He looked eagerly, intently at Gray, and 

Gray smiled back and said, ‘All right. Ray, I must introduce you to Memnon’ – he gestured to 

his companion, who rose again on to her hind legs – ‘she’s a technician.’ 

Ray blushed a little – he was not used to Marys, and had ignored Memnon, vaguely 

assuming that she was some sort of large dog. He nodded at her, and said: ‘Delighted.’ 

Memnon, of course, knew that he, not she, was the pet, and she favoured him with a twirl of 

the whiskers and a cheerful ‘Pleased to meet you.’ 

‘You’d better come along quickly,’ said Ray to Gray, ‘the ships are going now.’ 

So they walked up to the entrance to the plant, where security guards stood about and 

saluted Gray, whom they recognised as the commander who had overseen the rebuilding of 

the ships, and Andrewes hurried up to shake Gray’s hand and then Memnon’s (he at least 

knew a Mary when he met one and knew them to be skilled spaceship technicians). Then they 

stood by and watched the ships roll out one by one to the launching strip, which had been 

hastily built over the last few days, and one by one take off into the blue sky. 

When they were all gone, Andrewes said: ‘Let’s go and have a drink.’ 

They sat in his office, a rundown mobile hut, and drank something alcoholic out of plastic 

cups. Gray sipped his very slowly indeed. The humans talked off ‘success’ and ‘project 

completion’ and ‘closure’, and Ray kept looking at Gray in clear adoration. Andrewes and he 

called Gray ‘sir’ and spoke to him as a superior. Memnon remained quiet and listened with 

interest. 
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At last Ray said: ‘Back to Trer tomorrow! I can’t wait.’ 

Andrewes said, ‘Some of us have to stay and keep the place going.’ 

Ray shrugged. ‘Gray,’ he said, ‘are you going back to Trer?’ 

Gray shook his head. ‘I have to get back.’ 

‘Back where?’ 

Gray laughed. ‘Not Trer.’ 

‘You should come over and celebrate a while.’ 

‘Save that for later,’ said Gray. ‘I’d better be on my way now, in fact.’ He put his still 

three-quarters full cup on the chipped formica table and rose from the chair where he had 

been seated rather uncomfortably, as Rhuaans hate chairs and prefer to sit on a flat surface, 

such as the floor. Ray, Andrewes and Memnon also rose, Memnon stretching – she had been 

crouched dog-like on her chair. 

‘Where’s your ship?’ asked Ray. 

‘Up in the woods,’ said Gray. 

‘I’ll give you a lift back. I’m going that way.’ 

‘No, it’s in the trees – we’ll walk.’ 

‘I’ll come along,’ said Ray. 

Andrewes saw them out of the compound, then went back to his work. The security guards 

saluted as they left. Ray walked along on Gray’s right, Memnon on his left. 

After a while of walking in silence, Ray broke it. ‘When will I see you again?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ said Gray. 

‘I need to know,’ said Ray, in a hoarse whisper. 

‘I’m sure our paths will cross.’ 

‘I need to know when.’ 

Gray considered teasing him a little longer, but he had come to like the human and he had 

pity on him. ‘Don’t waste your heart on me,’ he said, without looking at Ray. 

‘It’s not wasted,’ said Ray croakily. 

Gray went on walking in silence until they reached the trees and could not be seen from the 

plant. Then he turned to Ray and said, ‘You’re in a bad way.’ 

Ray nodded, shrugged, and said, ‘I’m sorry. I’m behaving badly. Forget it.’ 

Gray looped his thumbs in his pockets and considered him. When he first sought Ray out 

he had intended to humiliate him for meddling – now he knew him, he liked him, appreciated 

him as a skilled physicist and technician, and was sorry to break his heart. 

‘You’ll be wanting a lift,’ he said. 

Ray nodded, then shrugged again, then said: ‘I’m acting like a fool.’ 

‘No,’ said Gray, ‘I have this effect on people. Don’t worry about it.’ 

‘I dream about you,’ said Ray. ‘I’m going crazy.’ 

‘It’s normal,’ said Gray. ‘Would you feel better if I did this?’ and he put a hand on Ray’s 

right shoulder and kissed him. 

He caught Ray off guard. The human stiffened and would have pulled away, but Gray held 

on to his shoulder too tightly. Memnon watched; it was rather sweet, she thought. The Emron 

had taken her heart by surprise in a similar way and she had great sympathy for Ray. She 

wanted to say: ‘It’s all right, he loves you, he loves everyone,’ but she knew the human had to 

find that out for himself. 

Gray put his other arm around Ray, held him tight, and slipped his tongue into Ray’s 

mouth. He held the human close and kissed him with increasing passion, until at last he had to 

release him to take a breath. Ray was blushing and shaking. 

‘Is that better?’ asked Gray. 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘May I do it again?’ 
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‘I don’t know.’ 

‘Hush, darling,’ said Gray, ‘there’s no one here but we two and Memnon, and Memnon has 

been where you are and is in on the secret. She won’t tell. Do you love me?’ 

Ray didn’t answer for a moment: he seemed entranced by Gray’s words and stood staring 

into his face. 

‘Do you love me?’ asked Gray again, and ‘Yes,’ Ray murmured back. Then Gray kissed 

him again, gently and tenderly. Ray returned his kiss, and when they drew apart for breath, 

said, ‘Come with me to Trer.’ 

‘I need to be somewhere else, darling.’ 

‘I can’t bear to be away from you.’ 

‘Then come with me, darling.’ 

‘Where are you going?’ 

‘Far away. Do you really want to come? I warn you, I’ll take your soul. I’ll devour it.’ 

Memnon laughed. Ray sighed and said, ‘You already did.’ 

Gray glanced at Memnon, who came up and put her arm around him. He put an arm 

around her and the other around Ray. Then the world shifted and slid, and they were on the 

planet Oh. Memnon recognised the smell of the air and the grass immediately. 

Ray said, ‘Ouch,’ and looked around. He was no longer in a chilly, bare-branched wood in 

springtime but in a summer meadow under a hot sun, with types of flower and grass he had 

never seen before, and beyond it were the domes, towers and transmitters of a space port. 

‘Where are we? What happened?’ he cried. 

‘Never mind,’ said Gray cheerfully. ‘You gave me your soul, so perhaps this is heaven. 

Now, hurry – we have to find my officers,’ and he took Ray’s right hand in his left and 

Memnon’s left in his right and ran with them across the meadow to the space port. 

Peiriol was on guard at the entrance, and leapt forward to greet Gray – with a great hug and 

a kiss on each cheek – before saying: ‘What news, lord?’ 

Gray returned his kisses and replied: ‘The Fed ships are on their way from Teren. They’ve 

just left, so we expect them tomorrow. Call up the troops – we have to get a welcome ready 

for them.’ 

‘What about the truce?’ asked Peiriol. 

‘What does McCrae care for truces? But our friends at Fairly Base do care, and may not be 

inclined to obey her orders. Get the lads down here.’ Peiriol ran off to obey. 

‘Lord,’ put in Memnon, ‘with your permission I’ll go and check our ships.’ 

‘Thanks, Memnon. Make sure Oroso hasn’t had all the power plants out.’ The pirates were 

very keen on adjusting and ‘improving’ the power plants in their ships – sometimes this 

improved performance, and sometimes it didn’t. 

Memnon touched her nose to his, and rushed off, claws clicking on the paved floor. 

‘Where is this?’ asked Ray, looking around at the great height and breadth of the 

spaceport. It all looked newly built, but where in the Federation was a port newly built? 

‘Darling,’ said Gray, ‘for the sake of your sanity, wait a bit – I’ll tell you later, when we 

can have some time alone. At the moment, we have to move.’ Ray looked at him quizzickly, 

so Gray kissed him. Before the kiss became heavily serious, Peiriol came running back with 

the core team of pirates, led by Oroso Bal, and Errehn, who was dressed in the uniform of a 

Rhuaan fighter pilot – white knee-length tunic, belted at the waist, and maroon cloak around 

the shoulders. With his plaster-white skin and jet black hair he looked as alien as he was. The 

pirates were clearly Gustu, with a few humans who had joined the band; they wore black, 

baggy trousers and knee-length, long-sleeved, brightly-coloured overshirts, belted on the hips, 

with blaster and cutlass hung from the belt, and calf-high boots or sandals on the feet. Ray 

clung on to Gray’s hand at the sight of them – it was enough to alarm anyone, he thought. 

What was this motely band of roughs? They didn’t look like regular Federal troops. 
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Gray noticed that Carl was missing, and gave Errehn an enquiring glance. Errehn’s mental 

reply came back at once: he’s in the hospital, trying to talk J. into staying local. He says J. 

will be a security risk to us if he goes back to Trer. 

Gray nodded. That was so like Carl – thinking strategically, getting ahead of events, 

preparing for every eventuality. He was almost as efficient as Memnon. 

Oroso Bal and the rest of Gray’s bodyguard showed their professionalism by bending knee 

to the ground before him, but not attempting to kiss him in welcome. Oroso spoke first, as 

their leader. ‘What’s the news, lord?’ he asked. 

‘McCrae has sent the ships from Teren. They will be at Federal base Fairly tomorrow. We 

must inform Fairly and tell them we consider the truce to be good. They must decide whether 

they wish to hold it or break it.’ 

‘They won’t budge,’ said Oroso. ‘I was over there yesterday. That truce is airtight.’ The 

rest of the bodyguard muttered agreement. 

Gray knew that his pirates liked going over to Fairly Base to ‘play’ with the Feds’ 

technical equipment and swop bloodthirsty stories with the Federal garrison, who were 

always glad to get visitors, particularly visitors who came laden with alcohol, ‘smokes’, food, 

and stacks of computer games and visual wafers which they had looted or otherwise acquired 

from various places. He was not quite so sure whether this friendship would stand the test of a 

direct order from High Command, that is, Rose McCrae. ‘We’ll see,’ he said. ‘Will you go 

over there, Oroso? Take a few of the others – I’ll give you the choice.’ 

‘Yes, lord, I’ll go. I guarantee that truce won’t budge. The Feds know what’s good for 

them.’ Oroso turned to the bodyguard, selected four and marched them off to find their ships. 

‘I need a scouting party,’ continued Gray. ‘Volunteers?’ Ten volunteered and were sent out 

to pick up the new ships as they approached and keep an eye on them. 

‘We may need a reprisal raid. Volunteers?’ Another ten volunteered and were sent out to 

scout around the frontier zone for suitable targets and to await orders. 

Gray continued to rattle off orders. Memnon came back to announce that the fleet was in 

good shape. Errehn was sent to alert the radio operator (Rab, Oroso’s little brother), the 

medics, the kitchen staff, and generally to get the base on standby. Rab should call up their 

passenger liners and freight carriers and warn them to approach with care, as hostilities might 

occur within the next 48 hours. He also called up (without instructions) a number of local 

tourist organisations to let them know that if their clients wanted a bit of the action, now 

might be a good time to come to Planet Oh. 

When he had the entire base running around, Gray took Ray’s hand, and led him through 

the port buildings, down corridors and across halls and through doors, and finally down stairs 

to an underground corridor and an underground room. He touched the door as it shut behind 

Ray, and Ray heard a bolt click home. He touched the light control, and the lights dimmed. 

Ray looked round the room and saw a floor deeply carpeted and scattered with beautifully-

embroidered cushions, but nothing more. He looked at Gray. The lovely youth looked back at 

him and said, ‘Get undressed.’ 

Ray said, ‘Tell me what’s going on.’ 

‘I’ll tell you later, darling. Get undressed.’ 

Then Ray obeyed. Afterwards he wondered why, but at the time it seemed the most natural 

thing to do. Meanwhile, Gray pulled off his clothes with astonishing speed, waited 

impatiently until Ray had stripped off, then threw his arms about him and pulled him down on 

to the floor in passionate embrace. 

Gray made love to his new human pet very gently and tenderly. Then he gently coached 

Ray into making love to him. And finally, as they lay together on the cushions in sweet 

embrace, he said, ‘The answer to your question is, this is the Imperial base on Oh planet and I 

am Graham Bradley. I told you before, if you remember.’ 
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Ray did not remember. ‘I don’t believe you. What about the ships? You designed the 

ships.’ 

‘I know. Are you pleased with them?’ 

‘Yes, they’re fantastic. But why –’ 

‘Because it made you and Andrewes happy, darling. And I want to make you happy, 

because one day I’m going to be your Emperor. And when that day comes, I shall want good 

ships; and now I have them.’ 

‘But they’re going to fight you.’ 

Gray pealed with laughter. ‘No, they won’t, darling, because I won’t let them. I have a 

truce with the people on Fairly Base, and they won’t let the ships come out against us. You 

heard Oroso. He guarantees it.’ 

‘How can he be so sure? McCrae’s orders...’ 

‘Yes, but she’s on Trer, and Oroso is here. And Oroso has drink and smokes and all sorts 

of stuff to persuade our friends on Fairly Base not to fight us. We’re all such good friends out 

here! I told McCrae that she would do better upholding the truce, but she wouldn’t listen.’ 

‘But she can –’ 

‘What? What can she do?’ 

Ray hesitated. What could McCrae do? Security had no power out here. They needed the 

military’s ships to get about, and if the military would not co-operate, then Security could do 

nothing. 

‘I bet she knows,’ he said suddenly. ‘I bet she’s guessed already. She’ll be thinking of her 

next move now.’ 

Gray nodded, suddenly solemn. ‘Yes, she knows,’ he said. ‘Kiss me, darling. Let’s have 

some fun before we have to get serious again. I’ll have to go and fetch Faroan in a moment.’ 

‘That’s a serious name,’ said Ray, suddenly thinking of childhood stories of ogres and 

demons. 

‘Don’t worry, darling,’ said Gray, kissing him passionately, ‘Faroan is my husband. He 

won’t hurt you. He knows how much I love humans.’ 

Again, later the very oddness of this statement would give Ray many hours of careful 

thought, but at that moment he had no time to think, for his consciousness was swallowed up 

in Gray’s passion. 

 

Gray/Greh rematerialised in Faroan’s cave just as his lover finished the washing up. For a few 

moments they were too locked up in embrace to say or do anything, then Greh breathed, 

‘Darling, come to Oh,’ and whirled him into the void. 

In the communications rooms on Oh, Errehn was standing looking into a great globe of 

light which spun slowly in the centre of the room. He was trying to get a ‘fix’ on Fairly Base, 

but there were days when the stellar dust clouds seemed to upset all attempts at visual 

communication. He was just thinking that he would have to go and ask Rab to call up Fairly 

on the radio – which was almost as instantaneous, but lacked the visual element – when Gray 

appeared with Faroan. 

Errehn was frankly terrified of Faroan; he had been frankly terrified of him ever since he 

first met him on Thorion, when he had escaped from Trer with Greh at the start of the 

Vairstown revolt – but he tried not to let the power of Faroan’s aura overwhelm him. Faroan 

was simply so vivid, so energised, so alive, that he made everything else (except Greh) seem 

drab and uninteresting. Errehn always felt like falling flat on his face before the Emperor, or 

simply screaming and running for his life, but he knew that this would upset Greh. So he 

simply bowed to the Emperor and said, ‘Hail, lord,’ as the pirates would greet Greh, and then 

said to Greh, ‘I’m trying to get a fix on Oroso, darling, but the beam keeps jumping about.’ 
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Greh looked a little vexed, and reached for the controls on the wall, but Faroan simply 

raised a hand at the light, and Errehn saw it steady and become clearer.  

‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘Thanks.’ 

‘These communicators never focus effectively,’ said Faroan. ‘We need a better system, 

when Aoan has time to design one.’ 

Greh had to laugh at his husband’s assumption that only Aoan was capable of designing 

any new technology for the Sacred People. The problem was that he was right. 

‘We must train new technicians in our schools on Thorion,’ he said. 

‘We must train them on Halleh and Abbaba,’ said Faroan. ‘The Priestess does not 

encourage technological development on Thorion.’ 

Ah, thought Greh, like medical facilities for Marys. ‘I’ll just go and fetch Ray,’ he said. 

‘He’ll be useful to talk to Sandomir’ – the commander of Fairly Base. He hurried out and left 

Errehn and Faroan together. Errehn decided to carry on as if the Emperor wasn’t there, and 

said firmly into the communicator: ‘Fairly Base! This is commander Errehn on planet Oh. Do 

you have Oroso Bal there?’ 

‘Hi, Errehn,’ said a cheerful female Gustu voice, and Errehn and Faroan could see a face in 

the centre of the communicator – N’hu, the chief radio operator on Fairly Base. ‘Yeah, we’ve 

got Oroso here. He’s got a crowd with him. Something up? Who’s that with you?’ 

‘This is the Emperor Faroan,’ said Errehn, and he sensed, rather than saw, Faroan offer a 

quiet smile of welcome to the Gustu. N’hu’s eyes opened wide, then she smiled a broad smile. 

‘Oh, wow, the General’s Emperor! Oh wow! Sandomir said you were there, but we haven’t 

spoken. Good to meet you, sir.’ 

Faroan nodded in acknowledgement and smiled. Then N’hu said, ‘So what’s up over 

there?’ 

‘Your General MacCrae is sending you some ships,’ said Errehn. ‘We’re a little concerned 

that you might forget we’ve got a truce.’ 

‘No way,’ said N’hu. ‘We’ve got a truce, and General Aoan has our keys. We surrendered, 

sir, and we won’t forget it. Oroso is talking to Sandomir now. I’ll call them for you.’ And they 

saw her look to one side and press a switch. ‘They’ll be here in a minute, sir,’ she said.  

 

Ray had fallen asleep in Gray’s arms. He awoke to his lover gently kissing him. 

‘Ray, get up and get dressed,’ said Gray. ‘Oroso is at Fairly Base – he’ll have news.’ 

Ray opened his eyes and saw his friend – his lover – completely changed. Gray was no 

longer dressed in faded jeans and overshirt, but in a knee-length deep blue tunic, dusted with 

silver, and deep blue cloak. His long golden hair sparkled like spun gold – it was held in place 

with a blue band around his head. He looked devastatingly beautiful and utterly alien. 

‘Ow,’ said Ray in shock at the sight. 

Gray giggled. ‘These are my proper clothes,’ he said. ‘Get dressed, it’s all happening 

outside.’ 

Ray sat up, staring at Gray, who handed him his clothes. Or were they his? They seemed 

cleaner and fresher, of more comfortable material, better fitting. When they were on, he felt 

comfortable and relaxed, energised and ready to go. Gray kissed his lips, brushed down his 

hair, said, ‘Let’s go,’ and led him out of the room. 

He was barefoot – Ray wore socks and trainers on his feet, but even these seemed lighter, 

more comfortable than before. They ran together down corridors and up stairs, and into the 

communication room where Errehn and Faroan stood looking into a great globe of light, 

talking normally to it as if to another person in the room. Ray stopped short in fright at the 

sight of the two Grade As – Grade As as he had never seen them before, dressed like the 

figures in the comic books of his youth, just like the pictures in the journals, which he had 

glanced at but hardly believed. How could anyone be scared of comic book villains? But now 
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he met them he understood: people were scared because they were seven feet tall, and dressed 

really weird, and looked seriously alien, and they exuded energy, tremendous energy, which 

made you feel as if you were standing in a high wind, or being pulled down by an enormous 

cloud, or being battered by a tremendously loud noise. The one on the left, in white, was bad 

enough, but the one on the right, in dark blue, was simply unspeakably horrifying. He even 

had a red circle incised on to his forehead – no, it was a red dragon – whatever could that 

mean? He found that he was simply frozen to the spot. But Gray put his arms about him, and 

he leaned his head against his shoulder, and felt slightly less terrified. 

‘What’s the news, Oroso?’ Errehn was saying. 

Ray realised that he could see in the light a figure which he had seen earlier – one of 

Gray’s Gustu troops, the one with the big gold earring. He was speaking clearly, as if he was 

in the same room. ‘Good for us, but bad for the Feds. Sandomir says the truce is airtight.’ 

‘Good man,’ said Errehn. 

‘He’s here,’ said Oroso. ‘You can hear it from him,’ and he stood slightly to one side. Then 

a voice spoke and Ray jumped with shock, because he knew that voice. He had spoken to its 

owner on the caller, and now here was the man himself, or rather the Gustu, speaking out of 

this light – which was clearly some sort of transmission device. 

‘Commander Errehn! This is Commander Sandomir of Fairly Base.’ 

‘Hail,’ said Errehn formally. ‘Go ahead, commander.’ 

‘In no way will we break our truce. We surrendered to General Aoan, and we have given 

our word to her. Our word is our bond – you have our assurance of that.’ 

‘I’m glad to hear it,’ said Errehn, ‘but your admiral won’t be.’ 

‘When the ships arrive we’ll receive them,’ said Sandomir. ‘I doubt the Admiral is coming 

with them. She left fast enough the last time she was here.’ 

‘She was only a captain then,’ growled Oroso from his side. 

‘Yeah, they promoted her because she got away alive,’ said Sandomir. 

‘I’ve got a representative from the construction team here,’ said Errehn. ‘He can brief you 

on what orders are coming with the ships.’ He turned towards Ray and beckoned him 

forward. 

Ray felt his knees shaking so much that he could hardly stand upright, but Gray helped him 

forward, and Errehn and Faroan, sensing that their presence was disturbing the ‘little human,’ 

politely stepped to the side. Ray managed to stand upright with Gray’s arms about him, and 

spoke into the light. ‘Doctor Ray Lewis of Government Technologies,’ he said, his voice 

hoarse with fright. 

‘Ah, Doctor Lewis! I understand that you were at the forefront of the development of the 

drive.’ 

‘Yes, sir.’ 

‘What orders has McCrae sent?’ 

‘Her orders are to attack at once,’ said Ray, aware as he spoke that the orders were a dead 

letter. 

‘I told her that we have a truce, but she doesn’t recognise it,’ added Gray.  

‘Technically it isn’t a truce,’ said Errehn. ‘No one agreed any terms, except that Fairly 

Base surrendered.’ 

‘Ye-ss, but I didn’t care to tell her that.’ 

‘If you don’t obey her orders, you’re all in danger of courtmartial,’ said Ray desperately. 

He was aware of amusement about him. ‘She would have to enforce that,’ said Sandomir. 

‘She doesn’t have a fleet.’ 

‘Except the one on the way here,’ said Ray. 

‘She won’t have it by tomorrow,’ said Sandomir. 

‘Don’t underestimate McCrae,’ said Ray. ‘She’ll have thought of something.’ 



 47 

‘So have we,’ said Sandomir. ‘We’re going to sit here, and admire our lovely new ships, 

and not send them into any danger. We’ve lost enough ships to value these new ones and we 

want to look after them a while.’ 

There was much laughter on both sides of the communicator – Ray did not laugh, however. 

He just thought: McCrae will have thought of something. She always thinks of something. 

‘Commander,’ said Errehn to Sandomir, ‘when the ships arrive we can talk through our 

plans of action. Speak to you soon.’ 

‘So long, Commander,’ said Sandomir, and the globe of light grew milky as Fairly Base 

shut off the link. 

Gray hugged Ray to him and said, ‘You’re starving, darling. Come and find something to 

eat,’ and hurried him out. Errehn and Faroan were left looking at each other, laughing over 

Gray’s affection for his latest pet. 

‘Poor little human,’ said Errehn. ‘He doesn’t know what’s happening to him.’ 

‘Completely besotted and confused,’ said Faroan. ‘And Greh is so loving towards him.’ 

‘He’s got too many pets already,’ said Errehn, shaking back his hair. ‘He can’t keep up 

with them all.’ 

‘She keeps up with all of them,’ said Faroan, and Errehn noticed the change of Greh’s 

gender, ‘but sometimes she spends more time with them than with us.’ 

‘I know,’ said Errehn. ‘I used to get jealous, but now I just grin and bear it.’ 

Faroan gave him one of his gentle, bewitching smiles – the sort of smile which made 

Errehn’s legs shake with terror – and then said, ‘Is it necessary for you to be here? Because, if 

not, you should go and find Greh and I’ll look after the communicator.’ 

Errehn gave him a broad smile of gratitude and hurried out in search of his lover. 

Meanwhile, Faroan settled down to examine this technology and think about how it could be 

improved – and by and by, his thoughts summoned Memnon, who came willingly to help him 

consider the point. 

 

Oroso and his scouts returned, bringing with them a representative from Fairly Base, who was 

officially a hostage for the Base’s good behaviour, but who had actually come to trade 

computer games. Gray gave Ray a tour of Oh spaceport, and introduced him to various 

people. They eventually found their way into the hospital, where Gray was able to spend a 

few minutes talking to J. – who was much better, but still under medical supervision – while 

Ray had a look at the medical equipment, and talked to the medical staff, and met Carl 

Poulson. 

The two men recognised each other as Gray fans – they each found that there was 

something about the intensity and energy of the other which made them immediate allies. Carl 

had recognised it in Memnon when he first met her, although Ray – less sensitive to other 

races – had missed it. In any case, they found that they had plenty to talk about relating to 

Gray, and eventually they wandered down to the refectory for a cup of coffee and to compare 

notes. Here they met a crowd of tourists who had come to the base on Rab’s summons, 

hoping for excitement, and Ray found himself dragged into giving them a tour of the base, 

which he himself had only seen for the first time a few hours ago. On the way round they met 

Memnon, who was looking for ‘thermocouples’ (she never did explain why) and diverted Ray 

into helping her look. Ray was convinced that the place was a complete madhouse. They 

eventually found a boxful in Stores, Memnon ran off with them to the transmission room, and 

Ray went back to Gray’s room, where he fell asleep on the cushions and Gray joined him 

later. 

Before that, however, Gray had been dragged away from J.’s bedside by Carl to talk to the 

tourists, and then forcibly diverted by Errehn into his own room. Here Errehn locked the door 
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and pulled Gray down on to the floor on top of him. Gray went with a will, and the two spent 

a long, enjoyable time catching up with each other. 

‘We miss you here,’ said Errehn at last, as they cuddled together on his cushion-pile. ‘I’m 

no replacement for you.’ 

Greh sighed. ‘I miss you, too,’ he said. ‘But I was getting bogged down here, and I need to 

get round and see everyone – ’ 

‘All your pets? I know, they see more of you than we do.’ 

Greh punched him gently. ‘You know you only need to call me and I’ll come.’ 

‘Not always at once!’ 

‘Keep calling till I do come.’ 

‘Peiriol’s got a new visual of you,’ said Errehn. ‘I think one of his girlfriends brought it for 

him. It’s got you and that girl on Bessiday …’ 

‘Sarah,’ said Greh quickly. ‘She’s not “a girl”, she’s an angel in human form.’ 

‘Whatever. You’re dancing. You start off in clothes and then you –’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘And Peiriol wants to know, do you really fuck her at the end? Because it looks as if you 

do.’ 

‘We weren’t going to, but that’s how it worked out.’ 

‘And they put it all on the visual!’ 

‘We were on stage – no one thought to interrupt until we’d finished.’ 

‘I thought you said she’s got a boyfriend?’ 

‘She has. He didn’t think to interrupt either.’ 

‘Flame, Greh, how do you get away with it?’ 

‘I think Ragnor overdid the air conditioning that evening,’ said Greh, smiling at the 

thought. ‘Everyone got a bit carried away.’ 

‘You’re telling me!’ 

‘It was one of Nick’s new blends. He wanted me to test it.’ 

‘And?’ 

‘And – it had an interesting effect.’ 

‘Flame, Greh! Don’t you have any pride?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh firmly. ‘I adore my humans, and I love making them happy. And I made 

them very happy that evening. And Sarah wanted me to make love to her – so I did. She’s 

really lovely, you know. And Ragnor didn’t object, and I made love to him later – a lot more 

than I had to Sarah. I’ll go and find him later tonight, after I’ve said goodnight to you and 

Ray.’ 

‘Did you get a visual of you and Ragnor, too?’ said Errehn, bitterly. 

‘I didn’t. I think he did. He watches it when I’m away.’ 

‘Flame,’ said Errehn, ‘I thought it was bad enough when we did it for J., but now you’re 

doing it all the time.’ 

‘But it keeps them so happy, darling. Then they eat out of my hand. If there are any 

problems on Bessiday, they don’t revolt, they come and tell Ragnor and then I sort them out. 

And it’s the same on Herluin. These humans just adore us, darling. They worship us, and we 

make them happy, and so everyone is happy.’ 

‘Until they don’t see you for a while,’ said Errehn. ‘I miss you, and Carl misses you. And 

what are you going to do with Ray when you’ve done here? Are you going to leave him 

behind here?’ 

‘No, I’ll take him back to Trer,’ said Greh. ‘I don’t want McCrae to know I’ve got him.’ 

‘It won’t work. She’ll know,’ said Errehn. ‘If you take him back, she’ll kill him.’ 

Greh thought for a moment. Errehn stroked his hair. ‘I’ll have to take him with me,’ he 

said. 
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‘You could take any of us,’ said Errehn. ‘You took Memnon to Teren, didn’t you? And 

you brought Faroan here. You could take any of us with you anywhere. Why don’t you? Then 

we can all see the whole of the Empire and the Federation, and we can all work at uniting it – 

you don’t have to do it all yourself.’ 

Greh looked up into his face, then pealed with laughter. ‘And you can dance with Sarah,’ 

he said. ‘Don’t deny it! I know you want to!’ 

Errehn blushed blue, and didn’t deny it. 

 

Carl said something on the same lines later, when Gray dropped in to see him on his way back 

to his own room. Gray made much of his pet, and they talked sweet nothings and exchanged 

news. Suddenly Carl said: ‘Gray, when you leave here, where are you going?’ 

The question caught Gray unawares. ‘I’ll be here a few days, until the ships are sorted out,’ 

he said. 

‘But after that, darling? What happens then?’ 

‘I’ll have to take Faroan back to Thorion before the Priestess goes mad.’ 

‘And then?’ 

‘I don’t know. I guess I’d better go to Earth to make sure Mick’s OK, and then talk to 

Aoan to sort out any problems with the Gustu-Earth trade, and to catch up with Aoan and 

Anja. Then it’s time I spent a day or two on Herluin sorting out Nick’s weed trade, because he 

wants me to look for some new openings for him in the Federal sectors, and then I must spend 

some serious time on Bessideh – and Errehn wants to meet Sarah.’ 

Carl laughed. ‘I guess we all do,’ he said. ‘Did you really –’ 

‘Yes – Errehn asked that too.’ 

‘What did her boyfriend say?’ 

‘He said we were like a dream together, and dragged me off to bed.’ 

‘It makes a change from shooting up Federal fighters.’ 

‘That’s one way of looking at it.’ 

‘I can’t advise on the weed,’ said Carl, ‘it’s not my sort of thing, as you know. But I could 

be some use to you on Earth. I can meet your friends, and make new contacts, and ask 

questions and influence people. And they can find out from me about the Empire and what 

you’re doing in other places. I won’t mention the dancing, at least, not to your mum.’ 

Gray giggled, and then shook his head. ‘Darling,’ he said, ‘half the population of Earth 

hates me and wants me dead, and I don’t want to take you into danger. I’d rather you stayed 

here, helping to run this base. You’re brilliant here, and it’s wonderful knowing that the base 

is fine because you’re here to make sure that it’s fine.’ 

Carl shook his own head in turn. He could appreciate Gray’s unwillingness to expose his 

pets to danger, but he thought: we have to convince him that we’re not just poor little humans 

– we can work as well as play. He put his arms around Gray and murmured: ‘Darling, I wish I 

was your belt, and you could wear me wherever you go. I promise to stay close, and not to get 

into danger. But, darling, I can be just as much use to you on Earth, or on Bessiday, or 

anywhere. Please take me with you. I left everything to be with you, and I want to be with you 

now.’ 

‘And so does Ray,’ said Gray, ‘and so does Peiriol, and Errehn, and everyone else, 

darling.’ 

‘Then take all of us with you! Not all at once, if you don’t like. But Ray and I could come 

with you to Earth! You keep telling me how awful it is, and Ray tells me you told him the 

same. So, take us there and let’s see it. Then we’ll believe you.’ 

Gray put his arms about him and held him tightly. ‘You’re just looking for an excuse to 

meet Sarah,’ he said. 

‘Isn’t everyone?’ asked Carl. 
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The following day, the ships reached Fairly Base, and Gray took Ray over to check them over 

and ensure that they had travelled well, and Ray gave Sandomir and his engineers advice on 

maintenance, and Sandomir and some of his personnel went out for a trial flight. Ray insisted 

that the ships needed to be flown regularly to keep them fight-worthy, and the personnel of 

the Base had no objection to flying out on patrol and scouting around the area, provided no 

one expected them to attack Oh. This agreed, the ships’ pilots settled down to what would be 

effectively a long holiday – no fighting, lots of leisure flights, and a constant stream of 

entertainment (computer games, visuals, food, drink and ‘smokes’) exchanged with Oh.  

Gray took Memnon and Faroan back to Thorion, as the interstellar energy-streams 

indicated that the Priestess was becoming extremely anxious about the Emperor’s 

whereabouts. He spent a day there, playing with the transmitters (Memnon and Faroan had 

worked out various ideas for improvement during their stay on Oh) and discussing planetary 

assemblies. He decided to suggest the idea to Ragnor first – he could imagine Ragnor 

enjoying being speaker in a house of representatives. And Sarah would open proceedings with 

a song … 

Back on Oh, and following Carl’s suggestions, Errehn and Gray talked Aversham into 

moving his headquarters from Trer to Fairly planet, which was in the next star system to 

Fairly Base but still conveniently placed for Oh. Avershams already had a large sector office 

on Fairly, and it was much more centrally placed for directing trade with the lower sectors 

than Trer, in addition to being more distant from the centre of Security. ‘So, darling,’ said 

Gray, ‘we can come and see you more easily; you can come and see us; and if Security look 

like giving trouble, we can come and rescue you.’ J., with an eye to next season’s catalogue, 

allowed himself to be talked into this – he believed that he could persuade his young sex-gods 

to be in the catalogue much more readily if they need only travel two star-systems to reach his 

studios. He was confident that Sal and Madeleine and the rest of his headquarters staff could 

be persuaded to move to Fairly, a much more healthy environment than the polluted air of 

Trer. And after being detained three times by Security in the last twelve months because of 

his association with Gray, he was not anxious to return to Trer. 

So Gray and Errehn took J. by ship to Fairly, and saw him accommodated in a luxury flat 

in the capital city, overlooking the central park. They spent a very pleasant weekend with him, 

and then went back to Oh. They might not have gone then, but Aversham’s managers were 

demanding that he chair a board meeting. 

J. was very reluctant to let them go, telling them that they were his inspiration, that without 

them his bed was cold and empty, that every suit of clothes he designed now was meant for 

them; and ‘we only need each other, my gods. Please stay.’ 

‘We’ll come back soon, J. Promise.’ 

‘Give me a date.’ 

They all need to know when, thought Gray. Well, they live such short lives, these poor 

little humans. He and Errehn conferred, and they gave J. a date a week hence, which he wrote 

down. 

‘Call us that night,’ said Gray. ‘Stand by your window and call our names, and we’ll come, 

darling.’ 

Then they both kissed him, and ran out of the room and Gray carried Errehn back through 

space to Oh. 

They were both very quiet when they returned, and Carl sent them outside to get some 

sunshine. They sat on the grass in the meadows outside the space port, and thought about 

Aversham, and how sweet humans could be even though they are short and stubby and live 

such a short time. Suddenly Errehn said: ‘Greh, I must go and see my family.’ 

Greh jumped. ‘Is it safe?’ he asked, without thinking. 
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‘Not exactly, but if I warn them I’m coming they can create a diversion. And I need to see 

them. I haven’t seen them for ages.’ 

Greh didn’t ask him what had brought on this concern about time – he knew that it was the 

result of being with short-lived humans. He leant over and kissed Errehn and said, ‘Of course, 

darling. You must go and see them. Give them my love.’ 

‘I’ll be back in a few days,’ said Errehn. ‘We’ve got to go and see J.’ 

‘That’s OK, darling. I think I’ll have to give my pirates a party this evening. They haven’t 

had one for a while, and we’ve had a victory with the ships, and they seem to think they’re 

due one.’ 

Errehn grimaced. ‘In that case, I’ll leave this afternoon,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen enough of your 

parties, darling.’ 

‘You don’t want to be my Sarah?’ 

‘Not this time, thanks.’ 

‘Carl and Ray won’t want to come, either,’ said Greh. ‘I’ll send them over to Fairly Base. 

I’m sure they can entertain Sandomir for a few hours and play with the ships.’ 

 

So Errehn, Carl and Ray left the base, and Greh – or rather, Hyunnah – organised her party. 

Her pirates were very appreciative of all she’d done for them in the last few weeks, and 

showed their appreciation in the normal way. There was plenty of food and drink of various 

sorts, and Hyunnah spiced the air with one of Nick van der Ruhe’s ‘smoke’ mixes, 

comprising dried heru seed, heru root and some interesting ‘fruit’ from Creh, and there was 

erotic music, and Hyunnah lay on her silken bed raised on high for all her pirates to give her 

their service while the others watched and cheered; and Hyunnah wondered again whether she 

had overdone the mix, or whether some of her piratical escort had interfered with it after she 

had set it burning, because all the pirates seemed particularly highly charged and her cunt was 

suffering. She tried the usual methods of keeping them under control – absorbing their energy 

fields, drawing them into her aura, twisting their minds – and this worked up to a point, but 

some of them, particularly the group who made up her escort, who were her particular lovers, 

were so energised and so rough and so demanding that she began to wonder if they had 

forgotten who was in charge here. 

Then she knew that she had to get out. The pirates could run themselves – they didn’t need 

her any more. She was their goddess and they would always worship and serve her, but they 

were getting too confident. They were taking her for granted. She needed to find new 

servants, draw out new worshippers. There were some really cute humans and Gustu out 

there, really cute people whom she’d love to enjoy, people full of energy and passion who 

could give her the power she needed. There were the archaeologists on Teren, and Nick and 

his friends on Herluin. Some of the businesspeople at Ragnor’s would do almost anything to 

get her to themselves. There were all the people who read ‘her’ fanzines. She could take a few 

of her lovers and go anywhere, and leave the pirates to carry on their good work without her. 

 

When Ray and Carl got back from Fairly Base, they found the pirates tidying up in the hall 

where the parties always took place, and Gray’s bodyguard out of action, sleeping exhausted 

in corners, and Gray nowhere to be seen. Carl shook Peiriol awake, and the young pirate 

explained that Hyunnah had gone out for a walk to clear her head after the party, and that he 

had just gone to sleep. At that, Carl lost his temper. 

‘And no one thought of going with her?’ he demanded. 

Peiriol looked down his nose at the human, whom he regarded as a weakling. ‘No,’ he said. 

‘Hyunnah can look after herself.’ 

‘Fool,’ said Carl. ‘Hyunnah doesn’t go out by herself.’ If she’s gone out by herself, he 

thought, she’s bothered about something. And if she’s about to disappear, I want to go with 



 52 

her. Then he turned and rushed out of the port, Ray on his heels, shouting, ‘Poulson, tell me 

what’s going on!’ 

Peiriol watched them go, shrugged, stuck a blaster in his belt and strolled after them. 

Ray was fairly fit – he used to go out jogging every day on Teren – while Carl’s only 

exercise was running around the spaceport all day, so Ray caught Carl up after about two 

hundred yards. ‘Poulson,’ he panted, ‘what’s this about?’ 

‘Gray’s very restless,’ said Carl. ‘We’ve got to find him.’ 

Ray felt bewildered, but this was currently his normal mental state, so he concentrated on 

keeping up with Carl. 

They crossed two fields and hit a track which climbed a steep-sided valley into a ridge of 

hills. There were a few trees, the large rubbery sort, but more scrub and bushes. Carl kept 

shouting: ‘Gray! Gray!’ but there was no answer. 

‘We’ve got to find him,’ panted Carl. 

‘But what’s wrong?’ gasped Ray, out of breath. 

‘I’m afraid he might – do something silly,’ said Carl, unhelpfully. ‘Go off without us’ 

seemed inadequate, but he was afraid that Gray, who had been so unwilling to take his pets 

with him on his adventures, might have decided to go and leave them both behind. Too out of 

breath to run, he managed to stagger on up the track. He rounded a rockfall, and uttered a yell. 

Ray caught up with him, and halted, wild-eyed. 

Both froze with fear. 

On the path ahead of them lay a dragon. It was long, scaly, with a long pointed tail and 

folded, bat-like wings. It had four large pointed claws on each of its four feet. Its breath 

steamed. It had a long, forked tongue which darted in and out of its mouth. It opened its 

mouth a little, giving a glimpse of large white teeth. The tail lashed. The two humans moved 

closer together. 

‘O Heavens,’ murmured Carl. 

Ray, ever the scientist, thought: dragons don’t exist – only in fantasies. In fairytales and in 

carvings on Teren Temple. 

Teren Temple, Teren Temple – carvings on the plinth of the Flame, and on the forehead of 

the Great One with Commander Errehn in the communications room. 

‘It’s an Old Ones’ dragon,’ he said, his voice hoarse with lack of breath and dust and 

shock; ‘I expect it’s safe. Or else it’s very dangerous.’ 

‘An Old Ones’ dragon?’ repeated Carl, his voice equally hoarse. ‘What do you mean?’ 

‘They drew dragons on their temples. And on themselves.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘I don’t know. No one ever tells me anything.’ 

The dragon moved slowly towards them. Then it flicked out its tongue once again and 

lashed its tail, for Peiriol had come up the path and rounded the rockfall. When he saw the 

two humans cowering together and the dragon, he drew himself up and without a moment’s 

hesitation drew his blaster. 

‘Arraghh!’ A blast of light came from the dragon’s mouth and knocked the blaster from his 

hand. Then the dragon sprang. It seized the young Gustu in its two front claws and, flapping 

its wings, bore him aloft. The tail whipped out, curled around, shot between his legs and 

jabbed hard at his buttocks. Peiriol screamed. Carl choked – or was he laughing? Ray watched 

in astonishment. 

‘Amazing,’ he murmured. ‘How is that done, then?’ 

The dragon descended, released Peiriol and let him fall to the ground, and suddenly 

dissolved and Gray, in black tunic and trousers and ankle boots, and his golden hair streaming 

out behind his head, said coldly to Peiriol: ‘That’s for last night. And it’s less than you 

deserve.’ 
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‘How do you do that?’ asked Ray, remarkably calmly, thought Carl. 

‘It just comes naturally,’ answered Gray, kicking Peiriol as he lay groaning on the path, 

and turning to the two humans. 

‘Ray guessed,’ said Carl. ‘I didn’t, I’m afraid.’ 

‘Ray is the cleverest human in the Federation government after Rose McCrae,’ said Gray. 

‘That’s why I wanted him.’ He gave Ray a quick peck on the cheek. 

‘So the dragons on the plinth are Old Ones,’ said Ray. 

‘Dragon blood,’ said Gray. ‘There are two types of Imperials: the Dragons are the ruling 

family, and they have greater abilities than the others.’ 

‘But I never heard that they could transform.’ 

‘They can’t. Not now. They could originally. It’s difficult and takes a lot of energy. In time 

of peace, when the Empire was running smoothly, there was no need. The ability was lost.’ 

‘But how do you do it?’ asked Ray. 

Gray shrugged. ‘I just do it. On this occasion I lost my temper and found I was changing 

without intending to, so I came out here to do it properly. If you hadn’t come out I should 

have gone back and eaten one or two of my escort – Peiriol being first on the menu.’ He cast a 

glance of disgust at his prone bodyguard, who groaned. 

‘I love you,’ he said indistinctly. 

‘If you don’t shut up, I’ll eunuch you,’ snapped Gray. Peiriol took the hint and was silent. 

‘And now,’ said Gray, ‘I propose to leave my adoring troops and travel a little. Peiriol,’ he 

added, looking back at the groaning pirate, ‘Oroso is in charge until Errehn returns. If you 

don’t behave yourselves, I will eat you next time. Now I’m leaving for a few days. Ray – 

Carl’ – he took a hand of each, and before Peiriol’s despairing and agonised eyes, they 

disappeared. 
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4. What happened on Teren 

 

Aimee Neasden was seated in her hut, writing up a lab report. She was not in the best of 

tempers. Since Lord Greh’s rather sudden departure some weeks earlier, Andy and Mike had 

become completely unbearable. They talked of ‘rescuing’ her from Lord Greh and 

‘protecting’ her, as if she were some helpless young girl, not a mature woman. Wherever she 

went, some student dogged her heels; and even Horlerh eyed her anxiously. She felt as if she 

had contracted some fatal disease which was invisible to herself but only too plainly obvious 

to all who set eyes on her. Even as she sat working now, she knew two students were seated 

outside the door of the hut, protecting her – from what? 

From abduction from Lord Greh? 

Suppose she wanted to be abducted? 

She did not know. Did she want to be abducted? She loved her work. But her life was 

becoming intolerable. Her colleagues were making it intolerable. And now Greh had gone, 

and Andy had reported that Ray Lewis had gone, and Aimee had an awful suspicion that she 

knew where he had gone, and why – and she felt sick. Not sick because of what Lord Greh 

was doing to Ray, because she knew well enough that he did it all the time – but because she 

wanted Lord Greh too, and she didn’t have him… 

And all these days she had tossed and turned in her mind, trying to work while the men 

dogged her steps and the students watched over her like jailers and Horlerh eyed her as if she 

were contagious. 

Yes, well – she could do one of four things. 

One: she could carry on as she was. 

Two: she could call Lord Greh and tell him she would go with him. 

Three: she could give up the work she loved and go back to Trer – alone. 

Four: she could kill herself. 

I suppose there are other options, she though grimly, but those are the main ones. Well – 

let’s think this through. 

Four seems rather drastic. 

One is inconceivable. 

Three: I’d rather not. 

That leaves me with Two … 

Horlerh seemed to think that Lord Greh could not enter the camp; that her Flame would 

keep him out. But surely, thought Aimee, he is the lord of the galaxy. If I call him, he will 

come … 

And then her mind was made up. She pushed her writing pad from her, put down her pen, 

stood up and spoke his name – not loudly, but clearly, so that she could hear it but those 

outside would not. 

And he came … 

He materialised before her, all bright and shining, his golden hair floating about his head 

like a halo, his skin bright like silver, his black eyes bright as flame … 

‘Aimee,’ he said, and she threw her arms about his neck and kissed him long and warmly. 

‘They couldn’t keep you out,’ she said at last, drawing back. 

‘No, of course not,’ he rejoined, laughing. ‘Aimee, will you come with me, now? I long for 

you so much.’ 

‘I don’t know,’ she mused, frowning a little. ‘I need to talk to you.’ 

‘Not here,’ he said, arms about her, holding her close. ‘We have spies outside the door. 

Come away.’ And with that he spun her through time and space, and they were seated on a 

sunny, grassy bank, the air scented with thyme, with bird song high overhead. 
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She looked about in some amazement. ‘Where are we?’ 

‘Don’t worry about it. Now, darling, tell me. What have they been doing to you?’ 

She sighed in exasperation and poured out the tale of her last few weeks of frustration. 

‘They dog my every step,’ she ended. ‘And Andy keeps saying you’re Satan incarnate.’ 

Greh pulled a wry face. ‘He has a point. God has appointed me lord of the galaxy – rather 

as Satan ruled the Earth in the old stories. And Satan was a dragon. But I am God’s servant, 

not His enemy …’ 

He paused. The similarity was too close, he thought, and remembered that he had seen 

Wiroan as a dragon, and that he and his brothers and sisters – the gods whom Aoan 

worshipped – were dragons, who had made Earth and cared for it. The stories in the Bible 

must be based in some warped way on Wiroan and his brothers and sisters … he tossed back 

his hair. He would ask Aoan about it later. For the moment, there was Aimeee, vibrant, 

intelligent, and very much in love with him. 

‘Darling,’ he said, putting his arms about her and drawing her close to him, ‘what do you 

want to do? I can take you anywhere you wish, you may be whatever you wish. I would 

gladly crown you empress, but the choice must be yours.’ 

She sighed. ‘Does love always have to be so complicated? I wish I could stay on the dig 

and you could visit us regularly. But Andy and Mike just won’t stand for it. My professional 

standing with Mike is completely ruined. He keeps asking me to marry him.’ She sighed 

heavily. 

‘I can deal with Mike,’ said Greh gently, running his fingers through her hair. 

‘Oh, dear. Could Mike stand it?’ 

He laughed. Aimee quivered. ‘No, leave him his self-respect,’ she said. ‘What have you 

done with Ray?’ 

‘I left him on Herluin at a Mary spaceship building plant. I’ll pick him up later – when you 

have told me my fate, Aimee.’ He ran his lips down her cheek. 

‘Is there much left?’ asked Aimee. 

‘He’s still himself,’ said Greh, ‘but he comes with me everywhere, like a hound. He assists 

me and he talks to the people I work with and finds out what they are doing, and helps me to 

pull everything together. He wouldn’t want to do anything else.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Aimee, ‘that’s just it – we fall for you and worship you and then we have to be 

with you, and if we can’t it seems as if all we had is worth nothing.’ 

‘But don’t you gain something, too?’ he asked softly, and she felt herself fall into his gaze 

and float away into space … and the answer came to her: yes, I gain myself. I lose all, but I 

become me – really and honestly me … 

… Oh, Aimee, be mine … give yourself to me … no one else is worthy of you … come to 

me, my darling. 

And you? I am old enough to be your mother! 

Oh no, Aimee, no, I have lived thousands of years … and I will live forever … 

Oh what do you want – what do you want, oh golden dragon … what do you want of me 

… and what do I want, I, I, I? 

Aimee – I want you yourself – your promise to be mine forever – darling, I can make you 

immortal, you and I may be together forever – oh, Aimee, come with me … 

Then she felt herself draw out and out as if she spread through space and into infinity, and 

she felt a sudden jab of panic, as if she was falling so fast, so far, she could not stop, and 

would be destroyed. She cried out: ‘Stop, stop! I can’t – not yet.’ 

‘Please,’ he cried, ‘please – oh, Aimee, please! I love you so much!’ and he kissed her 

neck, hands, face – ‘oh, Aimee! Please!’ 

‘No – Lord Greh – listen, I want you, I want you – I worship you, truly, like God. But, 

listen, my sweetheart, my beloved – what will I become, what will become of me, if I become 
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yours? What will be left of me? You will take away my wholeness, my singularity, and I will 

be left bleeding, bleeding, bleeding to death with love of you, my darling, while you dance 

through the stars. Oh, my god, don’t leave me!’ 

‘Never,’ he said. ‘Oh, Aimee! If you would only agree – I would be with you for all time – 

for I am lord of time and need never leave you …’ 

‘How can that be? You must be everywhere and anywhere!’ 

‘Darling, I can twist time and space. Aimee, be mine, darling! Oh, my darling, please!’ 

At last she said, ‘What else can I do? I worship you. Do whatever you want.’ But he knew 

it was submission, not free will, and he wanted her ready willingness, not her submission. Yet 

he flowed into and through her, and laid her on the sunny bank, and laid himself on her, and 

kissed her as if his heart would break. Then she put her arms about him and returned his 

kisses, and he summoned up his courage and put his hand to her jeans and undid the zip and 

said, ‘Aimee, take me as your husband and let us be one,’ and she said, ‘But how can I tie you 

down?’ and he cried, ‘No, don’t say that! How can I tie you, darling? Yet, if you’ll have me, 

take me,’ and she said at last, ‘Of course I’ll take you. How could I refuse?’ and he took that 

as acceptance, small as it was, and pressed his way in. She cried out in pain and loss as he 

battered down her gates, and he held her close and forced her, because he wanted her so 

much. But when it was done he still held her close and kissed her hotly and said, ‘Aimee, 

come with me to the Priestess and let us give our vows as partners.’ 

She looked at him – he to whom she had given all she had – and realised that she had not 

given everything. He had her body and soul, but not her spirit. She said: ‘Lord Greh, I 

worship you, but I can’t be your wife. There’s too much difference between us.’ 

He could have screamed in frustration. ‘Darling,’ he cried, ‘there isn’t. We love each other. 

Be my wife, Aimee – please.’ 

‘My lord,’ she said quietly, stroking his hair, ‘not yet. I – can’t bring myself to it yet. Think 

of me – as your mistress.’ 

He uttered a foul word and kissed her throat. ‘I don’t want a mistress,’ he said furiously. ‘I 

have a few already.’ 

‘Didn’t you mention a harem? Then count me in.’ 

He scowled, and put a finger to her forehead, and she felt a sudden jab, as if a lighted 

match had touched her skin. ‘Very well,’ he said, calmly, but clearly he was very angry, ‘I’ve 

marked you. But, Aimee, I will keep asking you. I won’t accept this rejection – I want you as 

my wife, not my mistress.’ 

‘I know,’ she said, almost merry now, ‘and you can go on asking, my lord, and I shall go 

on putting you off. But you must promise to come to me – often. Once a week, twice a week.’ 

‘Call me, then,’ he said, sadly, and laid his head on her chest. ‘I’ll come whenever you call 

me, Aimee.’ 

She sighed lightly and stroked his hair. ‘Every night?’ she mused. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Very well. I’ll call you.’ 

‘Do,’ he said, bitterly. ‘And don’t keep calling me “my lord”. Call me “Gray” or – call me 

“darling”. If I am,’ he added. 

‘Yes,’ she said softly. ‘My darling lord.’ 

He sighed in annoyance. She stroked his hair. ‘Whatever I can do to make you happy,’ she 

said, ‘I will – but not my life. Not yet, my darling.’ 

‘Not yet,’ he repeated. ‘I’ll cling to that “yet”, Aimee.’ 

‘Cling, then. But come to me often, often.’ 

‘Whenever you call me. But call me often, darling.’ 

They lay together in the sunshine for a long while. Then Aimee felt Greh’s hair twitching 

out of her stroking hands, and sparking, and standing out stiffly – she yelped and sat up. Greh 
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also sat up, kissed her on the mouth and said, ‘I must shield the dig. McCrae wants revenge 

for the loss of her ships.’ 

‘Loss?’ repeated Aimee. ‘What happened to them?’ 

‘They’re grounded. The Federal forces refuse to fight my forces because we have a truce. 

So her lovely new ships are grounded, and her hopes of a surprise attack were thwarted. So 

she’s been trying to find the culprit. She’s been looking for Ray, but I have him safe. She’s 

after the commander of the Federal Base, but she can’t get at him. So she’s coming to Teren – 

we need to shield the site.’ 

‘I think Horlerh has shielded it,’ observed Aimee. 

‘I think I could do more to protect it.’ 

‘Mike won’t be happy.’ 

‘It’s time I spoke to Mike.’ 

She looked him in the eye, and said: ‘Very well. Shall we go back, then?’ and he nodded, 

sighed, kissed her and span her away into space. 

They materialised back in her hut. He said, ‘I’ll be back later,’ kissed her, and vanished 

again. 

Aimee did not go back to her work. She counted to five and then walked out of her hut, 

stepping over the students outside the door, and walked down the site to ask Horlerh if she 

would like a cup of tea. She did this to kill time while Lord Greh got on with whatever he was 

going to do with Mike Daims. Poor Mike, thought Aimee, will he ever be the same again? But 

he’s become unbearable. He’s so jealous … he needs sorting out … 

Mike was down at the site van, checking the tyre pressure, when he heard footsteps. He 

looked up and saw a female student – a very pretty female student – standing nearby. He 

could not remember her name offhand, but he knew her face, and he nodded expectantly at 

her.  

‘Hmmm?’ he said. 

‘Professor,’ said the student, ‘I’ve been walking the woods and I’ve found something 

which I think will interest you.’ 

Mike was all attention. They knew the site extended into the woods but had been unable to 

idenfity where. 

‘Lead on,’ he said, wiping his hands on his jeans and putting his tyre pressure gauge in his 

jeans back-pocket. 

She led the way into the woods, over boulders and fallen trees. ‘Down here,’ she said, 

leading the way between two large boulders. He squeezed in after her, and suddenly found 

himself walking down a darkened corridor. She walked ahead, carrying a lighted lamp. Where 

had that come from? The ceiling and walls were painted with twisted, intricate shapes. There 

was rush matting underfoot. Was he dreaming? Was he really in a cave under the woods? He 

hurried to catch up with her – she was drawing ahead – but she only walked faster, through an 

open door. He followed her into a room carved out of the rock, with high arched ceiling, walls 

painted with twisting branches and leaves, the floor scattered with cushions. 

The door slid shut behind them. 

She turned to him, and she was no student, but a tall, beautiful woman with long, golden 

hair, a curvaceous figure and lascivious lips. Her dark eyes flashed invitingly. ‘Mike Daims,’ 

she said, in a low, breathless voice, ‘forgive me for deceiving you. I had to get you here alone. 

You see, I desire your service.’ 

His lips were dry. He found that his knees were shaking. He licked his lips desperately and 

croaked fearfully: ‘What sort of service?’ 

‘This,’ she said, and her long clinging silken dress slipped off her body and left her naked 

and perfect; and before he could try to run she seized his right hand in hers and drew him into 

her arms and swallowed up his mind in her gaze. 
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He had not the faintest idea what to do. He had only done it once or twice before, as a 

student, when totally drunk. He didn’t remember a thing about it then and had no idea what to 

do now. As it happened, she showed him. 

And when it was over – he didn’t remember enjoying it particularly, but it was over and he 

felt he had acquited himself with honour – he said casually, ‘I suppose you’re another of 

them.’ 

‘Of whom?’ she asked sweetly. She was devastatingly beautiful. 

‘One of these Old Ones. Andy calls them demons.’ 

She began to giggle. She sat up. ‘Really, Mike? Am I so terrible?’ 

‘No,’ he said, growing a little red in the face with embarrassment, and groping for his 

clothes. ‘No, you’re – er – you’re – hmmm,’ – he pulled on his underpants and trousers and 

felt more secure – ‘you’re quite sweet.’ 

She began to laugh merrily. ‘How flattered I am! To be called sweet. Tell me, Mike, will 

you serve me? And love me? Please.’ 

He pulled his shirt on and buttoned it rapidly. ‘Don’t tell me,’ he said briskly, ‘that you 

don’t have a man already.’ 

‘Oh, many,’ she said, smiling bewitchingly, ‘but I live off love and worship – and I want 

yours as well.’ 

He looked down at her – he was standing to dress – she still sat on the floor, naked but for 

her long golden hair. ‘I suppose you have a name?’ he asked. 

‘They call me Hyunnah,’ she said, pouting a little. He felt uncomfortable – she was really 

very lovely. ‘What does that mean?’ he asked, as casually as he could. 

‘The golden whore,’ she said, mouthing the words pleasurably. Then all at once she put an 

arm about his legs and rested her other hand on his genitals – now safely inside his trousers. 

‘Now, Mike, tell me you will serve me. And then I’ll tell you something you need to know.’ 

‘What sort of thing?’ he asked uneasily, but she insisted, ‘Tell me first, Mike.’ She let her 

fingers play a little on the bulge in his jeans – he gave up. 

‘All right,’ he said, growing even redder in the face, ‘but why pick on me?’ 

‘Because you already love me,’ she said, smiling bewitchingly, ‘and you are jealous of my 

other lovers – and I’ve decided to take pity on you. Now I’ll tell you my news, Mike,’ and she 

leapt to her feet, and suddenly she was clothed again, ‘McCrae is sending her ships to bomb 

the dig. So we must protect it – you must bring the students in here, and Horlerh and I will 

cast a protective field. Now, come on.’ She seized his hand and led him out, and now the light 

came not from her lamp but from her, as if she glowed – and he realised as they went up the 

corridor that she was not she but he, Lord Greh, dressed in his deep blue tunic and cloak, and 

Mike found himself saying, ‘What’s this? Where’s –’ and then they were outside in the wood, 

and Lord Greh turned to him and gave him a bewitching smile and said sweetly, ‘Go and 

round up the students, Mike,’ and kissed him once on the lips, turned and ran off through the 

wood, leaving Mike reeling. But as he stood flabbergasted, the Rhuaan turned and cried: 

‘Don’t just stand there, darling, get moving! I’ll tell Aimee,’ and suddenly Mike found the 

energy to move, and moved. 

The students did not round up easily, and Andy was nowhere to be found. Aimee came 

running up, tea mug in hand, to help the evacuation. Far down the camp, Mike could see the 

two Rhuaans by the Flame, either arguing or chanting – it was hard to say which. He himself 

felt unable to say or do much, only to urge the students to follow him into Hyunnah’s 

underground hideaway. Aimee brought up the rear. And then they waited, expecting to hear 

gunfire or bombs, but they heard nothing. At last they heard Horlerh calling: ‘Is everyone in 

there?’ and Mike called back: ‘Andy’s missing.’ He heard Horlerh mutter, and then all was 

quiet outside for a long time. 
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The students fidgeted. Mike wanted to ask Aimee how Lord Greh had got into the camp 

but felt he couldn’t. He was held by a quiet peace, a gentle joy, which did not want to be 

broken by speech. 

Aimee eyed him from a distance. The room was lit by a gentle glow from the walls – she 

did not know the source. It was bright enough for her to see her colleague’s wistful, oddly 

peaceful expression. She thought how much more relaxed he looked than normal; she felt 

relieved. She did not press him to talk. She had a good idea how he was feeling – it was better 

for him to be left alone. 

But where was Andy?  

 

Outside, Horlerh was annoyed with Lord Greh. He had burst through her barriers and 

approached the Flame again without her permission. As for this attack by the Federation, he 

had brought it on them himself. She agreed to help him only because she was carrying his 

child – the lovemaking on her ‘day’ a few weeks ago had been successful. 

So they went round the site, throwing a barrier of energy around it. Only then did Horlerh 

think to go and check that all the students were accounted for – and found that Andy was 

missing. 

‘Wait here,’ said Lord Greh (as if I would do anything else! thought Horlerh in annoyance: 

her place was by the Flame) – ‘I’ll go and look for him.’ His lovely body glowed brightly, and 

vanished. 

He went up above the planet and looked at the Federal ships, which were the old design, 

the remainder of those which he and Aoan had previously driven out of sectors two to six; and 

he stretched his energy field into their engines, played a little with their controls, and 

interfered a little with their controllers’ minds. Then he went in search of Andy. 

Andy was seated on the hilltop, on the stone where he had sat when he and Greh had 

agreed that they could both be claimants for Aimee’s love. He was staring out across the 

plain, through the treetops, over the entrance to the spaceship manufacturing plant. (Bother! 

thought Greh – I must shield the plant.) Greh hesitated a moment, then reached a decision, 

changed his form and walked boldly towards him, saying, ‘Andy.’ 

Andy jumped and looked up. He saw a female student, who appeared familiar, but he 

couldn’t place her for the moment. 

‘Andy,’ said the young woman, ‘what are you doing up here, all alone?’ 

Andy frowned at her. ‘I come up here sometimes,’ he said. 

‘You seem lonely,’ she said coaxingly. 

‘I’m not.’ 

‘Won’t you come back down to the camp?’ she asked, a little sadly, thought Andy. He 

raised an eyebrow in her general direction. Presumably the chit thought she was attractive and 

was trying to chat him up. Well, he wasn’t interested. 

‘Nope,’ he said. ‘I’m just fine here.’ 

‘Andy,’ she said, coming a little closer and kneeling down before him, ‘please come 

down.’ 

‘I tell you,’ he said, sharply now, ‘I’m just fine here. Go away.’ 

Greh lost patience with him. Bother the man! I still have to shield the manufacturing plant 

– I can’t spend all day … ‘I can’t,’ she said firmly, ‘you must come now, Andy,’ and 

suddenly Andy found himself thrown forwards on to his hands and knees, and when he got up 

he was in a dimly lit room, and Pippa French and Lily White were bending over him. 

‘You all right?’ asked Lily casually, not with any great interest. 

‘Ow,’ replied Andy, with feeling. ‘Where did that come from?’ 

‘We’re about to be bombed by the Federal fleet,’ said Pippa excitedly. ‘The Profs say we 

have to hide in here, and Lord Greh went to fetch you.’ 
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‘Lord Greh? You mean Gray? It was some girl who came to fetch me.’ Andy shook his 

head painfully. Pippa and Lily exchanged sad ‘I’ve always said he had a screw loose’ glances 

and shook their heads over him, and Lily tapped the side of her forehead. 

‘You know Imperials wear skirts, Andy,’ she said. ‘You’d better see an optician next time 

you’re on Trer.’ 

Once out of the cave, Greh slipped into space and spread himself out to fend off the fleet. 

The ships flew in close to the planet, fired a round (Greh absorbed the energy of their shots 

into his own body), then became confused, fired at each other, and then turned back and 

dispersed. They then stopped, and grouped, and began to fly around each other. Greh watched 

them for a while until he was happy that their steering was locked into the pattern he had set 

for it, then he stepped through space to Trer, to the ‘green room’ in the Presidential Palace. 

President Leel was sitting in her easy chair by one of the floor-to-ceiling windows, 

overlooking the palace gardens. Rose Mc Crae was standing further down the room, saying, ‘I 

hope to receive word any moment now,’ when Gray materialised in the centre of the floor. 

Leel leapt to her feet with a shout of alarm and anger. Rose uttered a simple ‘Damn.’ 

‘Madam,’ said Gray courteously, bowing to Leel, ‘We have not met; I am Graham 

Bradley. Please accept my compliments, and hear my petition. I beg you to call off your fleet, 

otherwise I shall have to destroy the ships, and I do not wish to do so.’ 

Leel gawped for an instant, then rallied her senses, stood up straight and dignified and said, 

‘So you are Graham Bradley. Rose – call Security.’ 

Rose shook her head. ‘Waste of time,’ she said briskly. ‘He’ll only vanish again.’ She 

frowned at Gray. ‘What have you done to my fleet?’ she demanded. 

‘Nothing,’ replied Gray coolly, ‘except fend them off Teren. I am disappointed in you, 

Professor – I thought you were a commander of sense.’ 

‘You fended them off Teren?’ repeated Rose. ‘How?’ 

‘By throwing a protective field about the planet. Really, Rose,’ he exclaimed, ‘you know 

my capabilities better than anyone! You know perfectly well you are wasting your time trying 

to destroy Teren, under my nose.’ 

‘He’s bluffing,’ said Leel. 

‘Am I?’ retorted Gray. 

‘How can you protect a planet from a space fleet?’ demanded Leel. 

‘Do I have to answer that question?’ 

Leel opened her mouth to make an angry retort, then closed it. She sat down and said, ‘No. 

Don’t bother. I am most interested to meet you, Mr Bradley. I’ve heard such a lot about you.’ 

‘And I of you,’ said Gray, sweetly. 

‘You look much younger than I expected.’ 

‘I look much younger than I am.’ 

‘Where, exactly, is my fleet at present?’ 

‘Going round and round in circles between here and Teren.’ 

‘Could you confirm that please, Rose,’ said Leel calmly. 

Rose went to the wall, lifted the caller handset, and tapped in a number. She waited. She 

spoke. She waited. She spoke again. Another wait. At last: ‘Ah, Admiral Rogers – McCrae 

here. Tell me, how did the raid go?’ 

There was a long pause. Rose’s face became more and more tense with suppressed anger. 

‘I see,’ she said, and then after another pause: ‘I see,’ again, then: ‘Yes. As it happens, I 

do; I have the cause here before me at this moment. It’s called Graham Bradley.’ 

Gray heard the voice at the other end expostulate, then Rose said, ‘He’s issuing 

ultimatums, Admiral. No, I don’t know. No, he has no ships, no weapons, just his 

infuriatingly superior smile. Yes. No. I’ll see what I can do. Carry on, Admiral.’ Then she 

replaced the handset. 
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‘I repeat my offer of our last meeting, Rose,’ said Gray quietly. ‘That we continue a 

phoney war and cease real hostilities. And I promise to withdraw to sector six and not to 

attempt to invade sectors seven to nine.’ 

‘Until I die,’ said Leel acidly. ‘Rose told me.’ 

Gray smiled pleasantly. ‘Yes.’ 

‘Very generous of you.’ 

‘Just common sense.’ 

‘Let me make you a different offer,’ said Leel. ‘We will promise not to bomb Teren, and 

we will treat with the rebels in Vairstown. You will give my traders more favourable shipping 

terms, and we will each give each other twenty-four hours notice of any intention to break the 

truce. And you will restore my fleet to proper working order.’ 

‘I agree,’ said Gray. 

‘But I reserve the right to appoint my own successor,’ said Leel firmly. 

‘I agree,’ said Gray. 

‘And I reserve the right to expand into sector ten and you will not impede my forces from 

doing so.’ 

‘I agree,’ said Gray again. 

‘Good,’ said Leel, smiling at him. ‘I’m glad we are in agreement.’ 

‘So am I, madam,’ said Gray, bowing. ‘Accept my deepest regards, Madam President – 

Professor McCrae – until we meet again –’ and then he vanished. 

 

Moments later, the Federal fleet was on its way back to Trer, and Admiral Rogers called 

McCrae to tell her so. Gray went back to Teren to tell the archaeologists and Horlerh that it 

was safe to come out. 

They came out, blinking in the sunshine. Horlerh said drily, ‘So what did you do?’ 

‘I set a protective shield up round the planet,’ said Greh, ‘and then I confused their 

steering. Then I went and told McCrae to call them off.’ 

‘I see,’ she said quietly. ‘Well, we are grateful for the reprieve.’ 

He gave her a hard look – she did not appear very grateful. He supposed it was largely his 

fault that McCrae had decided to bomb the planet. ‘What’s wrong, Horlerh?’ he asked gently, 

as they walked back to the Flame, side by side. 

‘You mean you don’t know?’ she demanded. 

‘No. I mean, I know McCrae wouldn’t have decided to bomb if it wasn’t for the war, but if 

it wasn’t for the war you would never have come here at all.’ 

‘It’s not that,’ she retorted. ‘It’s you.’ 

‘Me?’ 

‘I ordered you to stay away. To leave Aimee alone.’ 

‘Why should I? She called me.’ 

‘Only because you made her.’ 

‘I did not. She wanted me to come.’ 

‘You’ve perverted her mind.’ 

‘I did not. She loves me.’ 

She turned on him. ‘Have you really no idea how to behave? That you, a dragon, the 

Emperor’s lover, should run about after a human woman –’ 

‘You yourself have been very friendly with human men,’ he retorted.  

‘I don’t – abase myself to them,’ she spluttered. ‘You abase yourself, you – prostitute 

yourself, you act like – an animal. As if you were a sex machine.’ 

‘But I have to,’ he said gently. ‘I have to raise power, Horlerh, and this is the easiest and 

most effective way to do it.’ 
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‘You sleep with anything,’ she snorted. ‘Anything with a hole in it. You’re destroying your 

dragon body.’ 

‘Aimee is of our blood,’ retorted Greh, ‘a dragon – Horlerh, I love her, the Priestess of 

Thorion urges me to take a female partner, and I have chosen Aimee and I want to marry her, 

and the Priestess approves.’ 

Horlerh spluttered wordlessly for a moment. She could not criticise the great Priestess of 

Thorion, yet she was convinced that what Greh was doing was abhorrent and was betraying 

his role as a Rhuaan general. ‘There’s another thing,’ she said. ‘You’ve been up to something 

else. Your energy patterns are all disrupted. What have you been doing?’ 

‘Can’t you tell?’ he retorted, in no mood to tell her that he had been changing gender. Let 

her work it out for herself – it wasn’t as if there was anything unusual about a Rhuaan 

adjusting gender, a male growing a temporary womb, a female producing sperm – although a 

complete change was unique. But couldn’t she see it in the Flame? 

‘Tell me what you’ve been doing,’ she insisted. ‘I know it’s wrong. I know it’s perverted. 

You’re perverting everything, turning our sacred trust upside down and betraying all we 

believe –’ 

‘You’ve got enough worries,’ he retorted, ‘why worry about me?’ 

‘Most of it’s caused by you! How did you get past the Flame?’ 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘I set up a barrier to keep you away – centred on this Flame.’ 

He looked at the Flame, which they were just approaching. ‘What is that to me? I’m lord of 

time and space. I just stepped round it.’ 

She snarled at him. ‘You’re no dragon, Greh. Andy is right – you’re a demon, come to 

enslave us.’ 

‘Andy! I’ll “demon” him.’ Greh began to walk away, back up the camp towards the 

archaeologists’ huts, but Horlerh cried, ‘You leave Andy alone. I forbid you to touch him.’ 

I wasn’t going to, thought Greh furiously, I don’t need to touch him. Hasn’t Horlerh 

worked that out yet? I thought at least my own people would realise that… but he knew that 

Horlerh was not one of his own people. She was a Vairstown Rhuaan, like Errehn, cut off 

from Thorion and its ruling dragon-blooded race for a thousand years, and unable to 

comprehend that their own traditional ways might not be the only ways. He walked rapidly 

back towards the site huts, thinking hard. Wiroan and his brothers and sisters have given me 

dominion over time and space, but the Rhuaans here aren’t ready for it. Can’t Horlerh 

understand that I need to draw in more love, more energy, than any of us ever needed to in the 

past? Can’t she understand that I need love and companionship, not condemnation and attack? 

Doesn’t she see that I have needs and desires, just as she does? 

 He came up to the kitchen hut and heard the kettle coming to the boil. Mike Daims put his 

head out and said, ‘Ah, Gray – do you fancy a cuppa? We’re just making one.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Gray heavily. ‘Please.’ 

He went into the hut and found half a dozen students, including Andy, with Aimee and 

Mike. Aimee was pouring water into the site teapot – Andy was putting milk into the mugs. 

He looked up at Gray and said, ‘How did you get on-site?’ 

‘Don’t start that,’ retorted Gray, ‘I’ve just had that from Horlerh.’ 

Aimee looked at him sadly and said, ‘Andy, don’t worry about it.’ 

‘He’s the devil,’ said Andy. ‘If he doesn’t go I’ll exorcise him.’ 

‘Andy,’ said Gray patiently, ‘I’m Gray – your old mate – remember? I know we’ve had a 

disagreement, but it hardly justifies your demonising me.’ 

‘You’ve been acting like a demon,’ retorted Andy. ‘You’re the principalities and powers St 

Paul writes about.’ 
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Gray blinked. He knew St Paul wrote in the Bible, but he had never read most of the Bible 

– his sister Susie had, but he had not seen Susie since he left Earth, as a human, over a year 

ago. So he had no means of checking Andy’s statement. A moment looking into Andy’s mind 

showed him what Andy was thinking of, and he stood baffled, wondering how he could 

counter such irrational arguments. 

Aimee started pouring out the tea. ‘Andy,’ she said, ‘pass these round. Gray, this is for 

you’ – handing him one – ‘Mike’ – handing him another – ‘now, perhaps we should go 

outside.’ 

Mike said lightly to Gray as they went out: ‘Air raid over?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Gray quietly, ‘I drove them off. I don’t think they’ll come back.’ 

‘Be careful, Prof.,’ called Andy. ‘Don’t speak to him.’ 

‘It’s all right, Andy,’ said Mike calmly. ‘It’s OK. We’ve – made a peace agreement. The 

war is off.’ 

‘The hell it is,’ retorted Andy, pausing to sip his hot tea. ‘I’ve made no peace agreements.’ 

Gray sipped his tea with a sigh. Mike looked at him curiously. ‘Anything wrong?’ he 

enquired in as friendly a tone as he dared. 

‘Yes,’ said Gray softly. ‘Me.’ 

Mike Daims swallowed an urge to put his arms around the slim blond figure which 

suddenly seemed lost and vulnerable. ‘Oh, ignore Andy,’ he said. ‘He’s about as sensitive as a 

block of granite.’ 

Aimee came up. She did not ask what had happened between Mike and Gray – she saw 

that they were speaking in a friendly manner and knew that Gray had done something and that 

she would find out all about it later. 

‘Question,’ said Mike to Gray, ‘all due respect and all that – could I marry her anyway? 

Things being as they are.’ 

Gray smiled into his tea – Aimee raised her eyebrows at Mike and said reproachfully: 

‘Mike!!’ 

‘That’s really up to Aimee,’ said Gray quietly, ‘but I would prefer you separately, if you 

see what I mean.’ 

‘Divide and rule, I suppose,’ said Mike, shrugging off his disappointment. 

‘Not really,’ said Gray. ‘I do have lovers in pairs, but you both appreciate all of my 

attention at any one time.’ 

‘Does this mean,’ said Aimee, ‘Mike, that if Gray is around a little more you won’t 

object?’ 

Mike sighed. ‘I’m happy to have him around,’ he said, looking hard at his half-empty mug 

of tea and colouring a deep shade of pink, ‘but I’d prefer he didn’t – show you affection – in 

front of me.’ 

Gray promptly gave Mike a quick peck on the cheek and said, ‘Aimee – what’s your 

reaction?’ 

Aimee began to laugh madly, so much she split some of her tea on the grass. ‘I don’t mind 

a bit.’ 

‘Ah, but supposing you thought we were about to run off together?’ Mike challenged her. 

Aimee laughed again. ‘Well, that might change my mind for me.’ 

Gray drained his mug and said, ‘We can hardly do anything on-site anyway. Don’t look 

now, but we’re being spied on.’ 

The two professors immediately looked around and saw Andy and six other students in a 

little knot, slowly moving closer towards them. Lily White was there, and Pippa, Sandra Bey 

and three lads whose names Gray didn’t know. ‘What are you talking about?’ one of them 

asked challengingly. 

‘Well, really!’ exclaimed Aimee. ‘We were discussing this morning’s finds.’ 
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‘I thought you were discussing him,’ said Lily, nodding at Gray. 

‘Whatever gave you that idea?’ retorted Mike. ‘Now, then, if you’ve finished your tea – 

we’ve got work to do. Those finds to label up, Pippa, if you remember – and weren’t you 

finishing the drawings, Lily?’ He handed his empty mug to Gray and strode into the group of 

students, scattering them to various tasks – including Andy, sent to tidy up the site: ‘someone 

left some tools lying about.’ 

The scene cleared, the three went back into the hut, ostensibly to wash up, in reality to talk 

in peace. Mike washed, Gray dried, and Aimee sat on a stool. 

‘I’m sure McCrae will try something else,’ said Gray, ‘but she won’t try bombardment. 

We’ll have to wait and see.’ 

‘What is she trying to do?’ asked Aimee. 

‘Destroy my power bases behind her lines. You must call me at once if anything starts.’ 

‘How is that done, exactly?’ asked Mike. 

‘You just call,’ said Gray. ‘Your call echoes through the energy patterns of the galaxy. My 

mental capacity extends through the galaxy, so I hear you.’ 

‘Is that possible?’ asked Mike dubiously. 

‘Try calling me sometime,’ retorted Gray. 

‘It works for me,’ said Aimee. 

‘I wondered how he got here,’ said Mike. 

‘I was coming anyway,’ rejoined Gray. ‘I had to fend off McCrae’s ships.’ 

‘What are your plans now?’ asked Mike. 

‘I’ll stay around a little longer if you’re happy,’ said Gray. 

‘We are,’ said Aimee. ‘Andy and Horlerh aren’t.’ 

‘I can’t help Horlerh,’ said Gray. ‘I may have to deal with Andy.’ 

‘Is that possible?’ asked Mike. ‘He’s somewhat slow in certain matters.’ 

Gray prodded him in the rear ribs. ‘You weren’t exactly quick, my dear,’ he said, and 

kissed him on the back of the neck. 

‘Andy is worse,’ declared Mike, emptying the sink and drying his hands. 

Gray dried the final mug and put it back on its shelf. ‘You could send him back to Trer,’ he 

said. ‘How much is left to excavate?’ 

‘A lifetime’s work,’ said Aimee. ‘Now you’re providing funds, we could be here until we 

retire. And Andy is an experienced digger. I’d be sorry to lose him. But he’s certainly become 

rather a nuisance.’ 

‘Aimee,’ said Mike, ‘given the choice, if it was him or me –’ 

‘Mike!!’ exclaimed Aimee. ‘Will you stop it? It isn’t him or you. It’s Lord Greh. That’s 

all.’  

Mike sighed heavily. Gray put an arm around Mike’s hips and kissed his neck again. He 

said, ‘I know you blame me, my dear, but I didn’t do anything.’ 

‘I know,’ said Mike, ‘I’ve read the books. You didn’t have to do anything. It just comes 

naturally to you.’ 

‘Oh, dear,’ said Gray, laughing sadly, ‘won’t I do instead?’ 

‘But look at her,’ said Mike, waving an arm at Aimee, ‘how could anyone compare with 

her?’ 

‘I know,’ agreed Gray softly, ‘but don’t I stand a chance? Even when I am – quite sweet?’ 

‘Look,’ said Aimee, ‘shall I go and –’ 

‘No, no!’ cried both the males – if Gray was male – ‘No, stay, Aimee, please.’ 

‘OK,’ she said carefully, ‘but if this is going to get – personal –’ 

‘Not too much,’ said Gray. ‘Please stay, Aimee. Mike won’t tell me I stand any chance at 

all next to you – even though I did finally get him to admit that I am quite sweet.’ He looked 

at Mike reproachfully. 
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Aimee began to laugh. ‘Oh dear – that’s quite a compliment, coming from Mike. He’s 

never given me compliments like that.’ 

‘But you’re beyond compliments. You’re perfection,’ declared Mike. ‘Words cannot 

describe your delectability.’ 

‘I’m jealous,’ said Gray, still with his arm around Mike’s hip, and he rested his chin gently 

on Mike’s shoulder. ‘Please, Mike,’ he said softly. 

Aimee found she was laughing more than ever. ‘How can you refuse him? I couldn’t.’ 

‘You do,’ retorted Gray. ‘Both of you have hearts of stone. Aimee refuses to marry me – ’ 

‘You did?’ cried Mike, looking at Aimee, his face alight with delight. 

‘Yes,’ said Aimee, frowning at Gray. ‘It’s none of your business, but I did.’ 

‘Thank God!’ Mike Daims breathed a deep sigh of relief. ‘I have hope yet.’ 

‘Mike!’ said Gray in his ear. ‘Have I got to start all over again?’ 

‘My dear sir,’ said Mike, with dignity, ‘there are those who are made for marriage – our 

mutual beloved being one of them – and those who are made for a quick fling – in which 

category I place your delightful self.’ 

Gray frowned, then laughed. ‘So at least I am quite sweet and delightful,’ he retorted, ‘so I 

suppose I also have hope yet.’ He put his other arm around Mike’s front, so his hands were 

clasped and he held Mike in a loose embrace. ‘When do I get this quick fling?’ he enquired. 

Aimee began to laugh again. ‘I’ll leave you two to it,’ she said. 

‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ said Mike. 

‘So would I,’ said Gray. 

‘I don’t want to embarrass you,’ said Aimee. 

‘We’re not embarrassed,’ said Gray, and kissed Mike’s cheek warmly – and then, before 

Mike could decide what to do about it, kissed his mouth. 

Aimee realised that actually she was not entirely comfortable with this, despite her earlier 

protestations of indifference. For a moment she watched, then, as Gray put his arms more 

tightly about Mike and held him close, she slipped quickly out of the hut. 

‘Does this mean,’ she wondered aloud, ‘that I do feel something for Mike? I suppose I 

value his dignity,’ she realised. ‘I suppose I like to think of him as a professional – not an 

emotional being.’ Then it occurred to her that perhaps Mike had felt the same way about her, 

and perhaps he himself had no idea of his true feelings until Andy told him and everyone else 

about the Kiss. 

Her immediate thought was that she must apologise to Mike, and she rushed back into the 

hut. As soon as she came in, Mike said, ‘Oh, there you are, Aimee. Why did you go?’ 

‘I’m sorry,’ said Aimee. ‘I was wrong – actually, I would prefer it, Gray, if you didn’t kiss 

Mike when I’m here.’ 

He looked at her curiously, with a certain concern; his eyes scanned her face. Then he said 

quietly, ‘All right, Aimee, if you prefer it, I won’t.’ 

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Perhaps we should go and see what the students are up to.’ 

Gray released Mike, and came over and kissed her on the cheek and said, ‘Sorry, darling.’ 

‘No, that’s quite all right,’ she said, smiling brightly. ‘But let’s go and see what the 

students are up to – OK?’ 

‘OK,’ he said quietly, and walked out of the hut, and they followed him. 

Mike said nothing for a few minutes, then began to talk about their recent finds, and Aimee 

was glad to talk ‘shop’ and pretend everything was fine. But she knew it was not, and at last 

Gray said: ‘Listen – Mike – Aimee – come for a walk. I’m going crazy. Come out of the 

camp.’ 

They followed him obediently, up the hill to the rock where he had found Andy earlier. 

They talked of trivialities, but he was silent. When they got to the place, he made them sit one 

on his right and the other on his left. He kissed each of them in turn, then said: ‘Darlings – 
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you’ve won my heart through your love. Tell me what you want me to do for you. I’m at your 

disposal, but you’re both driving me insane.’ 

Aimee said, ‘Stay tonight.’ 

Mike said nothing; he looked at Gray, and Gray looked at him. 

‘Tell me,’ said Gray softly, and kissed his forehead. 

Mike coughed and said, ‘I’m not used to this sort of thing.’ 

‘I know,’ said Gray, ‘but still – tell me.’ 

‘Just – be there,’ said Mike croakily. 

Gray held him close and said, ‘Is that all?’ 

‘That will do,’ said Mike. 

‘You’ll have to be in two places at once,’ said Aimee merrily. 

‘I can do that,’ said Gray. ‘But I also wish I could speak of love with both of you together 

– but Mike is embarrassed, and I don’t want to embarrass either of you. I’m sorry,’ and he 

hugged Aimee. 

‘There are cultural norms,’ said Mike. 

‘I remember,’ said Gray, ‘but only vaguely. I much prefer the Sacred People’s norms – 

they’re so liberating.’ 

‘Do you really sleep with anything?’ asked Mike. 

‘No,’ said Gray, ‘only humans, Gustu and Marys, as well as my own race.’ 

‘That seems a pretty extensive list,’ said Mike. ‘And either gender?’ 

‘Yes – the Sacred People do. And I can change gender to suit whomever I’m with.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Mike thoughtfully. ‘What do you get out of this?’ 

‘Energy,’ said Gray. ‘A great deal of energy – and I need energy to conquer the galaxy.’ 

‘Ah,’ said Mike, ‘now we’re getting somewhere. So you are actually a sort of sexual 

parasite which makes itself extraordinarily attractive to other sentient beings in order for them 

to copulate with you and you absorb and utilise the energy they generate in so doing.’ 

Gray and Aimee laughed merrily. ‘Yes,’ said Gray, ‘but I think they like it too.’ 

‘That’s part of the parasitism,’ said Mike. ‘You make them besotted with you so they keep 

coming back for more, so giving yourself an almost unlimited energy supply.’ 

‘I enjoy it as well,’ added Gray. 

‘Well, you would, wouldn’t you? Most creatures enjoy things which are beneficial to 

them.’ 

‘Mike,’ said Aimee, ‘are you trying to make excuses for yourself?’ 

‘No,’ retorted Mike, ‘I’m trying to find a rational explanation for the extraordinary effect 

this creature has on both of us.’ 

‘I admit it,’ said Gray, ‘I am a sexual parasite, if you insist – but you get a benefit as well. 

Serving me makes you extraordinarily happy, and enables me to govern, I hope to your 

benefit. So in fact the relationship is symbiotic and not parasitic.’ 

‘At the moment I’m not sure,’ said Mike carefully. 

‘I’ll go along with the symbiotic,’ agreed Aimee. 

‘Mike,’ said Gray, ‘are you prepared to be preyed on now? Or do I have to wait until 

bedtime?’ 

‘I’m not staying,’ said Aimee. 

‘But I want you as well,’ protested Gray. 

‘Definitely parasitic,’ said Mike. 

‘You can’t manage two at once,’ said Aimee. 

‘I can try,’ retorted Gray, and spun them both into the void. 

What followed was a blur to Mike Daims. Aimee was familiar now with being semi-

absorbed into Gray in the void, but Mike had no idea what was happening. He felt energy 

drain out of him and peacefulness pour in. He felt totally relaxed and content. He came to 
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himself somewhere or nowhere, in the arms of the incredibly lovely golden-haired young 

woman who pressed herself upon him and begged him to love her, and he found himself 

obliging her again, and perhaps acquitting himself rather better this time. She looked deep 

into his eyes and licked her incredibly luscious lips and said, ‘Thank you, darling.’ 

‘I still say you are a parasite,’ he said firmly. 

‘If you say so, darling,’ she murmured, wrapping herself around him lasciviously. 

‘Where is Aimee?’ 

‘Somewhere else, with me.’ 

‘How can you be in two places at once?’ he demanded, and she smiled and said, ‘It’s easy 

when you control time and space.’ She sighed deeply. ‘You are so sweet yourself, Mike. 

Please love me again.’ 

‘You’ll wear me out,’ he reproached her. ‘Entirely parasitic!’ 

‘But you enjoy it too, darling.’ 

‘I think you get most out of it.’ 

She laughed. ‘Men always say that! You enjoy it as well, my sweet – I can tell.’ She kissed 

his lips lingeringly and said, ‘You’re so innocent, Mike. Please love me again. I do my very 

best to please you.’ 

‘I’m a complete novice at this,’ he protested. 

‘It doesn’t matter. I want you to love me again. Please, Mike.’ 

‘Bother you,’ he said with feeling, ‘you are completely parasitic.’ 

She looked up at him with big, hurt eyes and said sorrowfully, ‘Mike – don’t say that. 

Please, darling – I try so hard to charm you. Don’t be angry with me. You know you really 

did want me,’ and suddenly she was a poor little thing, vulnerable and helpless, sobbing under 

him, and he was full of guilt and got off her and lifted her up and put his arms about her and 

tried to comfort her and told her that she was all right and of course she was very pretty and 

he wasn’t angry but he wasn’t used to it and it was a bit of a shock to him and really he was 

afraid of letting her down, and she sobbed: ‘You won’t – you won’t – you don’t, Mike, really, 

believe me, it doesn’t matter, darling, I just want your love – please? As long as it’s you, 

that’s all that matters,’ and he found himself oddly charmed and touched by her vulnerable 

beauty, and found he was kissing her tenderly and assuring her that it was all right. When she 

said, ‘Then you really do like me, Mike,’ he said, ‘Yes, of course I do,’ and she dried her eyes 

and said, ‘Thank you,’ and sniffed and said, ‘Then please don’t be cross with me,’ and he 

said, ‘I’m not cross with you.’ 

‘I’m not a parasite,’ she said, softly, tearfully, ‘really I’m not – I just love you and I want 

you to love me.’ 

‘But you do get energy from it,’ he said, ‘you said so yourself.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I have to, you see, because my hair is golden and not black. So I can’t 

absorb energy from the stars as well as my brothers and sisters do – I have to get it in other 

ways. But I don’t sleep with people I don’t love, darling – I mean, sometimes I have to, to 

keep them happy, but I don’t give them my love unless I really love them. I wouldn’t tell 

someone I loved them unless I really did. And I do love you, Mike, and I know you love me, 

and I wanted to make you happy, I really did.’ 

She was so extraordinary – on the one hand, he knew she was really the arrogant Rhuaan 

general and bandit Graham Bradley, and on the other, she was so tender, vulnerable, lovely 

and utterly convincing. It was as if she was Graham’s alter ego – the other half of the same 

person. He warmed to her considerably – he kissed her fondly and embraced her, he told her 

she was ‘really very pretty’, at which she cheered up a lot and smiled at him, he told her he 

did like her ‘only don’t wear me out,’ and at last he agreed to love her again, as she put it, and 

she coaxed him gently through the sex act and got him to climax more strongly than he had 

succeeded in doing so far. 
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Then they sat and talked, and he asked her why Aimee had refused to marry her. 

‘She says we are not evenly matched,’ said Hyunnah sadly, ‘but I love her very much. She 

is so pure of spirit -- so honest and good. I agree we aren’t evenly matched – she’s far better 

than me.’ She paused to wipe her eyes with her hair. ‘And she says we would have to spend 

too much time apart. But I can come to her every night – whenever she calls me – but she 

doesn’t call me.’ She sighed deeply. 

‘I’m sure Aimee is right,’ said Mike briskly. ‘After all, she is perfect, as you know, so her 

assessment must be correct.’ 

Hyunnah sighed deeply again. ‘Oh, dear!’ she said sadly, ‘I am so lonely. Faroan has to 

stay on Thorion, and Aoan is on Gustu, and we each have to go our own ways. There’s no one 

who is my equal, and no one is prepared to become my equal and share my task.’ 

‘Now, now,’ said Mike, ‘don’t be despondent. I’m sure you don’t really need a partner. 

Partners can be such a bind. And they’re such a responsibility. Think of the galaxy as your 

partner. I’m sure that’s a big enough partner for anyone. But of course you’ve got lots of 

friends who are more than prepared to help you in any way you ask.’ 

She looked at him with big, moist eyes and sniffed and wiped her eyes again and said, 

‘Thank you, Mike. But I really would like – an equal I can talk to. Someone at my own level. 

You see, I can’t talk to the galaxy.’ 

‘Well, you have your friends and admirers,’ said Mike, ‘Aimee and myself, for instance. 

Of course we’re only mere humans, but we do our best.’ 

Hyunnah sighed again as if her heart would break, and said softly, ‘I suppose so. I suppose 

I must scare people.’ 

‘Not exactly,’ said Mike hastily. ‘Overawe them, perhaps.’ 

‘Do I overawe you, Mike?’ she asked hesitantly, her voice trembling. 

‘Well, you did at first,’ he said, and then, as she turned plaintive, helpless great eyes on 

him, ‘but not at the moment.’ 

‘Hold me very close, Mike,’ she pleaded, leaning her head on his shoulder. ‘It’s so cold 

and lonely out there.’ 

He wondered what ‘out there’ was, and where exactly they were – he was only aware of a 

solid surface beneath them, and enough light to see her by – beyond them was darkness. For 

he all he could tell, they were in deep space, or underground, or – nowhere. Were they inside 

her mind? It was warm and comfortable, and the surface below him was soft – perhaps it was 

a love-nest of her making, a place that existed only in her imagination. 

Yet he put his arms about her, and held her tight, and she nestled against him with a sigh of 

contentment. He wondered if this were only more of her parasitism, and whether all her grief 

and pleading was only an act to seduce him. Yet she seemed so genuine, and he could not find 

it in his heart to condemn her. He supposed, on reflection, that hers was a lonely lot. 

At last she looked up at him and smiled at him, and he kissed her, quite fondly. She smiled 

more happily then, and held him close and kissed him warmly. 

‘Love me, Mike,’ she whispered, ‘and then I shall feel safe from everything.’ 

So he did his best, and she seemed very appreciative of his efforts. At last he said, ‘I really 

should be getting back. I don’t trust Andy to lock up for the night.’ 

‘Can I stay tonight, Mike?’ she whispered tenderly. ‘Don’t send me away.’ 

‘Of course you can,’ he assured her, ‘but I must get back now.’ 

She sighed and said, ‘I’ll take you back.’ 

Then the world came back into focus, slowly at first as a grey light, then he saw shapes 

coalesce and form about him, and he was sitting on the rocks at the top of the hill, with Lord 

Greh at his side, and Aimee beyond him. Lord Greh was saying ‘We’d better go down or 

Andy will think I’ve abducted you,’ and they all laughed and set off down the hill, hand in 

hand. 
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When they came out into the site at the edge of the wood at the bottom of the hill, they saw 

the students gathered together by the kitchen hut, talking earnestly, and Horlerh with them. As 

they emerged into the late afternoon light, Horlerh turned round and saw them and said, ‘Oh, 

there you are! I guessed who was to blame.’ 

Mike said, ‘Now, Horlerh, calm down. We only went for a friendly walk.’ 

Horlerh snorted and said, ‘Friendly is hardly the word I would use.’ 

Mike expected Gray to snap back, but he didn’t. He only said, ‘I’m staying a while with 

my friends, Horlerh, but if you prefer me to avoid you, I will.’ He turned to Aimee. ‘Would 

you like me to make tea?’ he asked. ‘It’s probably my turn.’ 

‘I’m in charge of food,’ said Andy shortly. ‘I don’t know that I should let you near it.’ 

Gray gave him a calm, steady look. ‘If you’d like to come and supervise me,’ he said, ‘I 

promise to use only the tins you have here.’ 

‘That’s an excellent idea,’ said Aimee. ‘I still have to finish my writing-up – Mike, can you 

check the site is tidy?’ and she walked off quickly, before Andy could argue with her. Mike 

promptly said, ‘Well, get on with it, Andy – show Gray where the tin opener is,’ and walked 

off down the site. Horlerh followed him. 

She wanted to know what Lord Greh had said to him, but Mike would not tell her. She 

began by saying, ‘Did you have a pleasant walk?’ and Mike said, ‘Oh, yes, very pleasant.’ 

Then she asked, ‘Where did you go?’ and he answered, ‘Just up to the look-out point.’ Then 

she said, ‘You were gone a long time,’ and he said, ‘Were we? I didn’t notice. But time goes 

quickly when you’re enjoying yourself.’ 

So she tried again. ‘I didn’t think you were speaking to Lord Greh.’ 

‘Whatever gave you that idea?’ he responded. 

‘Quite a few things!’ she exclaimed, but he only answered: ‘Just words of honour between 

gentlemen. It’s all cleared up now.’ 

‘And what was the conclusion?’ she asked, but he just smiled genially: ‘Oh, I wouldn’t 

worry about the details. Aimee has promised not to marry anyone, and we left it at that.’ 

Horlerh was annoyed. She had done her best to help Mike over Aimee, and now she saw 

that Lord Greh had taken over Mike’s affection and cut her out. As a Trer Rhuaan, born to 

persecution and poverty, regarding herself as a descendant of a long line of persecuted people 

carrying on the old traditions despite everything, she resented Lord Greh, who had come 

flying in from outside and achieved more in a few months than her people had in centuries. 

She thought: ‘He has never known want or persecution. He has never known the troubles we 

have been through. How dare he set himself up over us?’ – little knowing the true awfulness 

of conditions of Earth. She resented his beauty, his power, and the fact he seemed to have no 

respect for her and seemed to expect her and hers to fall in with his plans without questions. 

She almost wished she had not chosen him to father her child, but there was no one else so 

suitable. She went back to the Flame, fuming to herself. 

Was she jealous, she wondered, of his affection for ‘her’ humans? No, it was more that she 

was jealous of his power over them. As acolyte of Rehn, guardian of the Flame of Trer, she 

should have had great power and authority on Teren. She certainly had some – but Lord Greh 

had far more. She watched Mike walk back up the site, picking up a trowel and a tray as he 

went. The students were not very good at tidying up after a day’s work. Then she turned away 

and concentrated on the Flame. 

Meanwhile, in the kitchen hut, Andy was watching Gray cooking, and was forced to admit 

that the devil could cook, something which he was sure wasn’t in the Bible. Gray had opened 

several tins and was busy mixing up a vegetable casserole in a large saucepan. 

‘I’d usually have flat bread with this,’ he remarked, ‘but you can put barley or rice in it and 

have it as a sort of vegetable porridge.’ 
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‘We’ve got some quick boil rice,’ said Andy reluctantly, going to a cupboard. Gray took 

the packet Andy handed to him, opened it, and threw the contents into his mixture. 

Neither spoke as Gray cooked, except to exchange necessary information such as: 

‘Where’s the salt?’ ‘I’ll serve this in bowls, if you have enough,’ and ‘Do you have a ladle?’ 

Gray hummed to himself as he worked. 

At last Andy said, ‘Have you seen Anja recently?’ 

‘Yes,’ replied Gray, without looking up from his stirring. 

‘How is she?’ 

‘She’s fine.’ 

‘Where is she?’ 

‘On Gustu planet. She’s with General Aoan.’ Gray wondered whether to tell Andy that he 

had recently heard from Anja that she was pregnant with his child, and decided that it was 

better not. 

‘So where’re you based?’ asked Andy. 

‘I’ve been on the planet of Oh,’ said Gray, ‘where my ships are based – you remember I 

told you I’m in interstellar shipping? – but at the moment I’m on Herluin, negotiating 

shipbuilding contracts.’ He looked up at Andy and added, ‘I think this is ready. I’ll serve up. 

Can you call the starving hordes?’ He gave Andy a brilliant smile. 

Andy felt an odd jab in his chest, but ignored it and went out to call ‘Food’s up!’ 

The students swarmed up, and the two professors. Lily took a bowl of stew down to 

Horlerh at the Flame. 

‘This is excellent,’ said Aimee, swallowing a mouthful and smiling at Gray. 

‘Thank you,’ he answered modestly. 

The students wolfed down their shares without comment, but Mike agreed with Aimee. 

‘We’ll help you wash up,’ he said, when it had all been eaten. The students went off 

chattering. Andy lingered, but when Aimee offered him a tea towel, he fled. 

‘Good,’ said Mike, ‘now we can talk.’ He shut the door of the kitchen hut and began to dry 

up a bowl. Aimee was already busy with another. Gray was washing. 

‘I’ve been thinking about what you were saying earlier,’ he said to Gray. ‘And my theory 

about parasitical dependancy – now, am I correct in thinking that animosity weakens you but 

affection strengthens you?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Gray, ‘I can use animosity, but affection is much better. I have to adapt the 

wavelength of aggressive emotion – affection I can absorb as it is.’ 

‘There must be an enormous number of people in the Federation who admire you,’ said 

Mike. ‘Last time we were on Trer, I saw some sort of Fanzine in the newsagents.’ 

‘I’ve seen one,’ said Gray. ‘I don’t know where they get the pictures, or the information 

they put in.’ He hesitated for a moment, then added: ‘They might get it from my fans who 

come to visit my base on Oh, I suppose.’ 

‘You should be feeding information to them!’ exclaimed Aimee. ‘Don’t you have a 

publicity officer?’ 

Gray grinned sheepishly. ‘No. I’ve thought about it.’ 

‘You need one,’ said Mike. 

‘You must be able to find somebody. Probably a human,’ added Aimee. 

‘And they should contact all the fanzines and offer them pictures and information. Only the 

information you want them to have, of course,’ Mike concluded. 

‘I think it’s a necessity,’ said Aimee. ‘You need good publicity. I’m amazed you haven’t 

done it already.’ 

Gray laughed. ‘All right! I’ll do it now. Have you any suggested candidates for the post of 

publicity officer?’ 

‘Oddly enough,’ said Aimee, ‘Andy comes to mind – I can’t think why.’ 
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‘He thinks of you as human,’ said Mike. ‘That could be an advantage.’ 

The door opened and a head appeared. ‘I heard my name mentioned,’ said Andy’s voice, 

suspiciously. 

‘Andy!’ exclaimed Aimee. ‘The very man. Come in and sit down on that stool and we’ll 

explain.’ 

Andy came in, apparently reluctantly, although Gray knew that he must have been 

listening at the door – and he sat down as instructed. ‘Gray needs a publicity officer,’ Aimee 

told him. 

‘To convince the Federation of what a harmless and lovable person he is,’ added Mike. 

Gray flicked some water at him. ‘I’m touched,’ he said, laughing. 

Andy looked doubtful. ‘Why me? Why should I deserve this honour?’ 

‘Because you know Gray really well,’ Aimee assured him. 

‘I thought I did,’ said Andy, ‘but I guess I don’t.’ 

‘Oh, you do,’ said Aimee, ‘you really do.’ 

‘And it would help keep you out of mischief,’ said Mike, polishing a bowl briskly dry. 

Sure, thought Andy, like away from Aimee. Aloud, he said, ‘I’ll consider it.’ 

‘Next time you go to Trer,’ said Aimee, ‘pick up a few fanzines.’ 

‘Different ones,’ added Mike. He regarded Andy as rather slow on the uptake. 

‘Yes, but how can I – I mean,’ began Andy, but Aimee interrupted him. ‘You can write to 

them and tell them you are the official publicity officer.’ 

‘Yeah, and have Security down on us in a moment,’ said Andy. 

‘No, no! All right – for reasons of security you are the official representative in sector 

nine.’ 

‘That’s better,’ said Mike. 

‘But I’ll be a marked man,’ objected Andy. ‘Isn’t this kinda dangerous?’ 

‘Life is dangerous, Andy,’ intoned Mike. 

‘Besides, you’ll enjoy it,’ Aimee assured him. ‘And I think you’ve been getting bored and 

feeling out of things. And I’m asking you to do it.’ 

Andy blushed. ‘Well, OK,’ he said, slowly. ‘When you put it like that, Aimee.’ 

‘She does,’ said Gray, laughing, but kindly. ‘And I’ll provide you with material. The 

advantage of your doing it is that you don’t suffer from the prejudices my own people suffer 

from.’ 

‘What’s that?’ demanded Andy. 

‘They hate the Federation and they don’t understand humans – they’re mostly Gustu and 

Marys. The publicity officer needs to be more objective and take a wider view and put things 

across in a way that will appeal to a broad range of people.’ 

‘Yeah,’ said Andy, thoughtfully. ‘I’ll think about it. I’ve got some ideas. I’ll work on it.’ 

‘Thanks, mate,’ said Gray merrily, and – drying his hands on Aimee’s tea towel – he 

slapped Andy on the back in a friendly manner. 

‘Hey, that’s real!’ said Andy, brightening. ‘That’s more like you.’ 

Gray laughed and went back to washing up his saucepan. 

 

That evening, spirits were considerably raised among certain members of the camp, which 

raised everyone else’s. Everyone sat in the site tin hut where the professors held briefing 

meetings and discussions, and drank various brews brewed on site or bought in the village a 

few miles away, and exchanged opinions. Andy announced the publicity venture – but he 

couched it in terms of publicising the site and the Old Ones and Graham – and the other 

students all had ideas. It transpired that one of the girls who had come at the start of term had 

a copy of a fanzine, which she was eventually persuaded to produce. Further questioning 

established that she was well aware that Gray was the Graham Bradley, but as she hardly felt 
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herself worthy to approach him she was quietly worshipping from afar. Andy promptly grilled 

her about fans and fanzines in general and floated a few of his own ideas. 

Horlerh came up to the hut and agreed to sit with them and was asked for her ideas, but 

said stiffly that she was sure that the lord of the galaxy could manage his own publicity 

without any help from her, and departed for her own sleeping shelter after one drink of fruit 

juice. 

‘Now, what’s bugging her?’ demanded Andy. 

‘You’ve offended her, Gray,’ said Aimee, reproachfully. 

‘No, she thinks I’ve invaded her patch,’ said Gray. 

‘You can invade us any time you like,’ said one of the girl students. All the girls shrieked 

with laughter and Andy threw an empty plastic cup at them, crying: ‘Order in the ranks, 

there!’ 

When it was time for bed, Gray went off quietly with Aimee, holding her hand, and the 

others all politely pretended they hadn’t noticed. 

‘But she’s really old,’ one of the girl students said later, as the girls went off to their 

sleeping caravan. 

‘But she’s ever so nice,’ said Lily. 

‘But I’m nice,’ the first speaker argued. 

‘Well, hang around and perhaps you’ll get your turn,’ suggested Lily. 

Mike went off to his own caravan, a little depressed but hoping that perhaps his own 

personal version of the golden god would turn up later. As it was, when he got in and turned 

on the light, he found the curtains were already closed, the bed made, and a golden-haired 

vision was lying on the bed, saying sweetly, ‘Mike? Where have you been? I thought you 

were never coming.’ 

He pulled off his clothes quickly and was going to put on his pyjamas, but she said: ‘Oh, 

Mike! I’ll keep you warm. Please hurry up. I’m dying for you.’ So he got into bed as he was, 

and she welcomed him in with kisses and embraces, and snuggled up close to him and said 

softly, ‘Dear Mike.’ 

He kissed her fondly, and she crooned with pleasure, and murmured sweet nothings at him, 

and wrapped herself about him, and very quickly he found he was making love to her, and she 

was arching her back and pressing against him with every appearance of great pleasure. This 

was rather a surprise, and he still thought she was faking it, but still – it was very nice to be 

wanted – so he carried on and did his best and she seemed very happy with him. 

In Aimee’s caravan, the other version of Gray was saying to Aimee, ‘Thank you for 

handling Andy.’ 

‘It’s a pleasure,’she said. 

‘I think he’s flattered. I think he’ll do a good job.’ 

‘I’m sure he will,’ she said. 
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5: The joy of Taratradene 

 

Greh slipped back across time and space to Herluin, where – as he had told Aimee – he had 

left Ray at a spaceship-building plant. To be precise, Ray was at the Matriarch Junias’s plant, 

discussing the latest Imperial orders for spacecraft. 

Greh needed freight transports and passenger vessels, and fighter craft – the one-person 

‘Star dancers’ which the Rhuaans used for interstellar transport and for war. But Ray and 

Junias had plans to develop their markets beyond the Empire. Federal merchants would gladly 

buy Junias’s new freight vessels, and the companies which ran the trans-Federal passenger 

liners were ready to pay almost anything for new faster-than-light ships. Ray had many 

contacts with these prospective customers, as he had consulted them while he was developing 

McCrae’s new interstellar warships. Ray and Junias were also discussing other types of craft: 

they wanted to adapt the star-dancer design to build simple peacetime pleasure yachts, which 

could be sold to the wealthy funlovers of the Federal sectors and gain valuable foreign 

exchange for Herluin, for the Marys of Herluin and for the Empire.  

Greh was not anxious to lose a major technological and economic advantage over the 

Federation by selling ships – at present he was only prepared to hire out ships, not sell them. 

Ray thought that this was short-sighted. The whole Federation needed this new technology, 

and commercial forces would mean that eventually Greh would have to sell – or else the ships 

would find their way to Federal owners via the black market. 

Junias, like Aoan and everyone else with knowledge of the ancient ships, had begun by 

thinking purely in terms of military needs; but as Ray set out his ideas, her commercial 

instincts kicked in and she began to see the potential markets which could be opened up. 

When she and her family had visited Trer last year they had seen all sorts of shipping at the 

spaceport, from great lumbering freight carriers to nippy little space yachts. None had been so 

nippy as the Emron’s Star dancer, which Memnon had spotted as it took off – they had seen 

how everyone who saw it admired its beauty and speed; and they had experienced the sheer 

awfulness of passenger travel on the Federation’s ancient space liners. If she and her family 

could develop comfortable, beautiful, fast and modern space craft to meet the obvious need, 

their fortune would be made. 

Junias dreamed of Herluin becoming a major ship-building centre, with her own workshop 

at the core of it. As for the Emron’s fears that others might take over the initiative in 

shipbuilding, of course that was ridiculous. Only a dragon-lord can build the powerplants, and 

so only the Emron, General Aoan and the Emperor Faroan could create ships. It was possible 

to rework old powerplants, but only to a limited degree. No, the Emron could carry on 

building powerplants, and her workshop would build them into ships and sell them all over 

the nine sectors, and they would be rich and famous, and she could assure her children’s 

future careers. Although, with her younger child Ipse installed as second-in-command of 

General Aoan’s military base on Halleh, and her older child Memnon as personal assistant to 

the Emperor, that wasn’t too much of a concern. 

When Gray walked back into the workshop, Ray and Junias were discussing how to 

streamline the workings of their new ships. Ray was just saying, ‘These things are so last 

millennium,’ when Gray said: ‘Problems? I thought you had these systems sussed, darling.’ 

Ray jumped – he’d never get used to Gray just appearing like that, he thought – and said, 

‘Hi. The ships are fine – we’re just trying to make them even better.’ 

‘Ray has been telling me about the transmission systems he used on his new ships,’ said 

Junias, twirling her whiskers at Gray in a Mary smile. 
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‘I remember,’ said Gray, coming up alongside them at the workbench where they were 

bent over a collection of wiring. ‘It’s very neat when it hasn’t been ruined by a maniac with a 

welding iron.’ 

‘This is an improved design,’ said Ray. ‘I think we could use this in your ships, too. Your 

powerplants are out of this world, but your transmission is so old fashioned. It should be in a 

museum.’ 

Gray almost exploded, bit his lip, managed to smile and shook back his hair, which had 

spontaneously risen off his shoulders at the slightest criticism of the Rhuaan ships. He hadn’t 

told Ray that he was going to see Aimee; he had been basking in her adoration, and Mike’s 

adoration, and was very pleased with himself for protecting Teren and winning Mike round 

and satisfied that Andy was his friend again, and pleased with the concept of the publicity 

officer – and suddenly he was being criticised from the least expected quarter. He had to take 

a few deep breaths to calm himself down. ‘I hadn’t thought about it,’ he said, carefully. ‘The 

Sacred People’s star dancers have always been the fastest and most efficient ships in space – 

it never occurred to me to try to improve them.’ 

‘Well, I’m sure we can,’ said Ray. ‘Look – this connection here – ’ he knelt down and 

began to adjust a wire. Junias leaned in close, and made suggestions. Gray waited patiently 

for his pets to explain what they were talking about. 

‘If we adjust this, so that it goes this way – and then we use one of the high-conductive 

connectors I got from Intech for McCrae’s ships – we can halve the power drain,’ Ray said. 

‘Will the ship’s shell stand it?’ asked Gray. 

‘Well, we might have to strengthen it,’ said Ray, ‘but Junias tells me she can improve the 

malleability of the alloy. We’ve been doing tests. Come and have a look,’ and he led the way 

down the workshop to another bench, where various pieces of spaceship shell lay about, 

having been twisted and torn and subjected to forces of varying strengths. Ray began to talk 

Gray through his experiments, and Gray listened patiently, realising that one of the drawbacks 

of being a commander is that one cannot always be at the forefront of discovery oneself, but 

must let those under one’s command do some discovering for themselves, and then listen to 

their stories and congratulate them, even though you would have really like to have done it 

yourself … 

‘Yes,’ he said, when Ray had finished. ‘So you’re saying that we need to rework the entire 

structure of the ship around the powerplant. I can tell you that I don’t have any plans for 

reworking the powerplant.’ 

‘That’s fine,’ said Ray. ‘The powerplants are working fine – I don’t see any need to update 

them at present.’ 

No, because if you wanted to I would have to ask Wiroan and his brothers and sisters to 

help me. I haven’t the faintest idea how to improve on a small, self-contained alternative 

spacetime continuum. I still don’t understand how I build one – only that I do what Aoan told 

me, and it works. And presumably Aoan does what she was taught, and so on back through 

the ages, back to when the gods discovered it … Gray shook back his hair again: it was 

showing his agitation. ‘Do we have the technology here to do this?’ he asked. ‘Didn’t you 

mention Intech? I don’t have any contacts there.’ 

‘If you can get me the drawings, we can make them here,’ said Junias. 

‘I’ll hack the computer system,’ said Gray. 

‘Can’t be done,’ said Ray. ‘It’s all in-house. Top secret self-contained system. We’ll have 

to place an order.’ 

‘Darling, they’re never going to trade with me!’ exclaimed Gray. Ray looked bemused and 

a little hurt, and Gray realised that as Rose McCrae’s top scientist, the problem of obtaining 

technical equipment had never entered his mind. Everything he wanted, he could get. 
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‘It’s OK, darling,’ he said quickly. ‘I’m sure I can talk them round. If you’ll give me an 

order, I’ll take it over in person. I’d like to see the place for myself.’ And maybe see if I can 

get them to work for me? 

 

With Ray’s order folded up in his trouser pocket, Gray side-stepped back to Governor Nick 

van der Ruhe’s palace in Trer, partly to see Nick, but mainly to find Carl. Carl was busy 

setting up communications systems between Herluin, Creh, Bessiday and Earth, and to a 

lesser extent with Mithidry and Halleh. He was spending a lot of time with Miss Mee, and 

Gray was trying not to be jealous. He didn’t fancy Mee – she was Nick’s personal assistant, 

financial advisor and second-in-command – and she tended to treat him as Nick’s younger 

friend, particularly since she had met Aoan and Faroan and discovered that Gray was far less 

frightening than his Imperial colleagues. But Carl had got on with Mee from the first moment 

that they met. Carl has a gift for getting on with people, thought Gray; I use my personal 

electro-magnetic field to seduce them, but Carl just makes friends with them, and they do 

things for him. 

For example, when he had mentioned Memnon’s plans for planetary assemblies, Mee had 

said dismissively, ‘Nick has been consulting representative groups for years. He consults with 

a group of Herluin business leaders.’ Gray was about to explain that this was not at all the 

same thing, when Carl said: ‘But he doesn’t have any means of discussing things with the 

Mary community, does he? They won’t talk to him. An official assembly would mean that 

they had to talk to him.’ Then Mee’s face had brightened, and she said: ‘Yes, that’s a good 

idea. That could be a solution. The Marys have never accepted Nick’s authority,’ and she 

pulled out her personal pocket-computer and began to make notes. Gray gave Carl a grin of 

thanks, and Carl grinned back. 

Again, Carl suggested that setting up a medical facility for the Marys would be a way of 

‘pulling them in’ to Nick’s authority, and Mee agreed at once. Although Gray had thought of 

setting up the facility on Bessiday, where the Priestess’s acolytes had their medical centre to 

deal with Bessiday’s cancer problem, Carl talked to Mee about collecting data and getting 

some Herluin medics on to the problem: ‘After all, you have a large Mary population here. If 

Nick could win over their trust like this, it could go a long way towards healing divisions.’ 

Mee set about putting the new communication system to work by calling up medics on Cray, 

and then on Bessiday, and asking for statistics and details of Mary health problems. Then she 

set one of her junior assistants to work putting the information together, so that she could 

work out what the priorities of a Mary health service would be. Within a week, Memnon’s 

rather distant hope was looking like becoming a reality in the not-too-far-off future. And Gray 

put this largely down to Carl’s ability to make friends and persuade people to do what he 

wanted. 

Now he walked into the office where Mee and Carl were putting together a news statement 

to go out to the journals on Herluin, Cray and Bessiday, about progress on the 

communications system and hopes ‘that it will soon be possible for anyone to call anyone on 

another planet, from their own home caller!’ Such a little thing in comparison to what the old 

Empire had, thought Gray – he knew from Aoan’s memories that inter-planetary 

communication across the nine sectors had been quick and high quality. But that had all gone 

during the Great War, and now only heads of government had access to inter-planetary 

communications systems. But if they could restore the old levels of service, it would be a real 

propaganda coup for the Empire. 

Carl looked up and said, ‘Gray! I wasn’t expecting you back so quickly.’ Gray nodded. 

Although he had been on Teren for a few days, he had slipped through time as well as space; 

so far as Carl and Mee were concerned he had left them only that morning. ‘Ray’s getting 
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ideas,’ he said. ‘He wants to rebuild my spaceship design and he wants to order the latest 

design of connectors from Intech.’ He produced the order from his pocket, and passed it over. 

Carl took it and frowned at it. ‘Are you wanting us to call it through?’ he asked. ‘I’m not 

sure we can get that far, yet.’ 

‘No,’ said Gray. ‘I was hoping you could tell me where Intech is based. Ray doesn’t know 

– he just uses their equipment; he doesn’t know where they are.’ 

Mee took the order from Carl. ‘Interstellar Technologies are based on Taratradene, in 

sector nine point two.’ 

Something clicked in Gray’s mind – a memory from Aoan. ‘Ah. Tareh trad deh mahn dreh 

– the green planet of pleasant woodlands.’ 

‘Is that what it means?’ asked Carl. ‘I thought it was named after the song.’ 

‘I suppose there might be a song. So, if I take this order to them, they might sell me some 

product.’ 

‘Or,’ said Mee, ‘if you can get hold of one sample, we can counterfeit it.’ 

‘I was thinking that,’ said Gray. 

 

Gray arrived on Taratradene a few minutes later in his own time, early in the morning in 

Taratradene time. He had no idea where on the planet he would find Interstellar Techologies, 

a.k.a. Intech, so he decided to ‘land’ and look around, talk to a few people and find out where 

to go. He drifted a little in the planet’s energy field, letting his consciousness flow out and 

through the planet’s energies, assessing the strands of energy which flowed about the planet, 

‘reading’ what the life on the planet was doing and its general sense of well being – or not. It 

seemed at an initial glance that most of the life on the planet, both sentient and non-sentient, 

was pretty content. Conditions on the planet were favourable; the climate was mild, the planet 

was fertile. Gray soaked up the positive energy from the planet and felt encouraged.  

Then he felt a little – just a little, distant – thread of longing. He had felt something similar 

many times before, but he had not responded since he had gone to the young woman reading a 

fanzine and found that she was simply unable to cope with his actual presence. But this time – 

as Andy had just been delegated to investigate the fanzines – he decided to go and talk to the 

reader of the fanzine and find it what it was she (he could tell already that the person was 

female) wanted from the fanzine and from himself. So he went. 

He focussed in on her – she was in her early twenties, and she was sitting in an arbour in 

the garden of a hotel. But he could tell at once that she was not staying at the hotel. She was 

dressed as an employee – in fact, as he materialised just outside the arbour, he could hear her 

talking on her caller. She had one of the models so popular in the Federal sectors but 

unavailable outside them, which operated via radio waves rather than via wires, and so could 

be carried anywhere in a pocket rather than having to stay in one room. She was saying, ‘I’m 

on site, Mira, but there’s no point in my starting the rooms yet because the old faggots are still 

in bed. Yes, I’ll start after nine, when they’re up and about. Yes, I asked Rina and she says 

there’s nothing else she wants me to do. So I’m just lying low. No, I promise you I’m not 

smoking on the premises. Don’t get het up about it, Mira. If anything comes up I’m on call, 

otherwise I’m lying low ‘till nine. See ya,’ and Gray was suddenly aware that an energy 

stream had stopped – she had turned off her caller. Then he felt again that surge of longing – 

she was looking at the fanzine again. 

He slipped round the arbour and stood in the entrance. She looked up the moment his 

shadow fell across her, with a word of aggressive defence on her lips – and then her mind 

blanked. Gray almost panicked. Was she going to freeze on him, like the last one? He sent 

soothing energy to her mind, and smiled, and said, ‘Hi. You were thinking of me, and I 

happened to be passing, so I thought I’d drop by.’ 
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There was a short pause, and he saw in her face a dozen different thoughts rush through her 

mind, but at last she managed to say, ‘Hi.’ 

‘I see you’re looking at me,’ he said, stepping into the arbour and indicating the fanzine in 

her hands. 

‘Um – yes,’ she said, looking down at it, then back at him. 

‘May I look? I haven’t had a proper look at one of these yet.’ 

She looked amazed, but then said, ‘Yeah, sure – take a look,’ and held it out to him. 

He sat down beside her – there was a wooden bench in the arbour, and she slid over to 

make room for him – and took the magazine from her hands, and flicked through it. It was 

mostly pictures of him, some taken by professionals and some clearly by amateurs. He 

recognised some of the locations – these had been taken by tourists who had come to Oh. 

There were also a few pictures of Errehn and Memnon, and one of Anja, and one of Faroan. 

There was very little text, apart from exclamations on the lines of ‘isn’t he dishy? I just love 

those hips,’ and attempts to spell the names of his companions were more amusing than 

accurate. Gray frowned. Clearly Andy could do a great deal to liven these things up.  

He handed it back to its reader, saying, ‘Do you read these every week?’ 

‘No,’ she said, ‘only when I can get one off the clientele.’ Then she blushed and added, ‘I 

take them out of the bins in their rooms. They don’t pay us very much, working here.’ 

He nodded. Well, if the original buyers had finished with them, why not?  

‘Do a lot of people here read them?’ he asked, and she nodded. ‘I’ll pass this one on when 

I’ve done with it.’ 

‘Do you remember who first bought it?’ he asked, and she nodded again, this time grinning 

broadly. ‘Oh, yes – Mr Rich Boy. He’s been sent here by his dad to learn to behave himself. 

But he won’t. He’s still buying stuff, like this magazine.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Oh, yes – he’s mad about you. He’s got all sorts of stuff in his room. It’s a dream to clean 

– it’s on my circuit, you see.’ 

‘I see,’ said Gray. ‘Which room is he in?’ 

‘I’ll take you up later,’ she said, ‘when I’ve cleaned his room. On one condition,’ and she 

grinned at him again. He realised that she had overcome her shock at seeing him and had 

regained her confidence. 

‘Of course,’ he said, and kissed her. 

 

It was quite a lot later that she said, ‘I really should get on with the rooms now. Can you wait 

here a while? I’ll come back and find you.’ 

‘After what you told me earlier, perhaps I should go and look for some more of my fans,’ 

he said, smiling mischievously. 

‘If you’re still around this evening, I’ll introduce you,’ she said. ‘But just now, everyone’s 

busy.’ 

He flicked across her mind and saw that it was true. ‘OK,’ he said, ‘I’ll wait.’ He picked up 

her fanzine and opened it. ‘See you later,’ he said. 

She gave him a mock scowl at this dismissal, but she was anxious to get on with her work 

before Mira – her boss – noticed, and so straightened her clothes and hurried away. 

It was difficult not to tell anyone. She had not got half way through her circuit before she 

had told Terrie, her work partner on that circuit, and then Bobbie, whom she met in the linen 

room, and then Terrie told Arian, and Bobbie told Wensley, and by the time she had finished 

her circuit, most of the staff knew. She insisted that she would bring him to meet them all 

later, but Terrie said, ‘I know you, Fensie Matekins, and you’re not fobbing me off like that,’ 

so a delegation of twenty of them went out into the garden to find the young sex god, who 

was catching up with his sleep, dozing in the arbour. 
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Gray woke up to see forty eyes staring at him, from the entrance to the arbour and through 

the wickerwork walls. He sat up and looked around at them, at first startled, then amused. 

Fensie pushed her way in and said, ‘Sorry about this. They all wanted to meet you.’ 

‘So I see,’ said Gray. ‘Hi, everyone.’ He swept a brilliant smile around at them; most of 

them smiled back – friendly, nervous, overwhelmed – a few were too overwhelmed to 

manage a smile, but one managed a wave of greeting. 

‘Fensie tells us you’re here to see the young Razz,’ said Terrie, ‘but we think you should 

come and talk to us first. We’re much more interesting than he is.’ 

There was a general chatter of assent to this. Gray looked around at them all. ‘I’m happy to 

come and talk,’ he said, ‘but where? You’re quite a crowd.’ 

‘Number twenty-three’s empty,’ said one of the lads in the crowd – Arian. 

‘Come up to number twenty-three,’ said Terrie, and held out her hand to him. Gray grasped 

it and got to his feet – he took Fensie’s hand in his other. ‘Come on, then,’ he said, smiling 

cheerfully at them all, and they hurried him out and towards the hotel building – a large block, 

he thought, not as hideous as the buildings in Trer City but looking as if the builder actually 

knew something about making the built environment blend into the natural landscape. He was 

weighing up the minds of those around him – the jumble of emotions which was sweeping 

over him – and was both pleased and flattered at their reaction to him, and slightly concerned 

that he might not be able to satisfy them all. After all, he didn’t have any of Nick’s weed with 

him, so he would have to do this entirely with the power of his own energy field.  

He need not have worried. They led him into the hotel and up the back stairs to number 

twenty-three, a rather nice double room with views across the garden. There was a double 

bed. Terrie and Fensie sat him on the bed and sat on each side of him; the others sat on the 

rest of the bed, the chairs, the dressing table, the desk, the floor. Someone shut the door and 

locked it. They began to ask him questions about himself – where he came from, what he was 

doing now, when he was going to marry President Leel and take over the Federation, how he 

could make his hair wave about like that. Some of the questions he answered, some he refused 

to answer; and when someone said: ‘How many lovers do you have?’ he frowned and said: 

‘I’ve lost count.’ 

The girls giggled; the lads whistled. 

‘We all fancy you,’ said Bobbie. 

‘Do you fuck anyone?’ asked Terrie. ‘We know you already did Fensie.’ 

Fensie blushed scarlet. Gray looked at Terrie consideringly. He thought: they want me to 

do it, and I want to do is, so why not? And I could use the energy. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I fuck 

anyone who wants me. Who’s first?’ 

‘Terrie,’ said Fensie at once, and Gray grabbed her before she could have second thoughts. 

Terrie went down on her back on the bed – others scrambled out of the way – Gray didn’t 

spare her blushes (after all, it had been her idea – and she hadn’t hesitated to embarrass 

Fensie) but he didn’t keep her hanging around either. He finished, gave her a warm kiss, got 

up and grabbed the next person within reach, who happened to be the lad Arian. Arian he 

rolled on to his stomach and took from behind. Then he reached out for the next one. 

… and they didn’t run away, as he had half expected them to do; they pushed forward, and 

struggled to be the next one in line. He made sure that each had a turn, and then some came 

back for a second go – but at last they were all worn out, and he got up and pulled his clothes 

back on and said, ‘I hope you all enjoyed that.’ 

There was a general murmur of agreement, although some of them were clearly rather sore. 

Someone said, ‘Ask me again tomorrow.’ 

Gray laughed, and said to Fensie, ‘Now, I’d better get back to business. Can you introduce 

me to Mr Razz?’ 
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‘I’ll show you his room,’ she said. ‘He may not be there at this time of day.’ She unlocked 

the door and led him out. They left behind them a room of exhausted and mostly happy young 

humans. Gray hoped that those who were regretting their initial passion would feel better 

later. 

 

Fensie led him down the corridor to a similar room, and knocked on the door. She listened, 

then said: ‘He’s not here at the moment. Would you like to leave him a message in 

reception?’ 

‘May I have a quick look in the room?’ said Gray. ‘I may be able to find him myself.’ 

She raised her eyebrows at him, but unlocked the door and let him in.  

Gray walked in, and looked around. Fensie had not exaggerated. There were framed photos 

of himself scattered about the room. There were fanzines and even a softback book. There 

was a computer, and lying next to it a visual wafer box – one glance at the box revealed that it 

held Aversham’s latest catalogue, which included a sequence of Gray and Errehn making 

love. 

‘See what I mean?’ said Fensie, from behind him in the doorway. 

‘Yes,’ said Gray. ‘Well, I think I can find him from this.’ 

‘He’ll have gone for a walk,’ said Fensie. ‘He’ll have gone out in the hills. He could be 

gone for hours. Now, you and me –’ 

‘Actually,’ said Gray, ‘it’s been great, Fensie, but bearing in mind what your boss was 

saying to you this morning, I think you’d better go and ask Rina if there’s anything else she 

wants you to do. I wouldn’t like you to lose your job over me. I’ll go and look for Mr Razz. 

And if you want to give me a shout when you’ve finished this evening, do that. You only need 

to call out in your mind like you did this morning, and I’ll come.’ 

Her face showed her disappointment, but she knew he was right. ‘OK,’ she said, ‘I’ll do 

that.’ 

He gave her a very fond kiss, and said, ‘Thank you for the fun, Fensie. And for the contact. 

Give me a shout later,’ and kissed her again, and hurried off before he could have second 

thoughts. She locked the door again, and stood looking after him down the corridor, biting her 

lip; and then she shook herself, and squared her shoulders, and went to find her manager to 

find out what else needed to be done before she ended her shift. 

Gray walked until he reached the stairwell and could not be seen, and then stepped back 

into the void. He reached out with his mind, searching for the owner of the things he had seen 

in the room, looking for that man’s energy pattern. Then he found it, and materialised near it. 

Oriel Razz was leaning on a tree in a wood on a hillside perhaps ten miles from the hotel, 

looking out across a wooded valley in the sunshine. He had a weapon with him – his excuse 

for walking was that he had come out to shoot birds. In fact, he had no intention of shooting 

anything, but his father approved of the ‘sport’ and it allowed him to get out in the fresh air 

and walk alone and think. When the person of whom he had been thinking suddenly 

materialised in front of him, he dropped the weapon and stared open-mouthed. 

Gray’s black eyes met his – Oriel blushed scarlet. Gray held out his hand to shake Oriel’s, 

but Oriel seized the hand and kissed it. 

‘Where did you come from?’ he asked, in a hoarse whisper – hoarse with shock, Gray 

judged. 

‘I was at your hotel and they told me you were out here. So I came to find you,’ said Gray. 

‘You came to find me? Why?’ 

‘They told me that you wanted to meet me.’ 

‘Yes. No. I mean – yes.’ 
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Gray laughed kindly. ‘Don’t worry, Oriel. I don’t want to eat you. I just like to meet my 

worshippers. It encourages me to meet my friends – and I can give you some reward for your 

worship.’ 

Oriel blushed, stammered a little, then said: ‘How do you know my name?’ 

‘I can read your mind,’ said Gray. ‘I thought you knew that?’ 

‘Yes – I mean, yes.’ Oriel’s mind was a whirl of confused love, worship and self-

abnegation; clearly he was incapable of saying anything sensible, so Gray kissed him. For a 

moment he feared that Oriel would freeze up, but then the young man threw his arms about 

him and hugged him close, so Gray went with the hug. 

The ground was dry, and rather hard, but Gray put up with it. He could have transferred 

Oriel into the void, but decided not to give the human any more shocks. Oriel was clearly 

already a most devoted worshipper, and seemed very willing to give him anything he wanted, 

so he gave him a little encouragement, and a little guidance, and found that the human was a 

most satisfactory pet. 

Some time later, when the human was exhausted and they were lying side by side on the 

mossy, leafy, dusty ground, Gray said: ‘You’re lovely, darling. How long have you been in 

love with me?’ 

‘Ages,’ whispered Oriel. ‘It seems like forever.’  

Gray kissed his forehead. ‘What are you doing here? At the hotel they said your dad had 

sent you here for misbehaviour.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Oriel. ‘He discovered I’ve got a file of pictures of you. There was a blazing row 

and he sent me here. To cool off, he said.’ 

Gray giggled. ‘Aren’t you glad he did?’ and kissed him again. 

There followed a few minutes of serious petting, and then Gray said, ‘So your dad doesn’t 

approve of me.’ 

‘He hates queers. And he hates bandits. And he says that if it gets about that the son of the 

managing director of Intech is in love with an enemy of the state, it’ll be the ruin of the 

company. And of course the company has to come first.’ 

‘Intech?’ Gray repeated. ‘Your dad runs Intech?’ 

‘Yes. Didn’t you know?’ 

‘No, darling. I had no idea. Now, that’s very convenient! I want to buy some class D-11 

interconnectors from you.’ 

Oriel choked. He had to sit up to cough, and Gray hit him on the back until he could stop 

choking. At last he managed to say, ‘You want to buy some parts off my dad? He’ll go 

mental!’ 

‘No, darling, off you. Can’t you sell them to me?’ 

‘We only deal with legitimate businesses. That’s what Dad says all the time.’ 

‘And I’m not a legitimate business?’ 

‘No – you’re a bandit.’ 

‘Darling,’ said Gray with wounded patience, ‘I can see you’re out of date. I’m a 

respectable shipping line nowadays. And I represent the Matriarch Junias of Herluin, who 

wishes to update her stock lines. It’s in your interests to trade with me.’ 

‘Not mine,’ said Oriel hotly. ‘I keep telling Dad I’m not going to take over the family 

business, and I’m not going to marry that girl, and I want to be an artist.’ 

Gray pondered this. Oriel seemed to him to be following the classic pattern of the son of 

the rich businessman who feels completely alienated from his father and the business and 

rejects all of it. However, he felt that it would be in his own interests for Oriel to be part of his 

father’s business. He would just have to use some careful persuasion. 

‘Don’t talk, darling,’ he said, ‘just kiss me.’ And Oriel did, and Gray let him get on with it 

and enjoyed himself. 
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They went back to the hotel very late that evening, and shared a shower, and Oriel’s bed. 

After Oriel fell asleep, exhausted, Gray went off to find Fensie and had a few happy hours 

with her, and he then went to see some other friends, but came back to Oriel in good time for 

that young man to wake up and be delighted to find that the love of his life was still with him. 

They spent some time making love in the bed, and on the floor, and in the shower, and then 

on the bed – and then Oriel’s personal caller rang out. 

Oriel detached himself from Gray sufficiently to grab the handset from where it laid on the 

bedside table and to speak into it. ‘Oriel Razz.’ 

The voice at the other end was unfamiliar to Gray, but reading Oriel’s mind, he realised 

that it was Oriel’s father. He was summoning Oriel back home for business reasons. Gray 

listened carefully, and thought hard. Oriel said nothing except: ‘Yes, Dad. No, Dad. OK. OK. 

OK. ’Bye,’ and laid down the handset. 

Gray looked at him with a question in his eyes. 

‘My dad,’ said Oriel regretfully. ‘He wants me to come back at once. He’s sending the 

company city hopper for me.’ Seeing Gray’s eyebrows rise, he explained: ‘It’s a small aircraft 

we use for on-planet travel.’ 

‘So what’s the urgency?’ asked Gray. 

‘He’s fixed up my wedding,’ said Oriel. ‘I told him I won’t marry her,’ he added, biting his 

lip and looking away. 

Gray at once got up and hugged him. ‘Don’t worry, darling,’ he said. ‘Where do you live? 

I’ll be waiting for you when you get there.’ 

‘How?’ asked Oriel. ‘It’s all top security.’ 

‘I can step through space. Tell me where you live, and picture it in your mind. Then I can 

find my way there.’  

Oriel turned and looked into his eyes, and Gray stared into his mind – deep, deep, deep …. 

He felt the young man sigh and relax at the touch of his mind. He collected the information 

that he wanted, and then gently let him go. 

‘You’d better go and get some breakfast, darling,’ he said. ‘Shall I pack for you, while 

you’re gone?’ 

‘Please,’ said Oriel. He picked up his clothes, then said, ‘I think I need another shower,’ 

and headed for the shower room. Gray went with him. 

Ten minutes later, they were both clean and dressed, and Oriel went down for breakfast, 

leaving his lover to pack his things. Gray packed up Oriel’s clothes, pictures and magazines 

into his two cases, and then sat down to play with his computer. He had a look at Oriel’s 

visual wafers and found that Oriel had adapted them, adjusting the pictures so that he himself 

appeared in one sequence as the object of Gray’s love, rather than Errehn. Gray was 

impressed – it was a neat piece of work. He had a look through Oriel’s other material – he had 

got hold of some visuals which had been taken on Oh when he had been shot up by the 

Federation ships and was recovering in bed, and he also had some recordings taken by 

Federation security cameras of him and his pirates capturing Abbaba and Oh. Altogether, it 

was a good survey of Gray’s career to date.  

At last, he became aware that Oriel had finished his breakfast and was coming back to his 

room, and that the ‘city hopper’ was arriving on the hotel’s flight strip at the bottom of the 

garden. He packed up Oriel’s computer and visual wafers, and when Oriel arrived back in his 

room, everything was ready for his departure. 

Gray saw him off with his bags, and then stepped into space, going via a few other people 

whom he needed to see, and finally arriving in Oriel’s bedroom – a palatial room overlooking 

gardens and fountains in the west wing of a villa set in parkland. Five minutes walk from the 

villa was a large industrial sprawl – which, Gray could see, was the headquarters of Intech. 

Somewhere in the middle of that were the connectors which Ray had set his heart on and 
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which Junias wanted; and he was sorely tempted to go straight over there to ‘reception’ and 

ask whether he could order some on the spot. But he decided to develop his relationship with 

Oriel a little further first. 

He kicked off his ankle boots, pulled off his clothes, and lay back on Oriel’s huge double 

bed. He had just got comfortable when the door opened and Oriel walked in, carrying his 

bags, in an agitated state. The young man pushed the door shut behind him – and saw Gray on 

the bed. 

His face showed disbelief, then relief, then joy. He put down his bags, turned and bolted 

the door, and ran to his lover. Gray welcomed him with open arms and legs, and rolled him on 

the bed. 

About ten minutes later, Gray said: ‘How was the flight?’ 

‘OK,’ said Oriel. ‘My dad’s been lecturing me.’ 

‘About your filial duties?’ 

‘Yes. He says I have to stop wasting time and get down to the job. He wants me downstairs 

in half an hour to meet people. I suppose I’d better get changed.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Gray, rolling off him. ‘Who are these “people”, darling?’ 

Oriel snorted. ‘The directors. And the girl he wants me to marry. She’s the daughter of the 

finance director.’ He sighed. ‘Dad keeps saying that she’s very pretty, but I don’t think so. 

She’s not my type.’ 

Gray laughed. ‘Darling, if your mind’s eye is any guide to her – if you don’t want her, I’ll 

have her myself. Perhaps she’ll let me order some interconnectors!’ 

Oriel pulled a face. ‘I’ve told you – the company only trades with recognised companies.’ 

‘And I’ve told you, I’m a recognised company. Don’t worry, darling. You’d better get 

changed and go and meet these people. I’ll go for a walk in the garden, or something.’ 

Oriel sighed, and said, ‘OK,’ and rolled off the bed and went off to shower for the third 

time that morning. This time Gray did not join him, but lay on the bed and waited for Oriel to 

come back, and then watched him dress. At last he saw Oriel off, with words of love and 

encouragement, and transferred himself out to the garden to explore. 

He had clothed himself in deep blue – a long overshirt with a wide boat neckline and a belt 

round the hips, over a pair of Aversham’s-style tight hipster trousers, and ankle boots with a 

low heel. Looking like a fashionable, wealthy young playboy, he strolled around the garden, 

going from lawn to lawn, shrubbery to shrubbery, plantation to maze, down to a lake. 

He paused at the lake to watch the water birds – there were ducks, probably imported by 

Oriel’s father. As he watched, Gray became aware of another presence nearby, watching him. 

Of course, he thought, tossing back his hair. He let his mind reach out; it was the person he 

had expected, and the name was the same as Oriel’s mind had given it. He turned and smiled 

at the figure who stood barely fifty feet away, looking at him with stunned recognition. 

‘Laralie,’ he said quietly. ‘I was waiting for you.’ 

‘Me?’ she said, bewildered, walking towards him unbidden – or, rather, he had summoned 

her but without words. 

‘You,’ he said, and held out his hands to her. She walked up to him and took them and he 

kissed her lips – it was becoming a habit. 

But she was made of sterner stuff than Fensie or Oriel. ‘What are you doing here?’ she 

demanded, drawing away. 

‘Waiting for you.’ 

‘How did you know I was coming?’ 

‘Oriel Razz told me.’ 

‘Oriel? I’m supposed to be engaged to him,’ she said, doubtfully. 

‘Aren’t you?’ 

‘No.’ 
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‘Do you like him?’ 

‘Not really. He’s not very bright,’ she said, with a sigh. 

‘Oh, he’s very bright – but not very sociable.’ 

‘OK,’ she amended, ‘not very sociable. I don’t want to marry him and he doesn’t want to 

marry me, but our dads think it’s a good idea.’ 

‘So do I – for the moment.’ 

‘For the moment! Marriage is for much longer than that!’ 

‘Not the marriage – the idea.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because I want to order some parts from Intech,’ he said, ‘but your dads see me as a 

dangerous criminal. If you and Oriel together can arrange for me to be accepted as a 

customer, then I can get the product I need.’ 

‘Arrange!’ she snorted. ‘I can bypass the system and log you in as an accepted customer. 

Fake credit references and the whole works.’ 

He all but danced around her. ‘Laralie! You’re my saviour.’ 

She frowned at him. ‘But why should I? We’ve only just met.’ 

‘But you’ve known me a long time,’ he teased. 

She blushed. ‘How do you know?’ 

‘You recognised me at once. And in any case I can read your mind. You know that!’ 

She blushed scarlet then, and every thought she had wanted to hide came to the surface of 

her mind – where he read them off as easily as could be. 

‘Oh, perfect one! Laralie, you must help me. The answer to all my needs! Most lovely 

Laralie, you must help me.’ 

She frowned at him again. ‘I bet you say that to all the girls,’ she said. 

‘I promise you I don’t,’ he retorted. ‘People come and beg me for love – I don’t usually 

beg them. Please help me, Laralie. I need those parts – they’re for my new freight vessels and 

passenger liners.’ 

‘Not for warships?’ 

‘Haven’t you heard that the war is over? We’ve got a truce.’ 

‘I hadn’t seen that on the visual.’ 

‘Your government is keeping it quiet. But it’s true – that’s how I can spare the time to 

come here.’ 

She couldn’t deny that he could hardly have been here, chatting her up, if he was still 

fighting a desperate campaign. She frowned at him again, but said: ‘All right.’ 

‘Thank you,’ he said with conviction, and kissed her lips warmly. She felt her face burn 

hot with embarrassment. 

He began to lead her along the lake side. ‘I assume you’re here to meet Oriel,’ he said. 

‘Yes. I’ve come over with my dad. He’s talking to Mr Razz. I came out for a walk. I don’t 

need to go in until lunchtime.’ 

‘Will you come for a walk with me?’ he asked. ‘I’ve never been here before. You can 

show me round.’ 

‘All right,’ she agreed, and he squeezed her hand and grinned at her cheerfully. 

She wondered how he had come to be here, why he had been expecting her, and what his 

connection was with Oriel Razz. How could that gormless young man know the great Graham 

Bradley? As they walked along, she dared to ask him, and he laughed and said, ‘I was on-

planet looking for a way into Intech and I happened to meet someone who directed me to 

Oriel Razz.’ 

‘Why were you expecting me?’ she asked. 

‘Oriel mentioned you,’ he said. 

‘Mentioned me? He can’t stand me.’ 
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‘He explained that his father wants him to marry you, and then he’ll give him 

responsibility in Intech,’ Gray explained. ‘And I would like Intech to be run by people who 

love me, so I encouraged him to go along with his father’s plans.’ 

‘I’ll never marry him!’ declared Laralie. 

‘You don’t have to,’ answered Gray. ‘I just want you to agree to marry him. That will keep 

your fathers happy.’ 

‘Are you suggesting we lie to our fathers?’ she asked, shocked. 

He nodded carelessly. ‘Yes.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because I ask you.’ 

‘Because you ask us to!’ 

‘Yes. Because I am lord of time and space, and one day I shall rule the galaxy. I am not 

actually asking you – I am commanding you.’ 

She looked severely at him, and felt the gaze of his great black eyes on her. She had a 

sudden sensation of falling very fast into a pit full of something horrible, slithy and writhing. 

She uttered a yelp, and tried to pull away; he released her gaze, and she was left shaken and 

swaying on her feet. 

He held both her arms below the elbow. ‘Laralie,’ he said, ‘please go along with your 

father’s wishes for the time being. You won’t have to marry Oriel if you don’t want to.’ 

‘I don’t,’ she said firmly. 

‘Then you won’t marry him. But just keep your father happy, and set up that customer 

account for me.’ 

She hesitated. She was aware that the security systems around the customer accounts was 

very tight for good reason. How did she know that Graham Bradley would be a reliable 

payer? How did she know that he wouldn’t use his toehold in Intech to damage the company 

in some way? She knew that he worked with pirates and with Mary shipbuilders on Herluin – 

competitors to Intech. Was she, effectively, selling industrial secrets? Was she a traitor to the 

company? 

But then she felt his eyes on her again, and she felt the warmth of his mind washing over 

her, and suddenly all her fear and anxiety fell away, and she relaxed. He let go of her arms, 

and said, ‘Let’s find the maze. Do you know your way to the middle?’ and took her right hand 

in his left, and led her along the lakeside, back the way they had come. 

‘We just keep turning left,’ she said. 

They walked into the maze; the ‘walls’ were dense evergreen hedges of a shrub Gray did 

not know. He grasped her hand warmly and she felt happy and secure with him. She said, ‘So 

what would you have done if I’d refused to help you?’ 

‘I’d have persuaded you,’ he said, smiling at her with mischief in his eyes, ‘but when you 

recognised me at once, I knew I wouldn’t have to.’ 

‘I would think everyone would recognise you.’ 

‘Some more than others.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Those who worship me have my image engraved on their memories.’ 

She blushed scarlet. ‘It’s just a silly thing. A schoolgirl thing.’ 

‘No, it isn’t. It’s entirely natural and right. I told you, I’m lord of time and space. You 

should worship me. And it’s my duty to look after you and do all I can to make you happy.’ 

For some reason, she found she was blushing more than ever. She looked away – he kissed 

her hair, and when she looked back at him in surprise, he kissed her lips. 

‘Please–’ she said, when he paused for breath. 

‘Yes, darling?’ 

‘I have my dignity. Don’t take advantage of me.’ 
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Of course, that was what he had been intending to do, but when she appealed to his finer 

feelings he took pity on her. ‘Yet you want me,’ he murmured in her ear. 

‘But I know you won’t stay with me – I don’t want – I know I can’t keep you, it’s only a 

dream,’ she said, helplessly. 

Gray felt a feeling of frustration rise within him. He had heard this before from Aimee, and 

he was tired of it. ‘I have many lovers,’ he said, ‘but you only need to call my name, and I’ll 

come to you. I long for your affection, darling, and I know you’ve been longing for me, so 

stop arguing.’ Then he kissed her again, and she felt his arms go round her like the great tail 

of the black slimy creature at the bottom of the pit of his eyes. She shuddered, but  he held her 

close and let time and space slip away and all his energies run through her. He liked her very 

much, he loved her courage and her sharp mind, and he saw all her loneliness, and wanted her 

to be less lonely – and he wanted her love, for it would make him stronger … 

Laralie felt as if she herself melted away and hung in eternity, while the golden god, 

Graham Bradley, flowed all around and through her. He said, ‘Laralie, let me reward you for 

your love.’ She said, ‘I’m yours already – you know that.’ Then she felt enormous joy roll 

through her, and amazing peace and contentment, and she felt that she was flying through 

heaven – and then he gently released her, and they were standing in the centre of the Razz 

maze on a spring morning. There was a little circular summerhouse built of stone, with a 

domed roof and pillars all around, a stone bench in the middle and a flowering, climbing plant 

growing up the pillars. There was also a little pool with a fountain and goldfish, and flower 

beds full of small flowering plants. 

Gray led her into the summerhouse, and they sat on the bench side by side, and hugged and 

kissed and spoke sweet nothings to each other. He’s so beautiful, thought Laralie, golden and 

brilliant; he’s like a god. But I don’t know if I can trust him. Can I trust him? Is he trying to 

infiltrate Dad’s company? Am I about to betray Dad’s trust? Can I do this? Do I have any 

choice? The moment he looks into my eyes, I have to do what he wants. I can’t say no … I’m 

caught in a net like a fish. I can’t escape … 

It struck her that he had probably done the same to Oriel. Poor, gormless Oriel! How can 

he cope? 

Gray’s hands caressed her shouldes and back, his lips caressed her face; he ran his hands 

over her dress (a pale grey sheathe, as boring a dress as she could find – she had had no wish 

to interest Oriel) as if it were the most sensuous silk. He held her as closely and kissed her as 

passionately as if they were lovers of long standing. 

‘But we are,’ he murmured. ‘You have loved me for a long time.’ 

‘But you never saw me until today,’ she protested. He was reading her mind! 

‘You have loved me so long that I feel I have known you all that time,’ he replied, and 

kissed her again, hungry, greedy, sucking in her affection and energy … 

And then she felt a jolt, and he let go of her and said: ‘Oriel is anxious. I think you’re 

wanted up at the house.’ 

‘Oriel?’ 

‘He’s thinking anxiously. You felt it because I did. I’ll take you to the house.’ 

‘Why’s he anxious about me? He can’t stand me!’ 

‘He’s anxious about what his father will say if you’ve vanished. And he’s also anxious 

because I told him to be pleasant to you, and he can’t if you’re not there.’ 

She had to smile at that. It sounded like the gormless Oriel. ‘OK,’ she said, ‘I’ll go.’ She 

got to her feet and brushed herself down, and he stood beside her and took her hands in his – 

then she felt the world spin around her, and they were standing on the lawn near the house. 

‘I’ll see you later,’ he said, kissing her cheek, and then released her. She walked away quickly 

before she could change her mind, turning once to wave, and then hurrying towards the house. 
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He wandered back into the garden, wondering how long they would be. He walked down 

to the lack and trailed his fingers in the water. The goldfish came swimming up to nibble his 

fingers, which made him laugh. After a while he got up and wandered on – round the lake, 

through the shrubberies. He came into sight of the factory, beyond a thick strip of shrubbery 

and a wire fence. 

Why not? He would go and have a look round. Oriel and Laralie would be a few hours, and 

he could get an impression of the place. He walked towards the fence, pushing through the 

shrubbery. As he reached the fence, he realised that it was very high and had razor wire across 

the top, so he simply tranferred himself to the other side. Then he walked on, expecting to be 

challenged by one of the employees, but no one challenged him; he looked around for signs to 

direct him to reception, but did not see any – clearly he had come in on the wrong side of the 

plant, where no strangers were expected to be. 

He wondered where everyone was, and why it was so quiet, then remembered to wonder 

what day of the week it was. Fenzie had not said anything when he met her yesterday, but of 

course hotel staff have to work every day of the week. He supposed that it might be Sunday, 

or ‘first day’, as some call it, or ‘rest day’ as others call it, or ‘family day’ or whatever – in 

any case, it could very well be the day of the week when no one was at work. That would 

explain how Oriel’s dad could have his fellow directors round to his house for a meeting – 

during the working week they would be at the factory, but on Sunday they could relax and 

socialise. There would be only a few people at the factory – maintenance staff and security, 

and those working on processes which had to run continuously and could not be turned on and 

off. So he could look round without having to worry about being seen, provided he kept his 

senses alert. He let his mind stretch out – no, he could not sense any intelligent life in the area. 

Very well, then – let’s go in. 

He headed towards a building, and reached a door. It was locked; he let his mind stretch 

out. There was an alarm system, so he simply nullified it. Then he transferred himself to the 

other side of the door, and began to explore. 

He was in an entrance lobby, with a corridor through a clear door ahead of him, and on 

either side of it rooms with clear walls, each room containing rows of desks with computer 

terminals on them. Everything was arranged for humans, rather than Gustu and Marys as on 

Trer. Gray walked into the corridor, and then into the room on the right, and turned on a 

computer terminal. Standing over the desk, he tapped in his personal password and watched 

the screen erupt in colours. Then he began to interrogate the system. 

Intech had a large customer database, which was resistant to accepting new entries without 

authorisation by three separate accredited persons. Gray tried to work around this, but found it 

very hard to bypass. Eventually he had to use his password again; the database accepted him 

with a very bad grace. This was a good system, he thought. Whoever had written it had a 

smattering of an idea how the operating system works, and had managed to cover up a lot of 

loopholes. At last, however, he had an account for Junias Workshop of Herluin, with a credit 

authorisation. He then set about trying to generate an order for interconnectors. 

Here was another problem. The part numbers known to the end user were not the part 

numbers used in the factory – another security device, he supposed. He had to flick through a 

great many files to discover that what he wanted was a bulk order of RD100KA406 x 100mm. 

He then had to use his password to bypass the authorisation requirements so that the sales 

system would accept his order. An acceptance would be generated and sent by post – Gray 

wondered whether it would reach Junias before the product did. 

He relaxed a little now, and began to get out of the system. Time to be moving on – he 

logged out, and was about to straighten up when he felt a cold ring of metal against his left ear 

and a voice said, ‘Well, well, who have we here?’ 
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That moment of gloating saved Gray – he could not be killed, but being blasted to atoms at 

that moment would have been very inconvenient. The moment he felt the nose of the blaster, 

however, his defences were up and he was all but invulnerable. He cursed himself for not 

keeping a proper look out, but thought that at least he could talk his way out of this, or 

disappear at a convenient moment – or stay and find out who had found him. A conscientious 

security person could be very useful to him. 

‘An intruder,’ his discoverer continued, as if answering his own question. ‘What are you 

doing here on a Sunday morning? Don’t you have a home to go to?’ 

Gray did not answer. His mind flowed out and into his discoverer’s mind. A young man – 

not thirty – security guard – quite bright – given to illusions of power. All right, thought Gray. 

New toy. New pet. Good. 

‘I know who you are,’ said the other gloatingly. ‘It’s your hair, goldilocks – you’re 

unmistakeable. What’s the famous Graham Bradley doing in Interstellar Technologies?’ 

Gray thought of various replies, but elected to remain silent. 

‘All right,’ said the other, moving his blaster to the back of Gray’s neck, ‘if that’s your 

attitude,’ and Gray felt the blaster stab into his spine. ‘Hands behind your back,’ snapped the 

other. Gray obliged, and felt a band twisted round his wrists. He was handcuffed – but what of 

it, when he could dematerialise at any moment? 

‘Move,’ commanded the other, and Gray obligingly began to walk where the blaster 

directed him. 

As he walked, he examined his captor’s brain. His name was Renual Maisor. He was now 

extremely pleased with himself and was congratulating himself for picking up a famous 

terrorist with a huge bounty on his head. He was also thinking about how he would torture 

Gray before killing him and handing his body over to the planetary authorities. 

Gray smiled to himself. Let Renual enjoy his little fantasies, he thought. 

They were walking down a long corridor. There was a door at the end; they went out of the 

door, and crossed some grass, and then a road through the site, and then more grass, and in 

through another door, turn left, down some stairs. Gray gritted his teeth and kept walking – 

Rhuaans hate stairs. At last they came to the bottom, turned left down another corridor. There 

was a door on the left; Renual leant around Gray and pulled it open, shoved Gray in, and 

locked the door behind his prisoner. Gray heard his footsteps departing down the corridor. 

He hadn’t bothered to turn the light on, but Rhuaans can see in the dark. Gray looked 

around him. It was a cell. There was no chair, no furniture at all, in fact. Nothing to drink, not 

even a bucket to relieve himself into – nothing. 

He sat down crosslegged on the floor and let his hair rise. First he let his mind wander out 

to find Oriel and Laralie. They were still in a meeting with the board of directors – good. 

Then he let his mind follow Renual and began to wind around him. Renual found himself 

thinking of his prisoner – thinking of him and wanting to go back and find him, until he had to 

return … 

It took about half an hour. The door crashed open, the light flashed on. Renual stood there 

with a blaster in his hand. ‘Get up,’ he snapped. 

Gray rose, lithe and agile despite his trapped wrists. Of course he could have released 

himself – but he was enjoying this game. He was allowing the human to have his enjoyment, 

and then he would have his own fun. He looked expectantly at Renual and nudged him to do 

something. 

Renual stepped up to him and held the blaster to his ear. ‘Feel this?’ he hissed. ‘I’m going 

to burn your ear off. Very slowly. Feel this?’ Gray felt the muzzle of the blaster growing 

warm. ‘It’s going to get hotter, lad – much hotter.’ 

Is this man a fool? thought Gray. In a moment I could knee him in the groin and he’d be 

reeling on the floor. Instead, he looked back at Renual. Renual found that he was looking into 
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Bradley’s eyes – they were black eyes, large and fathomless. Very black, like nothingness – 

like pits into nothing – like pits into death, drawing him down … 

Renaul toppled forward. Gray dissolved the band on his wrists and caught him. Renual 

dropped the blaster. Gray gave it a glance and it vanished with a flash. Renual hung limply in 

Gray’s arms, his eyes still held in Gray’s gaze. Gray let his mind run around Renual’s mind. 

Yes, a lovely toy; a new body to play with. He let his lips rest on Renual’s mouth. Then he 

drew away and said, ‘We’ll go somewhere more pleasant,’ and released his prisoner. 

Renual almost fell, but managed to regain his feet. He looked up at Gray, terror and 

wonder in his face. Then he turned, and began to walk away down the corridor. Gray 

followed. Renual led him up another staircase (Gray sighed in exasperation – why couldn’t 

Intech have lifts, like a civilised company?) Then they walked along more corridors, out of a 

door and across another open space, into another building, down more corridors and up stairs 

again, across a bridge over a wide road – a major highway, thought Gray, looking down 

through the glass-sided walls. On the other side of the road they entered another building, 

walked along more corridors, down a staircase, across a vast hall, and then, at last, they 

entered a lift and went up three floors. They stepped out of the lift, crossed a landing, went 

down another corridor and to a door. Renual tapped a number into the pad on the door jamb. 

The door opened. Inside was a small lounge – it was Renual’s flat. 

‘Come in,’ said Renual quietly. 

Gray entered. Renual followed him and pushed the door shut. 

Gray looked around. There was an open door in the corner. He went and looked around it; 

there was a small bedroom on the other side. 

‘Come here,’ he said to Renual, who followed him into the bedroom. Gray lay down on the 

bed and told Renaul to caress his body. Renual, still the prisoner of those terrible black eyes, 

did so. He had to undress Gray to do so, and as he did so, he discovered that the creature he 

had thought was male was actually female.  

It – she – was lying on the bed, looking up at him. It was slender and lithe and utterly 

lovely. It had the most amazing blonde hair, and big black eyes, and red lips, ripe for kissing. 

It opened its arms and its legs and it breathed: ‘Renual, come and make love to me.’ So he 

did. 

And Gray, or rather Hyunnah, lay back and luxuriated in every moment of it. 

Renual was a muscular young man, much fitter than Oriel or even his own pirates. He was 

something of a ‘physical fitness’ fanatic, a sports freak; he liked strenuous team games like 

volleyball and basketball and his muscles were as rigid as iron. His skin gleamed – he 

believed in good quality body oil, and he liked to have a massage when he had had a workout 

in the gym. Gray ran her fingers across Renual’s shining back and felt the supple skin and the 

iron muscle beneath. O beautiful human! How much pleasure you can give me! 

Renual’s mind began to clear. The criminal he had arrested and planned to torture and kill 

had metamorphosed into a terrible demon with black eyes who took him prisoner and 

controlled his mind, but now had melted into a beautiful woman, fragile and graceful and 

amazingly responsive and loving. He found he was besotted with her. He felt caring and 

protective towards her. As he caressed her body she sighed and strained towards him, 

showing more pleasure than any of his former girlfriends had ever done. He had thought it 

was Graham Bradley – but clearly it was nothing of the kind. It was a lovely, passionate, 

sensual, erotic woman who wound his heart around her little finger. She whispered, ‘Oh, 

Renual – darling’ as he kissed her. 

He murmured sweet nothings to her, calling her ‘Darling’ and ‘sweetheart’, and she 

murmured ‘Call me Gray, darling’ – and it seemed to him that ‘Gray’ was a good name, 

ethereal, insubstantial, fleeting – as fragile and other-worldly as she seemed to be. ‘My 

darling Gray,’ he murmured. ‘My sweet Gray.’ 
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They remained on Renual’s bed, so wrapped up in each other that Renual forgot to clock 

out at the end of his shift; but Gray felt the security system down below in the factory getting 

agitated, and stretched out her mind and corrected it, all without unwinding herself from her 

lover. At last they had to stop out of sheer exhaustion, and then Renual asked Gray if she was 

hungry, and Gray agreed that she was. Renual got up and put on his thigh-length dressing 

gown (wrap-round kimono type), and went out to the kitchen to cook something up. ‘No 

meat, darling,’ was Gray’s only stipulation. 

Gray lay on the bed a little longer, drifting in a sensual cloud; but she got up at last, threw 

on her overshirt and ran to the kitchen, where Renual was frying something up, pausing in the 

doorway to watch him, licking her lips at the sight of Renual’s bronzed limbs and smooth, 

easy movements. 

Renual glanced round at her and smiled. ‘You’ll like this,’ he said. 

‘I’m sure I will.’ Gray smiled at him lasciviously. 

It was a mixture of vegetables, green and root, and lemon juice, chilli, and cheese. It was 

surprisingly appetising. They ate at the table – Renual was particular about civilised niceties.  

Renual served up fruit to follow, and a fruity drink – he said it wasn’t alcholic: ‘Alcohol 

screws up the body.’ Gray loved him more by the moment. 

They finished eating – Gray helped her lover wash up. When they had done, she said 

pleadingly, ‘Come back to bed, darling,’ and Renual took her in his arms and kissed her 

passionately. 

They went back to bed. 

Some hours later Renual got up, shaved, dressed, and staggered out for a quick tour of the 

factory. He hurried back to his lover, who was waiting for him with sweet music and her 

whole body on offer. Gray fell asleep at last, but Renual lay for some minutes looking down 

at his beautiful lover. He adored her with every cell in his body, and she clearly worshipped 

him. If he asked her to marry him, would she accept him?  

Then she stirred and looked up into his eyes, and breathed his name: ‘Oh, Renual!’ and he 

took the plunge and said, ‘Darling, marry me.’ She was startled: she said, ‘Oh, darling, you’re 

breaking my heart! I wish I could.’ 

‘Why can’t you?’ he demanded. 

She looked into his mind and saw that he had no memory at all of her true identity. That 

was good – that was what she had wanted. But how could she explain? 

‘I have my work,’ she said, ‘I have to go back to my subordinates. They’ll be wondering 

where I am. I was here on a mission – that’s why you found me in the Works. But now I have 

to get back to base.’ 

‘Don’t go,’ he said, holding her close, ‘I need you. And you need me. You must marry 

me.’ 

Gray thought despairingly: if only I could – settle down, be a normal person. But then I 

would not be the creature I am, the lord of the galaxy, Wiroan’s chosen one, the creature who 

seduced Renual and made him love me. 

‘Renual, darling,’ she said, kissing him, ‘I wish I could, but I can’t. I can’t ever stay with 

anyone forever, but I’ll come back if you call me.’ 

‘You must stay,’ repeated Renual. ‘I need you. I’ll kill myself if you leave me. Marry me, 

and we’ll set up home together and I’ll give you everything you want.’ 

They all want to give me everything I want, thought Gray in amusement, I who am lord of 

time and space and can take anything I want or create it for myself! Why do they all think 

they can supply my needs? But it amuses them – it keeps them happy, it makes them feel 

wanted … 

She threw caution to the winds. ‘Yes,’ she said, laughing. 

‘When?’ 



 90 

‘When can it be?’ 

‘As soon as I can book the registrar.’ 

‘How are marriages done here-planet?’ 

‘The registrar in town does them.’ 

Gray rubbed herself against Renual’s body. How hairy male humans are – and how 

exciting their hairiness is. ‘Then book him, darling.’ 

‘I’ll get the witnesses.’ 

‘I’ll come alone.’ 

‘We’ll have a honeymoon. I know a place by the sea – you’ll love it, darling.’ 

‘What do people wear to weddings here-planet, darling?’ 

‘Whatever you like, darling.’ 

‘What would you like me to wear?’  

Renual caressed Gray’s golden hair and kissed her lips. ‘White,’ he said. 

‘Long? Short?’ 

‘I’ll leave it up to you.’ 

Gray sighed and nestled closer to Renual’s warm body. ‘If you’ll go into town – I’ll wait 

for you here, darling,’ she said. 

Renual got up at once. ‘Try to sleep, darling,’ he said, and got dressed, kissed her tenderly, 

and hurried out. Gray, however, did not go to sleep – she got up, and showered, washed her 

hair, and slipped into the void and spent a while designing wedding clothes – a long-sleeved 

white tunic, belted at the waist, with cream embroidery all over, coming halfway down her 

thighs. On the feet – slip-on white shoes, with very low heels and hardly any upper. The dress 

showed off her immaculate, long white legs to perfection. 

Renual returned – everything was ready. He admired Gray’s dress, assuming she had 

rushed out and bought it, and her hair; and he put on a smart suit he had bought himself. He 

led Gray out of his flat, down a back stair to a door to the outside world, across the works 

carpark to his own vehicle, and drove her into town, to the registrar’s office. It was a small, 

single-storey building overlooking the park. Two of Renual’s friends were waiting for them, 

to act as witnesses: Renual introduced them to Gray, and she smiled charmingly and they 

greeted her with interested smiles. 

Where had Renual found this lithe beauty? they wondered – but there was no time to ask; 

the registrar was ready. He rattled through some questions and pronounced them man and 

wife. Renual and Gray kissed. The witnesses shook their hands. The registrar gave them a 

certificate. The happy couple and the witnesses went out into the street and found a tavern and 

bought drinks to celebrate – Renual and Gray drank fruit juice. 

The witnesses took a great interest in Gray, and Renual had to warn them off. 

At last Renual took his bride’s hand and led her back to his vehicle. They got in, and 

Renual drove back to the flat, where they spent the rest of the day and all night making sweet, 

passionate love. 

Renual talked of ‘us’ and ‘ours’ and ‘we’, and Gray found this fascinating and exciting. 

Renual spoke of ‘our plans’ and ‘our future’ and ‘together’ and Gray laughed for joy. Am I, 

then, one and the same with you? Can we really be equals? Can I really make a human my 

mate, my equal, my partner? 

She had said, ‘Yes,’ in a moment of foolishness, a moment of laughter, in the face of her 

pet’s insistence and her own passion and loneliness. She wanted companionship, company, 

love, and she longed to feel secure in the arms of someone strong who would control and keep 

her safe. Yet she was also lord of time and space, a demi-god, and none was her equal. Gods 

must perforce be lonely; that’s why they create, she thought, to have company and be loved. 

That’s why Wiroan and his brothers and sisters created the universe. That’s why I collect pets 

and love them … 
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But she knew she could not stay with him. She desperately wanted to stay, but she must go 

and find Laralie and Oriel, she must get back to Junias and Ray, and Carl and Mee were 

waiting for her opinion, and Ragnor and Sarah wanted her company, and Errehn was thinking 

of her, and Aimee and Mike were longing for her, and Memnon wanted to see her, and Anja 

and Aoan were missing her, and above and around and beyond all their love was her own 

aching desire for Faroan, and Faroan for her … 

That night, as Renual slept, he dreamed. He dreamt that his lovely wife rose and put on a 

robe of stars and galaxies and a crown of light. He sat up and said, ‘Darling, where are you 

going?’ and she answered, ‘Darling, I must go back to my children. They’re calling for me.’ 

He said, ‘Gray, sweetheart, I can give you children.’ She smiled and patted her stomach 

and said, ‘Yes, darling – but I already have many, many children, and they need me.’ Then 

she held out her hands to him and said, ‘Renual, I love you. I never loved a man before I met 

you. Come with me and sit by my side when I am enthroned Emperor of the galaxy.’ Then in 

a moment he saw her grow huge and shine so brightly he could not look at her – he had to 

shield his eyes. He cried out: ‘Darling, you promised to love and be faithful to me.’ She 

replied – and her voice was like thunder and lightning –‘I am always faithful to those who 

love me – I never stop loving them, even when I have to kill them. But, Renual, come with 

me, darling,’ and she reached out her arms to lift him up. But when he saw her so huge and 

bright he was terrified – he thought she would destroy him – and he turned and ran from her, 

and she cried out in tears: ‘Renual, Renual, I love you! Remember me! When you call me, I 

shall come, Oh, my darling.’ She sounded so heartbroken he stopped in his tracks and looked 

back. In his dream he felt her kiss his forehead, and the kiss burned like fire – and then she 

was gone. 

He woke up, and she was gone. He sat up, he leapt up, he turned on the light, he ran round 

the flat, calling her: ‘Gray, Gray, where are you?’ He heard a voice, distant, soft: ‘Renual, I 

must leave you for now. But when you call me, I shall come, oh my husband,’ and he felt a 

pain on his forehead. He touched it and it felt hot, as if it were burning. He ran to a mirror, 

and saw a red mark in the centre of his forehead, a red circle, as if he had been branded. 

Branded with an alien’s kiss. 

She was gone. There was a note on the dressing table. He picked it up and read it. It read: 

‘Darling Renual, I must go back to my work. My people are crying out for me. But I will 

come back to you soon, my darling. I will see you in three days – I promise. I have taken a 

key, and will let myself in. Book that honeymoon suite for us, darling.’ 

And it was signed, ‘Gray Maisor.’ 

He held the note to his heart, and wept over it. And then he went back to bed, to dream of 

her. The following morning, he got on the caller and booked the honeymoon suite; and she 

did return when she had promised, and they had that honeymoon by the sea, as they had 

planned it. He had to get used to being married to a career woman, and her people had to get 

used to her having another ‘pet’ to whom she was tied more tightly than to many of them. 

Some of them were not happy; Gray had to do some very sweet talking. 

For the moment, however, Gray reimbodied in the garden of Razz’s mansion, back in her 

male form. S/he was crying. Gods cannot be tied to one person alone, s/he thought, but they 

may weep when they have to leave a person they love. Oh, Renual! You’re masculinity 

embodied! S/he longed for Renual’s strong arms about her and the hot stab of his love within 

her – but s/he had to get back to the galaxy.  

Gray tossed back her hair and steadied herself. The first thing was to find Laralie and 

Oriel, preferably on the day s/he had left them, which meant going back in time a little – s/he 

stepped into the void. 
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The meeting at the Razz mansion had ended. Lunch had been eaten, most of the directors had 

departed. Laralie and Oriel were sent out into the garden ‘for a breath of fresh air,’ while their 

fathers finalised their agreements over a pot of coffee. The two young humans walked out 

reluctantly into the spring afternoon. Laralie said, ‘I’m going to the maze. Are you coming?’ 

Oriel muttered, ‘All right.’ 

They walked side by side, not too close together and not speaking, crossed the lawn behind 

the house, walked through shrubberies and found the entrance to the maze. Laralie led the 

way, going back and forth – always turning left – towards the centre. But she quickly realised 

that she was lost. 

Oriel trudged along behind her, angry at having to keep her company, wondering where 

Gray was – hadn’t he promised to come and meet him after the meeting? – and generally 

angry with the world. He didn’t pay much attention to where they were going, until it 

gradually dawned on him that they had been walking for a long time and hadn’t yet arrived 

anywhere. 

‘Where are we?’ he demanded. 

‘I don’t know. I can’t find the centre,’ said Laralie. He detected a note of panic in her 

voice, and was pleased at her distress. 

‘Give up then.’ 

‘I have to find it.’ 

‘Why?’ 

Laralie looked around in perplexity. What was she to do? She had to get back to the centre 

to find Gray, and to put Oriel in his place – and she had kept turning left, and in the past this 

had brought her quickly to the centre of the maze, but this time it hadn’t. The maze stretched 

out around her like a … like a maze, indeed … and they were not in the middle, and she had 

no idea where they were. She looked at Oriel, who was looking extremely annoyed, and 

realised that in terms of simple humanity she would have to explain. 

‘Gray’s there,’ she said. ‘Graham Bradley. I met him in the garden. I’m a fan of his. He 

told me that you’re a fan, too.’ 

She was pleased to see Oriel blush scarlet. Yes, he is. 

‘OK,’ he said. Then, after a pause: ‘I didn’t know you’re a fan.’ 

‘I’ve been a fan for ages,’ she said, crossly. 

‘Oh.’ 

‘So at least we have one thing in common.’ 

‘Ah.’ 

‘And I left him waiting for me in the centre of the maze, and now I can’t get back there. Do 

you know the way?’ 

Oriel shrugged. So far as he was concerned, the maze was a fad of his father’s, and only 

showed how silly adults could be. ‘No.’ 

‘In that case, we’re lost, unless Gray can hear us and can guide us to him.’ 

Oriel thought a little. ‘I guess he can hear us. He said that if I call him, he’ll hear me.’ 

‘He told me that too. So we’d better call him.’ 

‘You mean, shout?’ 

‘No, I think it’s enough to call inside your head.’ Her tone said, ‘idiot,’ but Oriel was too 

busy thinking that she was an idiot to notice. 

 After a moment, Laralie said, ‘It’s this way,’ turning back the way they had come. 

‘I know,’ said Oriel. 

‘Then come on.’ 

They walked closer now, Oriel trying to push in front – Laralie walked faster, and at last 

they both ran, turning right, then left, then right: and emerged at the centre of the maze. Gray 

sat waiting in the summer house.  
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‘Greetings, my darlings.’ Both blushed scarlet. Laralie said, ‘I couldn’t find the centre.’ 

‘Don’t worry. You’re here now.’ He rose from his seat in the summer house, came up to 

her and kissed her lips – then he turned to Oriel. ‘Greetings, my angry lover. I apologise – I 

seduced your bride-to-be.’ 

Oriel blushed even redder and let Gray kiss him. 

‘How are the negotiations?’ asked Gray. 

‘It’s all arranged,’ muttered Oriel. 

‘What are you going to do now?’ asked Laralie. 

‘I’ve been into the factory and placed my order,’ said Gray. ‘Thank you, my loves, for 

keeping your fathers busy while I did that – now, if you’d prefer to break it off, I’m happy if 

you do so. Of course, if you want to keep it going and carry on assisting me by supplying me 

with parts and information, I’d be delighted; but don’t feel obliged.’ 

The two looked at each other, and then back at him. 

‘We’ll think about it,’ said Laralie. 

‘We need to talk about it,’ said Oriel. 

They scowled at each other, but Gray, reading their electro-magnetic fields, knew that the 

scowls were more a matter of form than of genuine dislike, and the fact that they had each 

discovered the other’s love for him had changed their views of each other considerably. Of 

course, that didn’t mean that they would now get to like each other … the best thing he could 

do, he thought, was to clear out and let them get on with it. 

‘I need to get back to the shipbuilding plant on Herluin,’ he said. ‘Call me when you’ve 

decided what to do – and I’ll probably have another order for you by then.’ He kissed Oriel 

again, rather warmly, and then Laralie. ‘Remember me,’ he said firmly, and then vanished in 

a flash of light. 

Oriel looked at Laralie. Laralie looked at Oriel. 

‘If you’re a fan,’ said Laralie, ‘do you have a recording of the Aversham’s visual? Mine is 

missing the first three minutes.’ 

‘It’s upstairs in my room,’ said Oriel. ‘You want to see it?’ 

‘No,’ said Laralie. ‘I just want to imagine it.’ 

Oriel caught her sarcasm and said, ‘Come up and have a look.’ 

‘Can you find your way out of here?’ asked Laralie. 

‘No,’ said Oriel. ‘Can you?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Laralie, and led the way out. 

 

While his two young fans were admiring him on the visual, Gray stepped back across space 

and arrived back in Junias’ workshop half an hour after he had left. Junias and Ray were still 

working at the experimental workbench, bending strips of material and arguing with each 

other. When Gray reappeared, Ray looked up and said, ‘Have you got them?’ 

‘They’re on order,’ said Gray. ‘Today’s Sunday on Taratradene, darling, so the factory 

stores are closed. But I’ve placed your order and I’ll go over and collect it in three days.’ 

Ray pulled a face in annoyance. ‘OK,’ he said, ‘I guess I can wait three days. Now, come 

and have a look at this. This is brilliant.’ 

Gray considered telling him that he’d found a new pet, then decided to keep that 

information to himself. Ray was already totally absorbed in his analysis of spaceship outer 

hull material. The human had a brilliant mind and was very cute, but emotional relationships 

were still an effort for him. 



 94 

6: Sarah and Faroan 

 

Errehn arrived on Oh from Trer on the day he and Greh had promised Aversham that they 

would meet him. He was rather annoyed to be told by Peiriol that Greh was not there, and had 

not been there for the last week, but when he went outside into the fields, in the starlight, and 

called Greh, he came immediately, materialising in a flash of light next to Errehn – and he 

immediately grabbed Errehn by the shoulders and kissed him hotly, before Errehn could 

object. However, the moment he released him, Errehn said, ‘Where in space have you been? 

Peiriol said that you left.’ 

‘The pirates are managing very well without me,’ said Greh. ‘And the last party got 

seriously out of hand. I decided they need some time to cool off.’ 

Errehn roared with laughter. ‘Serves you fucking well right! I knew it couldn’t last.’ 

Greh gave him a gentle punch – but there was iron in it, and Errehn realised with a jolt that 

he had better not push his lover too hard. ‘I need to be in several places at once,’ he said, ‘and 

just now Oh is the place that needs me least. I took Ray and Carl to Herluin – Ray and Junias 

are redesigning our freight carriers and passenger liners, and Carl is working on improving 

interstellar communication and the links between the Imperial planets.’ 

‘OK,’ said Errehn. ‘So who’s in charge here?’ 

‘Oroso, until you get back – and now you’re here, you’re in charge, darling. I know you 

always wanted to be a general, so don’t argue. How’s your family?’ 

‘Mother is calming down a bit,’ said Errehn. ‘Rehn’s getting rounder, and mother’s 

looking forward to being a grandmother. Rehn sends you her regards, and so do Freh and 

Mehrn.’ 

‘Thanks,’ said Greh. ‘Are they all well?’ 

‘Yes. Mehrn’s particularly pleased because the Feds have opened negotiations.’ 

‘The President promised that they would,’ said Greh. 

‘Did she? When?’ 

‘A few days ago – I had to go and see her because she was trying to bomb the excavations 

on Teren.’ 

‘What? What happened?’ 

‘Horlerh and I protected the site and they withdrew.’ 

‘Rehn says that Horlerh isn’t very happy on Teren,’ said Errehn. ‘Has there been some sort 

of disagreement with the archaeologists?’ 

‘She thinks I’ve infringed her jurisdiction,’ said Greh. ‘She wanted me to stop seeing 

Aimee Neasden. But the Priestess is very much in favour of my seeing Aimee, and I love her 

very much, so I ignored Horlerh – and Horlerh is offended.’ 

‘Hmmm,’ said Errehn. ‘Not good.’ 

‘No, it isn’t. Perhaps I should go and see Rehn.’ 

Errehn wasn’t very enthusiastic about his lover visiting his sister – his sister was carrying 

Greh’s child, and he was wildly jealous, and he didn’t want Greh to get any closer to her 

again than he currently was. ‘No, I’ll talk to her,’ he said quickly. ‘You’re too busy.’ 

Greh could read his thoughts, but decided not to argue. Errehn’s family was disfunctional – 

to put it mildly – and he didn’t want to make a difficult situation even more difficult. ‘We’re 

due to visit J. tonight,’ he said. ‘I assume he’ll remember.’ 

‘I’m sure he’s counting the hours,’ said Errehn. He watched as Greh straightened up, and 

his hair floated out about his head in a great golden halo, sparkling with its own light, and 

thought: he’s listening. Is he really listening to the whole galaxy? 
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Apparently he was, as Greh said: ‘He’s calling us now, Errehn. Hold my hand –’ and the 

next moment, Errehn was whirled through time and space, to rematerialise in a luxury flat on 

Fairly Planet, the new home of J. Aversham. 

J. welcomed them warmly, and the three of them passed a pleasant, decadent weekend, 

either having sex with J. or romping around his flat or showering with him or generally 

playing with him. It was relaxing and self-indulgent, thought Greh, but nowhere near as 

exciting as his time with Renual – whom he was going straight back to the moment he left J. 

and Errehn. And he wondered whether it was worth keeping up his connection with this, his 

first human pet. J. was cute and he was good in bed, and he worshipped Greh – because Greh 

had adjusted his mind so that he did – but having given Greh his first publicity, what could he 

do for him now? 

His question was answered when J. whisked his two ‘love gods’ down to Sal’s studio for a 

few stills ‘of the mid-season collection,’ and he saw the paste-up of the new hard-copy 

catalogue on Sal’s desk. He picked it up, and flicked through it. 

‘It’s not finished yet, darling,’ said Sal quickly, ‘your shots will be in those blanks on 

pages four and five.’ 

Greh looked up at her. ‘I have a publicity agent who’d like to pass some of these shots on 

to my fanzines,’ he said. ‘If he gets in touch with you, could you do a deal? The fanzines 

should be willing to pay good money.’ 

Sal grinned broadly. ‘Wider circulation? Sounds good to me, darling.’ 

‘Can he write to you directly here?’ 

‘He can call me, if he’s got access to an interstellar call office.’ 

Greh thought about the level of technology at the Teren dig. ‘I don’t think he has, but the 

fanzines may have.’ 

‘Here’s my card,’ said Sal, passing him a small piece of printed card with her name, postal 

address and caller number, ‘tell him to get in touch with me.’ 

‘Brilliant,’ said Greh, and kissed her cheek. She blushed scarlet with pleasure. 

 

Early on Monday morning (Fairly Planet time), Greh and Errehn said their farewells to J., and 

Greh took Errehn back to Oh. He then went on to Taratradene, to enjoy Renual and a 

honeymoon by the sea. After stretching time as far as he could go, he very reluctantly said his 

goodbyes to Renual, promising to be back at the end of the week – ‘we can spend all weekend 

together, darling’ – and having collected his order from Intech, stepped through space to 

Teren, to see Aimee and Mike, and to give Sal’s card to Andy. Then he went on to Thorion, to 

Faroan and Memnon. 

Memnon greeted him with exuberant affection – she had received news from Carl on 

Herluin, via the newly-improved communications system, that Miss Mee was assembling data 

on Mary medical conditions and wanted her, Memnon, to go over to Herluin to discuss her 

plans. Mee was hoping to involve ‘that pale willowy woman,’ a.k.a. Fayeley, the Priestess’s 

acolyte on Herluin, who had been travelling around Herluin talking to the Marys and 

discussing their wants and needs. But Memnon was not at all sure that Fayeley would be any 

use to them – she was still reeling from the discovery that the Priestess wasn’t interested in 

the Marys’ medical problems. Still, she would like to go to Herluin to talk about her project 

with Miss Mee and Carl, and also to discuss her idea for planetary assemblies. ‘I could take 

my ship, lord, but I thought you could take me,’ she concluded, flicking her ears and bristling 

her long feathered tail in a Mary blush. 

Greh touched his nose to hers in a Mary kiss, gave her a warm hug, and promised to take 

her over to Herluin. Then he embraced Faroan, who had stood back to let Memnon give Greh 

her news first; and they all went into Faroan’s cave to chat and embrace and make love, and 

then eat the early evening meal. After eating, they went for a walk along the cliff top together, 
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and Faroan talked about the schools he was setting up for the young Rhuaans of Thorion, and 

the problems of preventing the Priestess from taking them over completely – she wanted all 

the teaching to be done by her acolytes; Faroan wanted a wider range of teachers, and he 

wanted the young Rhuaans to learn technology as well as all the arts of peace the Priestess 

wanted to teach them. ‘I told her that a little conflict can help us to grow stronger,’ he said, 

‘and she became extremely agitated and accused me of trying to distort the energies of the 

planet.’ 

‘She preferred you asleep, darling,’ said Greh. 

‘I’d noticed,’ said Faroan. 

‘Come with me to Herluin, darling,’ said Greh. ‘Memnon can talk to Carl and Mee, and I’ll 

take you on to Bessideh – I’d like you to meet my people there.’ 

Faroan, who knew from his wife’s electro-magnetic field that she was wildly, madly in 

love with some of her people on Bessideh, said, ‘I’d love to, darling,’ and kissed her warmly. 

 

So the following day, they left Thorion – without telling the Priestess that they were going, 

‘she’ll only fret,’ as Greh put it – and, with Greh holding their hands, Faroan and Memnon 

were whirled through the void to Herluin city, to Nick van der Ruhe’s palace, where they 

were greeted by Nick and his ‘boys’ (or fixers, or toughs), and by Carl and Mee. Memnon 

went off to Carl and Mee’s office to discuss medical matters, and to look through medical 

reports and statistics and discuss what was desirable and what was feasible and hope to put 

the two together somehow. Nick coaxed Greh upstairs to his office – Faroan accompanied 

them – to discuss his trade agreements with Creh and further afield, and to try to persuade 

Greh to agree to carry his product on his freight liners to the Federal sectors at half the current 

rate. He was also anxious to open up markets on Earth. Greh assured him that Earth could 

grow its own ‘weed’ and did so in plenty, offered to bring Nick some samples (Nick 

declined), and offered to take another consignment of Nick’s ‘weed’ over to Ragnor’s 

Entertainment Centre in Bessideh city. As for the rates for freight, at present they weren’t 

negotiable: ‘Of course, if you sent twice the bulk I could reduce the rate, darling.’ 

Nick muttered, and dropped heavy hints that it was time his lord spent the night with him. 

Greh agreed and promised to drop in ‘on my way back from Bessideh, darling.’ 

Faroan, who was seated crosslegged on the floor next to the sofa where Greh was reclined, 

watched his wife’s handling of her pet with interest and amusement. Nick was so much her 

slave that he could not oppose her outright, but he had so much energy and determination – as 

so many humans do, thought Faroan, and it’s a large part of their attractiveness – that he kept 

on arguing even when it was clear that Greh was not going to give in. Then he tried playing 

on her affection for him, which worked up to a point. It was clear that Greh was very fond of 

Nick, and that Nick was completely in Greh’s power. Eventually, Greh beckoned Nick on to 

the sofa, and made love to him very sweetly and affectionately, which calmed Nick down a 

good deal. They ended up exchanging lovers’ words and kisses, and then Greh asked Nick to 

go and sort out the stock for Bessideh, and Nick went off to do so – rather reluctantly, with 

further embraces and kisses. While he was gone, Greh took a quick step sideways out to 

Junias’ workshop, to hand over to Ray the interconnectors he had brought for him from 

Intech. ‘I’ve paid for them out of my account. Let me know if you need any more.’ 

Leaving Ray to play with his new toys, Greh stepped back to Nick’s palace, where he 

found that the stock was sorted out and ready for him. Greh gathered it up in a net of light, 

took Faroan’s hand, kissed Nick goodbye, and Nick’s second-in-command Frere, and 

transferred himself and Faroan to Ragnor’s Entertainment Centre in Bessideh City. 

They materialised in Ragnor’s office on the top floor of the building – there was currently 

no one else around. Faroan took in the room with a sweep of the eyes, walked across the room 

and looked out of the window, down across the city, and then straight down at the busy street 
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below – and then looked back at Greh, who had sat down on top of one of the large cartons of 

weed they had brought with them. 

‘It amazes me how different our planets are,’ said Faroan, ‘while being essentially similar 

– that is, they are all around the same size, within certain parameters, and all suitable for 

advanced forms of life. But while Thorion is fresh and fair, green trees and blue sea, Oh is 

more rugged and less welcoming; Herluin has a completely different form of flora’ – 

‘Conifers,’ said Greh, ‘and leathery birds which glide rather than flying.’ 

‘Yes. And here the sky is more purple, and the vegetation more red; and the air is less 

clear.’ 

‘That’s the effect of air pollution, I’m afraid,’ said Greh, with a sigh. ‘Bessideh city has lot 

of motorised traffic, powered by a form of internal combustion engine. Whereas on Earth we 

still have pollution controls, on Bessideh it seems to be each person for themselves. Until 

Aoan and I arrived, there was no central government, and even now there’s only the 

Priestess’s representative, a police force which I pay, and Ragnor.’ 

Faroan walked back to stand beside Greh, and bent and kissed him where he sat. ‘I’ll be 

interested to meet Ragnor,’ he said, ‘as you are so fond of him, darling.’ 

‘Yes, he’s very sweet,’ said Greh, smiling at the thought of his pet. 

‘Is he like Nick?’ 

‘No–o, he’s more subtle. If Nick doesn’t like someone, he has them eradicated. If Ragnor 

doesn’t like them, he manoeuvres round them, and then buys them out.’ 

Faroan considered the picture in Greh’s mind: a tall, dark-haired man, of brownish 

complexion, unlike the light-brown-haired, average human height, pale skinned, slightly 

freckled Nick. 

‘And there’s Sarah,’ he added. 

Greh grinned. ‘Everyone wants to meet her,’ he said. 

Faroan laughed. ‘Your mind’s eye tells me why,’ he said. 

Greh looked up at him. ‘Darling,’ he said, ‘if only you could travel through space as I do, 

you could come and see them for yourself.’ 

Faroan smiled, and shook his head. ‘I don’t know how you do it, darling,’ he said. ‘I have 

tried, but I can’t understand how it’s done.’ 

Greh shook his head in turn. ‘It’s so easy,’ he said, ‘but I couldn’t do it until Wiroan 

showed me how.’ 

Faroan shrugged this aside – he still could not believe in Wiroan, although Aoan and Greh 

both worshipped him. So far as he was concerned, even if gods existed, they had done nothing 

to help him and his people during the war, and so he had no interest in them. ‘I’d rather you 

introduced me to your pets yourself, darling,’ he said. 

Greh jumped down from his carton. ‘Let’s go down and find them,’ he said. ‘Darling, this 

building has a lift which works – have you been in a lift before? Humans build them – they 

don’t like stairs much more than we do.’ 

‘I’ve heard of them,’ said Faroan, ‘but I’ve never seen one.’ 

‘I’ll show you,’ said Greh, taking his husband’s hand, and leading him out of Ragnor’s 

office on to the landing, where the light over the lift announced that it was currently on floor 

five. 

When they had waited for the lift, got into the lift and travelled down in it to the ground 

floor, Faroan agreed that lifts were a most impressive piece of technology, although not 

completely devoid of discomfort. Still, here they were, and May on reception was welcoming 

them – goggling a little at the devastating Imperial with Lord Gray – and telling them that 

Ragnor was on the main floor of the club with Sarah, working on Sarah’s act for that evening. 

Gray thanked her and gave her a kiss on the cheek, and then led Faroan into the main room of 

the club. 
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Faroan looked about him. It was a wide, deep room, with windows flanked by long 

curtains – currently drawn open, but the room was so large that very little natural light 

penetrated to the centre. There were artificial lights inset into the ceiling, and some lights on 

poles, standing on the floor. Tables were placed around the room, with padded chairs and 

stools for humans to sit on around them. On one side of the room was a counter with bottles 

stacked on the shelves behind, which Faroan regarded as a typically human arrangement – a 

place for drinking alcohol, he understood. In the centre of the room was a raised platform with 

a glittery covering on the floor, and on this stood a slim young human female, wearing a wisp 

of a dress. From Greh’s mind’s eye of her, he knew that this was Sarah. She had a bright, 

determined, bravely optimistic energy field, generous and loving; he could see that her body, 

and her energy fields, had things about them that were not quite right, and that she was 

unlikely to live until old age. But she was full of energy and she was determined to be happy, 

and as Faroan set eyes on her – and felt all the love and desire that Greh felt for her – he was 

determined that she should be happy. 

Greh felt his husband’s jolt of energy as he set eyes on Sarah, and smiled to himself. Sarah 

had had the same effect on Faroan as she had had on him. And when Sarah saw Faroan, she 

would probably fall for him as thoroughly as she had fallen for him, Greh. 

Between the two Rhuaans and the platform stood a dark-haired human male in a glittery-

effect suit – Ragnor. He was talking to Sarah, and waving his arms around, giving her 

directions. She was responding. Then Greh spoke: ‘Hi, Ragnor. Hi, Sarah,’ and both looked 

round, and saw Greh, and moved to greet him with bright smiles of joy. 

‘Gray!’ said Ragnor, hugging him, and kissing him on each cheek in greeting, and ‘Gray!’ 

exclaimed Sarah, throwing her arms about his neck. He hugged each of them in turn and 

kissed them, saying, ‘Ragnor, I’ve brought your order from Herluin. Sarah, you’re looking 

lovely.’ 

‘Great,’ said Ragnor, in answer to the first half of that – and then, noticing Faroan: ‘who’s 

this?’ 

Sarah looked up, looked Faroan in the face, and froze. Greh nodded to himself. He had 

known it would happen. 

‘This is my partner, Faroan,’ he said, holding out a hand to Faroan for him to approach. 

‘He’s come to meet you and to see the show.’ 

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Ragnor, moving forward to hold out a hand of greeting to the 

Rhuaan. His knees were shaking and he felt himself in a cold sweat. This Imperial simply 

oozed power. He had thought Gray was impressive when he first met him – although he was 

just a teddy bear when you got to know him, as Sarah said – but this one was terrifying. He 

reminded Ragnor of the comic books he used to read as a kid. You could imagine this one 

shooting humans in cold blood and tearing their minds apart. 

But as Faroan’s eyes fell on him, and he smiled a gentle greeting, and took Ragnor’s hand 

and shook it, Ragnor felt his fears evaporate. He was captured in Faroan’s gaze. He was 

stilled, calmed, taken. He nodded in acknowledgement, released Faroan’s hand and stepped 

back. He had a strange desire to throw himself at the figure’s feet, and he thought he would 

get out of range before he made a fool of himself in front of Gray and Sarah. 

Sarah … she was moving forward to greet the Imperial. Her face was white – she was 

clearly absolutely terrified. She smiled a sweet smile – she always tried to be friendly, 

welcoming. She was such a good sport. The Imperial smiled in return, took her hand and 

clasped it. Sarah dropped half a curtsey, then stepped away. She looked stunned, lost for 

words. He thought he’d better step in before she fainted or something, so he said, ‘Sarah was 

just working out her routine for this evening.’ 

‘Are you going to dance this evening, Gray?’ asked Sarah, turning to him with a smile. 

He returned the smile. ‘Yes, if you want me to.’ 
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‘Of course I do. And the audience love you. Come up on the platform and practise.’ She 

took his hand and led up up the two steps on to the platform. ‘What are you going to wear, 

darling?’ 

‘Dark green? Something filmy and loose. Easy to dance in.’ 

‘And if you strip off –’ 

‘No, I thought I’d keep it on this evening. I’d prefer to keep the variety.’ 

‘Keep the audience guessing.’ She flashed him a smile, and dropped her voice. ‘So you 

won’t make love to me again?’ 

He blushed – she was pleased to see that he liked her enough to blush. ‘Let’s keep it 

special, darling – not every week.’ 

She found she was disappointed, but covered it up with a smile and a shake of her head. 

‘I’ve got a new song for this evening. Ragnor, will you play it?’ 

Ragnor moved to the music unit by the side of the stage and set it going. Faroan sat down 

on one of the tables, with legs crossed, to watch. The music ran through a few bars, and Greh 

tried a few dance movements – then Sarah began to sing. Greh moved a little, then more 

definitely as he caught the rhythm and lilt of the music and Sarah’s song. He danced to one 

side of Sarah, then around her, then behind her, then on the other side. Sarah moved around 

the stage, through and between his dancing. It looked as if it had been thoroughly 

choreographed, but in fact it was simply the result of having done this a few times, and Greh 

being able to read Sarah’s mind so that he knew when she was going to move. In any case, 

thought Faroan, it was very pleasing and relaxing to watch and listen to. 

When Sarah finished, Greh slowed and halted, and they bowed to each other, and then to 

the imaginary audience. Ragnor turned off the music unit. 

‘That’s great,’ he said. ‘Could you make it a bit longer? Sing that second chorus again, for 

instance.’ 

Greh listened as Ragnor made his suggestions. They would have been instructions, and not 

so politely put, if he had not been here to mellow Ragnor and keep a hold on his tongue. As it 

was, Sarah was encouraged by a positive reaction rather than undermined by petty criticism, 

and came back with her own suggestions. He was dragged in to make comments. Eventually 

Ragnor turned the music unit back on and they went through it all again, and Ragnor was 

happier. The music was turned off, and Ragnor suggested that they get a bite to eat ‘before we 

open.’ Sarah ran off to change. Greh insisted on waiting for her to shower and come back, 

dressed in a light, short dress, before they went upstairs to the restaurant and ate toasted 

sandwiches. 

Sarah, anxious to involve their guest in the conversation, said, ‘They say that these are 

Bessiday City’s special dish. Are there any special dishes at your home, Far-oan?’ 

Faroan nodded. ‘We have filled breads,’ he said. ‘A little like these, but the bread dough is 

formed around the filling, and the whole is then baked in an oven for a short time. The bread 

comes out crisp, with the filling cooked inside.’ 

‘Sounds lovely,’ said Sarah. 

Greh giggled. ‘It can be untidy to eat. When you bite into it, the filling spurts out.’ 

‘It takes practice,’ said Faroan. 

‘So what do you put in the filling?’ asked Sarah. 

‘There are special sauces with fish and various herbs and spices,’ said Faroan, ‘or fruit, or 

leaves, or even flowers.’ 

‘Eating flowers? I’ve never done that.’ 

‘Some of the weed I bring from Herluin is basically dried flowers,’ said Greh. 

‘We don’t eat them, though.’ 

‘You could eat them. You could soak them in liquid and cook them.’ 

Sarah giggled at the thought. ‘What would it do to my head?’ 
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‘Make you very happy,’ said Greh, laughing with her. 

‘Make it a speciality of the house, darling,’ said Sarah to Ragnor, who said, ‘Perhaps I 

should have a word with the cook.’ 

‘Do you cook, Far-oan?’ asked Sarah. 

‘Yes,’ said Faroan. ‘All of my people learn to cook as children, so that they can always 

feed themselves, whereever they are.’ 

‘I can’t cook,’ said Sarah. 

‘That’s true,’ said Ragnor. ‘But I can afford the best cook on Bessiday, so you don’t have 

to.’ 

‘Can you cook, Gray?’ asked Sarah, and he said, ‘Yes, although not as well as Faroan.’ 

‘Did you learn to cook at home?’ 

‘No – Aoan taught me.’ 

Sarah giggled at the thought of the great general Aoan cooking. She said to Ragnor, 

‘Perhaps I should learn to cook.’ 

‘No, darling,’ he said, ‘you concentrate on your singing, and let other people run around 

with saucepans.’ 

She blushed, and he kissed her lightly on the lips, then rose from the table. ‘It’s time I got 

downstairs for opening,’ he said. ‘Go and get ready for your act, darling’ – this to Sarah, who 

nodded, smiled, said, ‘See you later’ to Greh and Faroan, and hurried off. 

The two Imperials went downstairs with Ragnor to watch the show. They found a table 

with a sofa, on which they could sit side by side with their feet tucked under them – Greh, 

who was wearing ‘human’ clothes and shoes, left his shoes on the floor; Faroan, who was 

wearing Rhuaan clothes, had no footwear. There were singers, and dancers, and a few skilled 

musicians – Ragnor was attracting more skilled entertainers to his club. There was even a 

stand-up comedian, who went down well with the locals, although Greh and Faroan did not 

understand his jokes. Eventually Greh had to get up and go and change his clothes (which he 

did by simply transforming them when he was out of eyeshot of everyone else) to a loose dark 

green tunic and trousers, made of filmy heru fabric, which concealed his body sufficiently to 

be decent but revealed enough to be interesting. 

The lights went down, the music became soft and lilting, Sarah came on stage dressed in a 

piece of filmy almost-nothing, stood under a spotlight and began to sing. As she sang, Greh 

flowed on to the stage and danced in beautiful, liquid movements, which complimented 

Sarah’s singing without ever stealing the limelight from her. When they finished, the lights 

went down, and the two left the stage; the lights came up to rapturous applause, but they had 

vanished. The next act came on, and the entertainment continued. Greh and Sarah walked 

back out of the crowd and Greh went to talk to Ragnor, who was looking hungrily at him. 

Sarah was going to join him – and then she saw Faroan, seated a little way away, and went to 

join him instead. 

‘Did you enjoy the song?’ she asked, sitting down on the opposite side of the table from 

him. 

‘It was beautiful,’ he said, smiling gently at her. She felt her stomach turn over and her 

groin contract. She heard herself saying, ‘Thank you. So are you.’ 

What great black eyes he has! So beautiful and deep – like Gray’s, but bigger and deeper. 

I could drown in those eyes. And such red lips – he is so beautiful … 

‘Would you like a walk outside?’ he said.  

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘that would be good.’ 

So he rose, and she rose, and he took her right hand in his left and led her out of the club, 

and no one commented or even saw them go, she thought, as if he made a cloud of invisibility 

about them. And when they got outside into the street, it was cooler and the air was fresher 
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than the club, and she took deep breaths and said, ‘That’s nice.’ She turned a smiling face up 

to him, and was not at all surprised and actually greatly relieved when he kissed her. 

She fell into his embrace like a nut falling into place on a bolt, and he drew her closer and 

kissed her more hotly, and she let herself go into his passion, as she had let Gray make love to 

her on the stage that other week, when she had wanted him so much and he had done what she 

wanted, and she reached out to Faroan in her heart and wanted him too … 

… and Faroan pulled her love and desire into himself, and poured out his passion over her. 

She was such a lovely pet, and Greh loved her so much, and he loved her also, as Greh did, 

and for herself, and he wanted her love just as Greh did, and wanted her to himself – and as he 

felt this, he felt a surge go through him that shook his body and his hair as if his whole energy 

field was shuddering – it was a familiar feeling, and he had felt it before when he made love 

to Greh and, long ago, to Aoan, but he had always thought that it was wrong, that it meant 

something wrong, and that he should resist it. Now he thought offhandedly that he would just 

let it happen, because he wanted to take Sarah somewhere quiet and secure where they could 

love each other in peace. He thought of his own home on Thorion, and reached out for it in 

his mind, and found it; then he laid Sarah on the floor, on the pile of cushions there, and laid 

himself beside her, and began to make love to her. 

Sarah was aware that something very odd had happened: they had been in the street outside 

the club, and people and vehicles were going past, and then she had felt a wrench as if she 

was going to be sick, and then she was in a dark, cool place and there was only Faroan. But 

she knew that Gray could take himself off to places in a flash of light, and she guessed that 

Faroan had just done that to her. It was an Imperial thing, she told herself, and nothing to 

worry about – when they were finished, Faroan would take her back to the club. Meanwhile, 

he was kissing her in the most lovely way, and she felt his passion roll over her like a blanket 

– just as Gray’s did, but more so, because they weren’t in public here – and envelop her, and 

she let herself go completely into that cloud of passion. Faroan was kissing her so hungrily 

she thought he’d eat her, and it went on for ages and it was glorious – and at last she thought 

she’d faint with exhaustion and happiness, and then perhaps she did. 

When she came back to reality again she was lying in his arms and he was murmuring 

sweet nothings to her, and she responded – but then remembered: ‘Darling, I’ve got to do 

another turn. Where can I change?’ 

She was right, of course. He very reluctantly let her get up, and showed her the way down 

to the pool cavern, where they bathed, and then he found a comb and combed her hair and 

tidied it. But her dress was a tangle – the flimsy fabric had torn in their first embraces. Her 

face expressed her horror – it was her best dress. He laid it out on the floor and let energy run 

through his fingers, fusing the torn fibres together, until it was in one piece again. She put it 

on – it was slightly crumpled, but not so much that it would notice. He said, ‘I’ll get you a 

new dress, darling. Made of heru – then it won’t tear.’  

She said, ‘What’s heru?’ 

‘You know that plant you call “weed”, which Gray brings you from Herluin? You eat the 

seeds and leaves.’ 

‘I don’t,’ she said. ‘Ragnor smokes them, and so do the clients, but I don’t. It’s not 

healthy.’ 

He smiled at her passion. ‘The fibres of the stalks can be dried and separated and woven 

into a hard-wearing cloth, called heru. It’s what my tunic is made of – and Greh’s clothes.’ 

Her face cleared. ‘Oh! I wondered what it was! I didn’t know it was from a plant. It’s 

lovely – all soft and silky.’ 

‘Yes. It doesn’t pick up dirt and it doesn’t wear out or tear. I’ll bring you a dress made of 

that, so that you needn’t worry about damaging it.’ 

Her face lit up. ‘Can I choose the colour?’ 
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‘Yes. What would you like?’ 

She pondered for a moment. ‘Rose pink. I think that would be so romantic.’ 

‘Rose pink, then,’ he said, and kissed her – and again felt that shudder go through his 

energy field, but now he knew what it was. He embraced it, and reached through it, 

visualising Ragnor’s club, the room where he had been sitting, the sofa and the chair on either 

side of the table, and Greh and Ragnor a little way away, talking. He reached out for it – and 

they were there, with the buzz and the smell and the activity all around them, and Sarah 

saying: ‘Ouch! My tum feels all upset now.’ 

‘Sit down for a moment,’ he said, drawing her to site down next to him on the sofa, and 

kissing her tenderly … 

… then Greh said, ‘Darlings? Sarah and I have another turn to do. Can you spare her, 

Faroan?’ and he had to let her go. But he watched her all the time as she went to the stage, 

and the lights went down, and she stood on the stage and sang, and Greh danced around her – 

and she reached out her hands to him, and they stared into each other’s eyes as she sang, and 

then they danced together. At the end of the song they kissed, and everyone applauded loudly. 

Faroan thought again how vulnerable Sarah was, her body so weak and so tender, her will so 

strong and determined. At least, he thought, I can give her some energy in my love, and help 

to strengthen her. And she would look much more beautiful in a long dress of glittering heru 

cloth than in that little frill. 

Greh came back to join him after the song, while Sarah sat with Ragnor and shared a drink 

and a kiss. ‘Did you have a lovely time, darling?’ he asked Faroan. 

‘Yes, darling.’ 

‘She’s gorgeous, isn’t she? So generous and loving.’ 

‘She’s wonderful.’ 

‘I’m glad,’ said Greh, leaning over to kiss his husband. Faroan returned the kiss warmly. 

‘Her cellular structure is disrupted,’ said Faroan. ‘I thought you said the acolytes had 

corrected it?’ 

Greh pulled a face. ‘They’ve solved the surface disruption. She’s a lot better than she was. 

But she’s not fully well. I don’t think anyone on the planet is fully well, darling. It’s going to 

take a lot of work to stabilise the molecular structure of the planet after what happened in the 

copper mines. The best I can say of Nick’s weed is that it helps take people’s minds off their 

day-to-day health problems.’ 

‘Can it help the healing process?’ 

‘I wish I could say it does, but I’ve no evidence of it.’ 

Faroan frowned. ‘I will try to get some of my technicians working on it. I’ll force the 

Priestess to give up some laboratory space.’ 

‘I saw you disappear,’ said Greh, going back to the earlier subject. ‘Where did you go? I 

couldn’t feel you nearby, darling.’ 

‘I did what you do,’ said Faroan. ‘I didn’t realise what you were doing, darling. When your 

electro-magnetic field shudders, you go with it, rather than forcing it to stabilise. I’ve always 

believed that it was essential to control that feeling and prevent it taking over. Now I realise 

that it’s the start of the disintegration process you use to travel across space and time.’ 

Greh’s face was a picture of amazement and delight. ‘Faroan! You transferred? Where did 

you go?’ 

‘Thorion, to my own room. I wanted to take Sarah somewhere private, and thought of my 

room – and we were there.’ 

‘Darling! That’s wonderful!’ Greh kissed him warmly. ‘That’s wonderful, darling. Now 

you can travel – you can come and go from Thorion in an instant.’ 

Faroan smiled broadly. ‘Yes, darling. I can visit the Empire.’ 
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‘You can go to Aoan – you can come back and see Sarah. Ragnor likes you, too. But he’s 

too cautious to approach you. You’ll have to seduce him, darling.’ 

Faroan shrugged. ‘Perhaps. You’re looking quite pleased with yourself, darling. What has 

Ragnor been saying?’ 

Greh blushed a little. ‘Apart from the normal worship – he likes Memnon’s idea of a 

representative advisory assembly. Of course he thinks he can pack it with his own people, but 

we’ll see. He’s convinced that Daaneh’ (the Priestess’s acolyte who was officially the 

Imperial representative on Bessideh) ‘doesn’t listen to a word anyone on Bessideh says to her. 

And he’s right. So he’s very happy to start advertising the concept. It’ll be in all the journals 

tomorrow. And we’ll go and talk to Daaneh tomorrow.’ 

‘Good,’ said Faroan. He drew his wife closer to him. ‘You’re smelling of heru seed,’ he 

said. ‘You mustn’t let Ragnor make you consume too much of it, darling.’ 

‘He always does,’ confessed Greh. ‘Do you mind if I spend some time with him tonight, 

darling? I think Sarah would be very happy to spend more time with you.’ 

Faroan was always happy to let Greh spend time with her pets, provided it did not eat too 

far into the time they spent together. In any case, he had promised Sarah a dress. ‘That will be 

fine, darling,’ he said, and hugged Greh close. 

They sat side by side on the sofa, hugging and occasionally kissing, and watched the rest of 

the floor show. A waiter came and sold them drinks of mineral water, and a plate of ‘nibbles’ 

– little rounds of toasted bread with various savoury toppings – and they enjoyed relaxing in 

each other’s company, with their subjects enjoying themselves around them. Much later, 

when at last the club closed for the night, Greh took Ragnor upstairs for a few hours of 

‘playing’ as he called it, and Faroan took Sarah’s hand and led her quietly away, without 

stopping to ask whether she wanted to be led – he simply assumed that she did, and 

fortunately he was right. 

He found that he could not step across space as simply as Greh did – he needed to first 

raise his energy levels and relax, so he paused to kiss Sarah and to hold her tightly to him, 

which she was very happy to do, and when he felt his energy field shudder he went with it, 

and let it take them to Thorion. Here he did not lead Sarah to his cave, but took her a little 

further up the hill, through the trees, to the entrance to the underground laboratories. The 

Priestess and her acolytes would be busy in the Hall of Meeting at this time, he judged, 

having one of their peace-weaving sessions. Perhaps they were helping Greh and Aoan to 

conquer the Empire, and perhaps they kept Thorion balanced, or perhaps they were just a fine 

example of the Priestess’s inability to see beyond the end of her own arms. 

He was right – at least, the Priestess and her acolytes were not there. The first person they 

saw when they entered the laboratories was Tereah, one of the young Rhuaan women who 

had attached herself to Aoan when she returned, and who had worked hard on the new 

spaceships. Now that the shipbuilding had been moved to Herluin, she was working for 

Faroan, studying materials and improving their manufacturing processes. At present she was 

standing over a computer slab, with her hands in the halo of lights over the slab, her hair 

coiling up in the air over her head, clearly concentrating hard on something. 

Faroan felt Sarah’s gasp – she had never seen an Imperial computer before, or one of the 

Sacred People using their hair for its proper purpose, for energy storage and transmission. He 

held her close to him in a comforting embrace, and spoke to Tereah in their own language. 

‘Greetings, child.’ ‘Child’ was the normal friendly term of greeting to a person under one’s 

own authority. 

Tereah jumped, span round, and touched her right hand to her forehead in a gesture of 

respect. ‘Greetings, Lord Emperor. I didn’t hear you come in.’ 

‘What are you doing here, so late?’ 
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‘I’m still working on the heru, lord. I really want to sort out the mix before the birdies 

come back in the morning.’ 

Faroan smiled wryly – ‘the birdies’ was Tereah’s name for the Priestess’s acolytes, who 

fluttered about her in their lovely sky-blue dresses and, to her mind, were largely useless. 

They mean well, thought Faroan, and perhaps they achieve something. Greh tells me that they 

made Sarah’s arm better, at least. 

‘I’ve brought one of Greh’s pets to meet you. I’ve promised her a present: a heru dress. 

She’s never had one. She’d like it in rose pink.’ 

‘This is one of Lord Greh’s pets?’ Tereah’s face lit up as she looked Sarah up and down. 

‘She’s really cute! Isn’t she cute?’ She took her hands out of the computer and walked over to 

them, stretching out a hand and touching Sarah’s cheek. ‘Aren’t you cute?’ she said, in 

Rhuaan, and kissed her. Sarah, terrified and fascinated by this tall, beautiful female dressed 

rather like Gray when he was being Imperial, and clearly not one of the medics, was lost for 

words. Tereah smiled, said again: ‘Oh, you’re so cute!’ and turned back to Faroan. 

‘I can do that,’ she said. ‘I’ve got the colour mix working well. I can give you coloured 

heru, a smooth weave, and perfect shaping. Just let me get Yaro over here and we’ll do it 

now.’ She turned back to the computer, plunged a hand into the lights, and concentrated for a 

moment, her hair waving about her head. Sarah looked up and around her to see where the 

breeze was coming from – the breeze that she herself could not feel – but she could only see 

the smooth rock of the underground laboratories, carved smooth and painted white, with just a 

little decoration in green – a few branches and leaves wound across the ceiling and walls. The 

floor was painted a pale grey, with a few brightly coloured stones set into it here and there to 

give tactile interest to the feet, as the Rhuaans went everywhere barefoot. Everything was 

light – Sarah realised that there was lighting set into the walls and floor and ceiling, so that 

everything glowed slightly but was not overwhelming: a few spot lights were set into the 

ceiling overhead to add brightness where it was needed. And the air seemed fresh, although 

she couldn’t see any air ducts – obviously these were carefully hidden like the lighting. But 

where was that breeze coming from? 

Then a curtain across a doorway flicked back, and another Imperial strode in. Like the 

other one, it was tall and white-skinned with long jet-black hair, and it wore a white knee-

length tunic with a belt, and no shoes, but she had an idea that this one was male, whereas the 

other one was female. The other one greeted the new arrival and said a few things – Sarah 

wished they would talk in a normal language so that she could understand them – and the new 

arrival nodded and put a hand into the lights over that slab, and then walked over towards her, 

smiling in a friendly way, and put a hand on her forehead – and suddenly she relaxed.  

Yaro-ardeler, known as Yaro for short, smiled as he saw the tense energy fields around 

Lord Greh’s pet’s fade down to normal levels. ‘That’s better,’ he said. ‘These humans do 

panic, don’t they?’ He ran his hands over Sarah’s shoulders to get a feel for her bone 

structures, and then inscribed her outline with his hands without actually touching her. 

‘Slender bones,’ he said. ‘Fragile.’ 

‘It’s the high level of radiation on Bessideh,’ said Tereah as if she knew all about it and 

hadn’t just had a quick peek at Lord Aoan’s reports in the computer’s memory. ‘All the 

humans are malformed. The heru should help keep the radiation off her skin.’ 

‘So, big export drive?’ said Yaro, walking back to the computer and waving his left hand 

in the lights to transfer the figures he had just calculated into the computer.  

‘If your new mix works,’ said Faroan. 

‘It will,’ said Tereah. ‘Take it away, Yaro.’ 

Yaro’s face showed tense concentration for a moment as he stood with a hand in the 

computer lights; then they heard a click and a hum from the next room, and Yaro said, ‘We’re 

away. Come and watch.’ He left the computer and hurried back the way he had some; Tereah 
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followed, and Faroan led Sarah after them – she clinging on to his arm for security, but 

looking around her with big, fascinated eyes. 

On the other side of the curtain was a larger room, decorated and lit very much like the 

first. There was another computer slab in here, hovering above the floor on the far side of the 

room; but the main item on show was a large frame in the middle of the floor. Sarah could not 

properly take in what it was. There was a metal framework all around it – at least, it might 

have been metal or plastic or one of those fancy materials the medics have. It will be some 

Imperial stuff, she thought. Then there were threads coming down from spindles hung from 

the ceiling – lots of threads, all white and shiny. The threads ran through guides and then ran 

across the framework. There were things flicking back and forth – oh, it’s a loom, Sarah 

realised, but it’s much quieter than the looms we saw on the school visit to the cloth factory 

when I was little. It just hums, and the threads run back and forth, and the fabric just appears. 

The threads were white, but Yaro and Tereah were walking around the loom, checking 

gauges and exchanging words, and Sarah realised that the fabric which was appearing was 

rose pink. How could they do that, when the thread was white? It must be something to do 

with the guides – the thread went into the guide white, and came out pink. Then – the 

needles? – flicked back and forth, and the fabric appeared. She stood and watched, fascinated 

– it was such beautiful fabric, glistening like silk, but with an added metallic quality, and a 

sort of glow of its own. Faroan held her close, and she leaned her head against his shoulder 

and relaxed, watching the loom create the fabric. Then all at once, it was done: Yaro said 

something, and Tereah went to the slab with the lights and put her hands into the lights, and 

the whole loom shuddered, and the threads stopped running and the fabric rolled up on itself, 

all at once. Yaro picked up the cloth, shook it out, and held it out to her. It was a rose pink 

dress, long and slinky, with a long slit up to the thigh –  

Sarah uttered a cry of delight, and seized it. Faroan pulled her dress off her in a single 

movement – it was a wrap-round dress and came off really easily – and she pulled the new 

one on over her head, and it clung to her in all the right places and hung freely in all the right 

places, and she did a twirl and cried, ‘Do you like it?’ and although she couldn’t understand a 

word the other two Imperials were saying, it was clear that they did. Their faces were 

delighted, as if they and she had done something really special. And Faroan was really happy 

too. He said, ‘Beautiful, darling,’ and she threw her arms about his neck and kissed him, and 

he kissed her very warmly. 

‘She’s so, so cute,’ said Tereah.  

‘These humans are,’ said Yaro. ‘My mum always says, if you’ve got a human pet, you’ll 

always have someone who’ll love you.’ 

‘Let me kiss her,’ said Tereah, and Faroan let go of Sarah for long enough for Tereah to 

kiss her lips and stroke her hair and look into her eyes and assure Sarah that she was very 

beautiful and so, so cute and the dress was gorgeous and any time she wanted a friend and a 

cuddle she, Tereah, would be very happy to look after her; and then Yaro did the same. Sarah 

was left laughing happily but somehow aware that her mind and possibly her body had been 

invaded, and feeling a little anxious. Faroan decided that she was tired, and that he would take 

her back to his cave to rest. 

‘It works,’ he said. ‘Well done, children. You can produce heru cloth which will protect as 

well as clothe, and which will be whatever the wearer wants it to be.’ 

‘We can reclothe the Sacred People,’ said Tereah, ‘so we aren’t all skulking round in white 

basics.’ 

‘We can export our cloth to the Empire,’ said Yaro. ‘I’m sure this one will be delighted to 

advertise it for us.’ He indicated Sarah. 
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‘I just have this fear that the Priestess will decide that only nobles and priestesses and their 

acolytes can wear colour,’ added Tereah. ‘Now we can make any colour, she’ll decide we 

can’t.’ 

‘You have the design,’ said Faroan. ‘If we can’t make it here, we can make it on Bessideh.’ 

Tereah looked at Sarah, lovely in her new dress, and grinned. ‘Yes,’ she said. 

Faroan looked down at Sarah, and said, ‘It’s time I took this one for some sleep. Sleep 

well, children,’ and led his ‘pet’ out. Tereah and Yaro watched them go. 

‘I want one,’ said Tereah. ‘A pretty little one like that.’ 

‘So do I,’ said Yaro. ‘Mum said they’re really good about the house as well. Her 

grandmum had one – a descendant of the ones we used to have before the war. But they all 

died out in the end. It was so sad. We couldn’t get new ones, and they don’t live very long.’ 

‘We’ll get some more,’ said Tereah. ‘We’ll go over to Bessideh with the Lord Emperor 

and see them and ask some to come back with us. And, when we’ve got a few, they can help 

us sell our heru cloth to the others.’ 

‘We’d better shut the machine up so that the birdies can’t damage it,’ said Yaro. He went 

over to the computer slab and put his hands into the halo of lights. A glow settled around the 

loom – an energy field, designed to keep prying hands out. Yaro fixed it with his own 

personal code and then said, ‘That should be safe now.’ 

‘Goodnight drink?’ asked Tereah. ‘I could murder a saula.’ 

‘All right. Your place?’ 

‘My place. I’ve got some in the cool box, and some fresh fruit to go with it.’ 

They went out together, turning out the lights and sealing the doors behind them. 

  

Sarah insisted on doing a little song and dance routine for Faroan before going to bed, to show 

off her dress. She was indeed, thought Faroan, very beautiful, and graceful, and very ready to 

give pleasure to others. He enjoyed her song, and the graceful movements with which she 

adorned it, and then he drew her into his arms and embraced her warmly, and she slipped out 

of her dress and laid it carefully on one side of the room (there was no where to hang 

anything, but she folded it up on a cushion, well out of the way) and then they lay on the pile 

of cushions which Faroan used as a bed, and made love, several times, until Sarah fell asleep 

with exhaustion. Faroan also slept in her arms. 

When they awoke, several hours later, it was dawn; the first light was coming through the 

door, and loud bird song filled the courtyard outside. Sarah yawned and stretched; Faroan 

kissed her, and led her through the rock-hewn passage to the underground waterfall and pool 

to bathe and frolic in the water. Sarah was starting to pay more attention to her surroundings; 

she noticed that again, like in the laboratories, the walls were very carefully smoothed and 

painted, but now there was a lot more decoration, all curling branches and leaves, and flowers 

and some fruit and birds. The floor was painted a pale green, again with coloured stones inset 

here and there, protruding at little above the rest of the floor. She found them a nuisance, but 

she supposed that bare-footed people might find them decorative. She wondered where the 

scent in the pool came from, and how much it had cost to put in the in-wall solar-powered 

lighting. Everything looked well-established; she supposed that it had all been done many 

years ago. 

Back in Faroan’s cave, Faroan warmed some flat bread and brought out a fruit juice for 

breakfast – he kept the food in a small room adjoining his sleeping/living room, which Sarah 

supposed was like the pantry her grandmother had, a cool room for keeping food fresh. But it 

seemed very basic for such powerful people. After all, the Imperials had spaceships which 

could cross the galaxy in a leap, and they could heal terrible diseases, and they had healed her 

arm; but they had hardly any furniture in their houses, just cushions to sit on and sleep on, and 

those funny slabs with lights on which seemed to be their computers. The in-wall lighting was 
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impressive, and the machine she had seen last night was very clever indeed. But they didn’t 

have music boxes or visuals or the journal, and they didn’t have refrigerators or central 

heating or dish washers or washing machines. On the other hand, if they all wore this heru 

cloth which never got dirty, she supposed that they didn’t need washing machines. 

After breakfast, she and Faroan went for a romantic walk along the clifftop, and met up 

with the two Imperials from last night, who were very nice to her (although she still couldn’t 

understand a word that they were saying), and were very emphatic to Faroan, who seemed to 

argue with them for a while. However, eventually he gave in and shrugged and said 

something that sounded like: ‘OK,’ which she guessed was the same in every language. Then 

he looked down at her, and said, ‘Darling, don’t look so anxious,’ and kissed her, so she 

kissed him back, very warmly, so warmly that she closed her eyes and relaxed into his 

embrace – and when she opened her eyes, they were back in the club: herself, and Faroan, and 

the two Imperials. 

The two Imperials seemed very surprised by their surroundings: they walked around, 

looking at the lights, and the furniture, and one walked across the room and looked out of the 

windows. It was still early in the morning, so there was no one around in the club, but then 

Sarah heard voices and thought the cleaners must be arriving – she looked around, and saw 

Ragnor and Greh come in through the main door. Then she let go of Faroan’s hand – and he 

let her go – and ran over to greet them, with a cry of ‘Look at my new dress! Isn’t it 

gorgeous?’ Ragnor seized her round the waist and kissed her, then stepped back and looked 

her up and down and said, ‘Yes, that’s amazing. Where did you get it?’ 

‘Faroan got it for me,’ said Sarah, smiling and quivering all over with delight, all but 

hopping up and down where she stood in her excitement and pleasure. ‘These two Imperials 

measured me up by eye, and then they programmed their computer – they have really funny 

computers, like the ones the medics have – and then they made it on their loom. And the loom 

sewed it up, all on the one machine. And it’s gorgeous!’ She did an excited twirl. 

Greh said, ‘Yes, that’s seriously impressive. Faroan, I’d no idea your experiments were 

getting on so well.’ 

‘My technicians have been working hard,’ said Faroan. ‘They’d like to export some of 

their production here. They’ve come to try to persuade Ragnor to market it for them.’ He 

gestured towards Tereah and Yaro, who were wandering around the floor of the club, looking 

at everything, poking at things and talking in their own language. 

‘They’ll have to learn Federation if they want to do that,’ remarked Greh. 

‘They’re hoping that you or I will translate for them,’ said Faroan, ‘and that just seeing 

Sarah will convert everyone to the idea.’ 

Tereah realised that she was being talked about, turned and hurried over to them, unrolling 

a roll of fabric that she had under her arm and holding it out like every market trader ever 

born who was attempting to sell cloth. The fabric was a lovely, fresh shade of yellow – the 

light in the club did not really do justice to it, but Ragnor noticed the glittery effect and said, 

‘That looks good. Bring it upstairs and we’ll talk.’ 

Tereah looked quizzickly at Faroan, who mentally sent her a translation. She nodded, and 

turned to Yaro to pass on the message in a glance. Yaro, who was also carrying a roll of 

fabric, hurried over to join them, and Greh gestured everyone towards the lift up to Ragnor’s 

office. 

Upstairs in Ragnor’s committee meeting room, the fabric was unrolled over Ragnor’s 

committee table, and carefully examined by Ragnor and Sarah. Ragnor got on the caller and 

summoned a few of his business associates over. Sarah did a few more twirls, out of simple 

excitement. Greh tried to impress on Tereah and Yaro that they should not try to seduce the 

humans – ‘They don’t mix business and pleasure’ – and that it would be a good idea if they 

learned some of the Federal language. ‘You can read their minds, but they can’t read yours.’ 
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‘They’ll need to learn the Sacred Tongue if they are part of the Empire,’ said Yaro. 

‘They speak the modern version – it’s called Federation,’ said Greh. ‘Intelligent people 

should have no trouble learning it.’ 

Tereah and Yaro shrugged. They had already learned that Lord Greh could be funny about 

the subject races.  

‘My grandmum used to have a human pet,’ said Yaro. ‘I’ve seen pictures. He had beautiful 

shiny brown skin and was very intelligent.’ 

‘Ah, yes, the Ardeler family always had humans,’ said Greh, who knew about this from 

Aoan’s memories. ‘You’ll find that his family on Earth still have fond memories of you, too.  

I’ll take you next time I go to Earth. Perhaps one or two of them will want to go to Thorion 

with you to see where he lived. But you’ll have to learn their language first.’ 

‘I’ll come too,’ said Tereah. ‘I’m sure they want to buy our heru cloth.’ 

Greh looked at her consideringly; he could read her electro-magnetic field, and he knew 

that she, like Yaro, wanted a cute human like Sarah for her very own. 

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘they will. But you will probably have to use an intermediary – me, and my 

friend Mick.’ 

‘So can we meet your friend Mick?’ asked Yaro. 

‘Only if you promise not to seduce him. Now,’ said Greh, whose hair had started twitching 

about his head, ‘Ragnor’s business associates are coming. Smile, try not to terrify them, and 

don’t stare into their heads. And you can’t have any of these as pets – I need them to help me 

run Bessideh.’ 

The two young Rhuaans gave him a look which said, ‘We’re promising nothing,’ and Greh 

sighed inwardly. Clearly he would have to take these two back to Thorion before he and 

Faroan could go and talk to Daaneh about advisory assemblies. 

 

But in the event they left the samples of cloth with Ragnor and Sarah – Sarah still doing twirls 

and talking volubly to Ragnor’s associates about the wonders of heru cloth and how it was 

made – and walked over to the governor’s building together. Daaneh was pleased to see them 

– she often complained that ‘Thorion doesn’t take any interest in what we’re doing here,’ but 

was not happy when she heard what Lord Greh and the Emperor wanted to talk about. 

‘Listen to their views? They don’t have any,’ she declared. 

‘Not at the moment,’ said Greh, ‘because they haven’t stopped to think about it. But if they 

have a proper arena in which to express their views, you will be surprised at what they come 

up with.’ He had listened to Ragnor and his associates discussing the administration of their 

businesses, and was sure that once they set their minds to running the city, they could do it 

quite efficiently. 

‘I refuse,’ said Daaneh. ‘I am here to govern the planet, not to abrogate my 

responsibilities.’ 

‘You won’t be abrogating your responsibilities,’ said Greh. ‘You’ll be allowing the people 

you rule to approach you within an organised and restricted arena, with regulations to prevent 

their acting inappropriately, and you don’t have to do anything that they suggest. But this will 

reduce the danger of rebellion, and allow you to keep an eye on what they are doing. You will 

have a much better insight into the running of their society, and you’ll be able to see their 

needs and deal with them much more effectively than you can at present – not necessarily 

from what they say, but often from what they don’t say.’ 

Daaneh frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ she demanded. 

‘Well – at the moment, all the business people in town think about is making money. They 

don’t see the need to help the poor. You might decide that you need to change the educational 

syllabus so that children learn the imperative to help those less fortunate than themselves. 

And you might persuade the business community that it would improve their image if they 
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donated to a fund to help those in need. So you would be acting on the basis of what they 

don’t say, rather than what they do.’ 

It was a weak argument, but it appealed to one of the imperatives which the Priestess 

drummed into her acolytes – the need for mutual aid, and balance in society – and he coupled 

it with a gentle urging on her mind, gently flowing his electro-magnetic field around hers, to 

persuade and urge her. He saw Daaneh’s hair twitch angrily, rise a little off her shoulders, and 

then settle again. 

‘So you think this could help me discharge my duties as governor more effectively,’ she 

said, a little grumpily. 

‘When Memnon described it to me, I realised that this was what the Empire had lacked 

before the war,’ said Faroan. ‘If we had had such assemblies, I could have undercut the 

rebellious generals and placated dissent, and the war would never have happened.’ 

‘Ah,’ said Daaneh. ‘So when the assembly meets, I should be able to identify hot-spots of 

anger and hurt among the people there? And then I can cure them.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh. ‘They will bring their anger and hurt with them to the assembly, and then 

you will be able to see it and cure it.’ 

Daaneh shook back her hair. ‘Very well,’ she said. ‘I will allow you to progress this, lord. 

Your people in the city will organise it, I assume.’ 

Greh smiled to himself – Daaneh would never put herself out to do complex organisational 

work: that was beneath her. She simply oversaw and cared, as she put it. ‘Yes,’ he said, 

‘They’ll organise it. I think you should keep an eye on them.’ 

‘Yes, yes,’ said Daaneh, tossing her head. ‘Now, who are these two?’ – looking at Tereah 

and Yaro, who touched hands to foreheads in respect. 

‘Lady,’ said Tereah, ‘we are technicians who work for the Lord Emperor. We have been 

developing new ways of weaving heru cloth. We would like to sell this cloth to the people of 

Bessideh.’ 

‘Oh, yes,’ said Daaneh. ‘They wear such barbarous fabrics here. Heru won’t grow on 

Bessideh, you see. Of course – that’s an excellent idea. Sell whatever you want, children.’ 

Tereah and Yaro glowed. ‘We have developed new ways of colouring the cloth,’ said 

Yaro, ‘and making it more protective, so that it repels the disrupted energy field of the 

planet.’ 

‘That’s excellent,’ said Daaneh. ‘You have my permission to sell it here. Now, you may 

go. I have a great deal to do this morning.’ 

So they all rose, and Daaneh bowed to the Emperor and to Lord Greh, and Tereah and 

Yaro bowed to her, and the visitors made their escape. 

‘Doesn’t she care that we are going to sell high status cloth to humans and Gustu?’ asked 

Yaro, as they left the building. 

‘She hasn’t thought of it. She won’t realise until it’s too late,’ said Greh. ‘Don’t ask 

questions – just get on with it.’ 

‘That’s fine,’ said Yaro. ‘Is it fine if we get some pets too, while we’re here?’ 

‘No,’ said Greh, ‘we’ll go back to Ragnor’s and close some deals, and then I’ll take you 

back to Thorion. Next time I’m going to Earth I’ll take you with me to meet your family’s 

people. And start learning Federation. Then you can chat up the humans – but not my 

business people, please.’ 

Tereah and Yaro giggled, and Greh thought: so far I’ve only had to deal with the military 

among the Sacred People, and the Priestess’s acolytes, all of whom see the other races as 

people to be protected but not mixed with. But when the rest of the Sacred People from 

Thorion start meeting the other races – he remembered when Junias and her children and her 

other workers, all Marys, had come to Thorion from Herluin with the new ships – the Sacred 

People had made a great fuss of them, and the Priestess had tried to seduce Ipse, and Faroan 
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had seduced Memnon. He didn’t know which other Marys had been seduced. Clearly he 

couldn’t trust his own people to leave the other races alone. There’ll be a scandal if I’m not 

careful, he thought. The Sacred People are living up to all the old propaganda against them 

… 

Well, they are supposed to be intelligent. If I tell them that they have to learn the language 

first, it might curb their passion … 

… but he knew that it probably wouldn’t. They can’t do this – these are my humans! he 

thought, but he knew that this was unreasonable – no one owns the humans, they own 

themselves, and it’s up to them to choose whether they want to be pets or not, and whose pets 

they want to be. OK, so my own pets didn’t have a lot of choice; I seduced them. That’s fine 

when it’s me – I know humans, I understand them, I was a human until recently. But these 

Sacred People – what do they know? 

What, indeed? A long tradition of loving and caring for humans, of cherishing them as 

valued members of the household, in short, of spoiling them silly. Had he the right to deprive 

‘his’ humans of that? 

But they’ll be no better than slaves! Like those Mary writers, complaining that they have 

no freedom, not even the freedom to make mistakes. The Sacred People take even that basic 

right, and force the humans into a sort of sugar-sweet slavery. I can’t let that happen. But am 

I already treating ‘my’ humans like that? Cossetting them and protecting them? I have to let 

them make their own mistakes. And do I have the right to stop the Sacred People loving them? 

The Sacred People have always loved humans, ever since the time of Julie Smythe (he knew 

this from Aoan’s memories), and it is a basic part of their society to love and care for the 

‘lesser’ races.  

Of course that attitude led directly to the Great War. Now I’m going to let the other races 

have more self-determination, let them advise the governors and give them a say in whether 

they are taxed and what their taxes are used for. The Sacred People won’t like that – Faroan 

is happy because I want it and he loves me, and he realises it’s the only way. But the others 

won’t like it. And this is the Sacred People’s Empire. They have to help rebuild it, they have 

to help run it, and they’ll want to have pets from the lesser races. How am I going to stop 

them abusing their mental power over them?  

Aloud, he said, ‘You can’t have pets unless you learn their language first. It isn’t fair to 

seduce someone when you can’t even explain to them what you are doing.’ 

Tereah laughed. ‘Has the Lord Emperor learned?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Faroan. ‘I prefer not to speak it, but I have learned it, and I speak it to Sarah 

and the other humans. To the Marys and Gustu I speak their own languages.’ 

‘How did you learn it?’ asked Tereah, and Faroan shrugged and said, ‘Lord Greh taught 

me.’ 

‘You can enable us,’ said Tereah to Greh. ‘You can give us the language, Lord.’ 

‘Just mind-enable us,’ said Yaro, ‘that will be enough.’ 

Greh frowned. ‘It’s better to learn a language by your own efforts,’ he said. ‘Then it’s fully 

integrated into the mind. If I simply drop the language into your memories, it will be only 

surface knowledge – you won’t have proper facility in the language.’ 

‘But we need it, so that we can persuade them to buy our cloth,’ said Tereah. ‘And we 

don’t have time to learn.’ 

‘You can mind-enable us in a few minutes,’ said Yaro. ‘Then we can work on improving it 

by ourselves.’ 

Greh sighed in exasperation. The youth of today! – have they no capacity for hard work? 

he asked himself, although in actual fact his body was around nineteen years old, whereas 

Tereah and Yaro, as young Rhuaans, were both in their seventies; but with Aoan’s memories 

he felt much older. He knew perfectly well, and he knew that they knew he knew, that Tereah 
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and Yaro just wanted enough command of the Federal language to seduce some nice humans, 

and that they could not be bothered to put in the work required to learn the language. He 

glanced at Faroan, whose glance said: ‘Patience, darling – they have worked very hard on the 

heru project, and they’ve got good results; see this as their reward.’ 

Greh relaxed. OK, he thought, I’m giving them a little reward for serving the Emperor. 

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Let me look into your head, Tereah.’ 

She was happy to stop walking – just as she was, in the street of Bessideh, with humans 

and Gustu and a few Marys walking around them – and let him look into her eyes, and then 

let him pour information into her memory – and then he stepped back, and she blinked and 

shook her head, and said in the Federation language: ‘Wow,’ and then laughed. Greh repeated 

the process with Yaro, who said, ‘Great,’ and then, ‘So when we go to Earth, all the humans 

speak this language?’ 

‘No,’ said Greh, ‘some of them do. They all have their own separate languages.’ 

‘So I’ll have to learn another language to speak to the T’omba?’ 

‘Who?’ 

‘My family’s humans. The family is called T’omba.’ 

‘Ah,’ said Greh. ‘Yes, you’ll have to learn another language. Possibly two.’ He began to 

walk on down the street – the club was just around the corner from here. Aoan’s memories 

had not specified whereabouts on Earth the Ardelers had found their famous human partners, 

who were so good at technology and design and had lived with them on Thorion for so many 

generations. Aoan’s memories did not, of course, cover the period after the Great War, but 

from what Yaro had said, he guessed that these humans died out around four hundred years 

ago, unable to carry on reproducing their line indefinitely after the war had cut off 

connections with Earth. Aoan hadn’t even known their human name – on Thorion they were 

called ‘Na-harhon,’ the designers. But now it was clear that they were from central or 

southern Africa. ‘Do you have any way of locating them?’ he asked. ‘I can search, but Aoan 

thought you had a locator.’ 

‘Oh, yes,’ said Yaro. ‘It doesn’t work now. I guess that they’ve turned off the one at their 

end.’ 

Greh guessed that this was some sort of interstellar caller system, of the sort he would 

dearly love to reinstate. ‘It’s possible it’s broken,’ he said. ‘Still, it’s a start. But they should 

speak Federation, and I guess that they’ll also speak English – which I know.’ 

‘No problems, then,’ said Yaro, in the tone of one who wonders what all the fuss was 

about. Greh sighed. ‘Can you show me the locator?’ he asked. ‘Perhaps we can fix it.’ 

‘When we get back to Thorion,’ said Yaro. ‘My mum’s got it at home.’ 

 

Some hours later, they had closed a deal with Ragnor’s syndicate of Bessiday business people 

for the supply of a hundred bolts of heru cloth in a variety of colours; Sarah had been 

photographed in a dozen different poses in her new dress, for the marketing campaign; and 

Ragnor’s ‘splash’ in the journals about representative assemblies had started to make an 

impact on his readership. Calls were flooding in to his switchboard, and he called a committee 

meeting to discuss them. At this point, Greh departed, leaving him and Sarah with kisses and 

a promise to return on the following day; and he took Faroan, Yaro and Tereah over to 

Herluin, to collect Memnon, and to allow Tereah and Yaro to show off samples of their new 

cloth to Miss Mee, who was impressed but pretended not to be.  Memnon chattered about the 

plans for a Mary medical centre, and Tereah and Yaro boasted about their cloth, until Greh 

took Mary and Rhuaans back to Thorion, where he and Faroan put together a meal for all of 

them, and they sat on cushions in Faroan’s living room discussing the future of heru cloth and 

Mary medical centres and elected assemblies until late into the evening. At last Tereah and 
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Yaro went off to their respective homes for the night, and Faroan, Memnon and Greh settled 

down together to sleep. 

Late, late at night – or early in the morning, when Memnon was asleep, Faroan asked his 

wife: ‘Are you worried about allowing Yaro to bring his family’s humans to Thorion, darling? 

They used to be an asset to the community.’ 

‘So I understand,’ said Greh. ‘I’m just worried that Yaro won’t realise that humans have 

rights, darling. I’m afraid he’ll try to kidnap one of them, which will stir up the humans of 

Earth against us.’ 

‘You’ll have to go with him, and make sure he doesn’t.’ 

‘Yes, I’ll take him with me tomorrow when I go to fetch Ray and Carl. It’s time I went 

back to Earth again.’ 
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7: Old family ties 

 

Soba T’omba sat on the tram, in his best suit, wishing that he was going out of town to his 

grandmother’s home in the country rather than going to visit Great Aunt Miri in the city. All 

week he worked in his government office, bent over a computer screen or over piles of paper 

or on the caller, looking forward to the weekend when he could escape to the relative fresh air 

of the village. But Great Aunt Miri had summoned him, and he had no excuse – no wife, no 

girlfriend – to prevent his going. So he had to put on his best suit and take the tram across the 

city to his great aunt’s flat, wishing that he were not the youngest, and that he had wife and 

children like his older brothers, or had travelled far away for business like his sisters, and was 

no longer available to be summoned. 

He did not know his great aunt well. She appeared at family functions – he had last seen 

her at a cousin’s wedding – but generally she lived her own life. She had been something 

important in a big multi-national mining conglomerate – she had qualifications in chemistry 

and geology – but she had retired years ago. Family gossip said that she thought the rest of the 

family were all beneath her. Family gossip also said that she was very rich, and planned to 

leave all of her money to the nearest charity, just to spite them all. Soba told himself that he 

didn’t care. He had a very good job in the government, and excellent prospects. He didn’t 

need his great aunt’s contacts, or her advice, or her money. 

But the summons had come – something on the lines that she ‘would be glad if he would 

come to tea’ – very formal and old-fashioned. He had been going to ignore it, but when he 

mentioned it to his mum on the caller, she said that he had better go. ‘One of us should be 

friendly to her,’ she said. ‘We need to keep her in the family.’ So here I go, thought Soba, the 

sacrificial goat. 

He looked around at the other people on the tram. It was the usual commuting crowd – 

people in suits, office workers, and people dressed more casually, those who worked for 

themselves, people from the theatre and the arts centre, shoppers and tourists, workers in 

overalls and dusty outdoor clothes. Some carried briefcases, some shoulder bags and 

backpacks. He wondered where they were all going and whether any of them were going to a 

rendez-vous they dreaded as much as his meeting with his great-aunt. 

Great-aunt – even the title sounds formidable. An elderly and formidable woman. Someone 

who wants to order me about. 

The tram slid to a standstill – it was his stop. He got up, worked his way around the other 

passengers and got off. Above him loomed the block of flats where his great-aunt lived – he 

headed for the flight of marble steps up to the entrance. 

Inside, the entrance hall was paved with white and black tiles, and a lift went up in one 

corner, the stairs in another. Soba checked the lift – sometimes lifts worked and sometimes 

they didn’t. This was one of those that didn’t. He headed for the stairs. At least the building 

was clean and cool, and it was really no labour to climb five floors. 

On the fifth floor, he walked along a well-lit landing to his aunt’s door. Her name was 

displayed next to it: Miriam T’omba, followed by a string of letters which designated her 

qualifications. He pressed the door bell. As the electrical supply was powered by solar panels 

on the sides of the buildings, and as one thing the city had plenty of was sunshine, at least the 

door bells always worked – even if the lifts didn’t. 

The door opened; a remarkably young-looking older woman stood there. He vaguely 

recognised his aunt, looking far more relaxed and younger than she had in her best suit at his 

cousin’s wedding. She smiled at him. ‘Soba! You’re looking well. So glad you could come. 

Come in.’ 
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He entered, a little stiffly but more relaxed than formerly. Perhaps his great-aunt was 

human, after all? He followed her down a short passage and into her lounge – a large, bright, 

well-lit room, with big picture-windows looking over the street below on one side, a side road 

on another and a park at the back. All the furnishings were light-coloured, and the soft chairs 

were new. She gestured to him to put down his briefcase and to seat himself, so he did; she 

brought him a cup of tea and a slice of cake, and sat down on a chair facing his, across the 

room. 

‘Well, Soba! And how’s the department?’ 

She meant the government department where he worked. ‘It’s fine. Usual problems of the 

time of year, but it’s fine.’ 

‘How is the new minister shaping up?’ 

‘Well, I had my doubts when the President chose him, but – he’s doing OK.’ 

His great-aunt nodded. Earth’s governor chose the presidents of each nation (except for 

those which still had hereditary heads of state, of course), and each president chose their own 

ministers. And who chose the governor? In theory, it was the President of the Federation, but 

in practice the previous governor nominated their successor. It was a wonder to her that any 

talent survived all this nepotism, but somehow the system worked despite all the potential for 

mismanagement. It was people like her great-nephew who kept it working. 

‘I asked you to come because I wanted to give you something,’ she said, ‘something that’s 

been in the family a long time. It came to me from my mother, and she got it from her father. I 

don’t have any children, of course, so I need to pass it on to a suitable relative. I’ve been 

watching your career, and I think you’ll make best use of it.’ 

‘What is it?’ asked Soba. 

‘This,’ she said, and – setting aside her own tea cup – she got up from her chair, and held 

out to him an object – something curved on one side and flattened on the other, which fitted 

into the palm of her hand. He reached out his hands for it, and when she placed it in them he 

thought at first that it was a carved wooden egg, but then he realised that it was flat on one 

side, and so more like half an egg, but it was also shaped as if there had been another half into 

which this one fitted. When he looked at the flattened side, he saw that it was covered in 

dimples. Although at first he had thought that it was made of wood, he realised that it wasn’t 

– nor was it made of metal or plastic. In fact, he had no idea what it was made of. 

‘What is it?’ he said again, rubbing his fingers over the dimples. 

‘My mother called it the locutor,’ said Great-aunt Miri, ‘which means the speaker; but I 

don’t know to whom it speaks, or how. I’ve thought for a long time that it might be some sort 

of caller, working on radio waves, and I suspect that those dimples operate it, but any 

markings on them wore off a long time ago. In any case, it wasn’t made on Earth. A story 

comes with it – would you like to hear it?’ 

‘OK,’ he said, settling back in his chair. This was becoming a cosy family evening, with 

story telling, as in his childhood – not at all the terrors he had imagined during his tram 

journey. 

She seated herself again and picked up her tea cup, taking a sip from it. ‘A long time ago, 

in the times of the Old Ones, a member of our family won a scholarship to the Old One’s 

planet, to train as a scientist. When he got there, he was very lonely and home sick, and spent 

all his time weeping and longing for home. Then one day he heard weeping, and when he 

looked for the source of the weeping, he found a graceful girl with long black hair, hiding in 

the shade of some trees, crying her eyes out. When he asked her what was wrong, she said she 

was missing her family, who lived on the other side of the planet. 

‘Well, our ancestor told her that he came from a lot further away than that, and that he 

missed his family more than she did. At first she was cross, and they argued; and then they 

saw how silly they were being, and they laughed and became friends. So after that they were 
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not lonely any more. And when they had holidays, he went with her to visit her family. They 

became very fond of him, and at last he and the girl married and raised a family. And they 

were both very successful scientists and did a lot of important work. But our ancestor also set 

up a centre for our people on the Old One’s planet so that whenever any people went from 

Earth they always found somewhere to welcome them. And every generation, one of our 

family would go to the Old One’s planet to live with their family and to train as a scientist. 

The family were called the Hardelers, which means technicians, or something like that. And 

the T’ombas on Earth had the locutor so that they could talk to the T’ombas on the Old Ones’ 

planet whenever they wanted to. 

‘But then came war, and no one could go to the Old Ones’ planet anymore, and no one 

knows what became of the T’ombas who were stranded there. The locutor did not work 

anymore, and we had no means of contacting them. But now I see in the journal and on the 

visual that the Old Ones are returning – there are pictures and news reports. So I think that we 

may be able to visit the Old Ones’ planet again. I’m too old for gallivanting round the galaxy 

now, but you are young, and unattached, and ambitious. So I decided to offer you the locutor. 

Do you want it?’ 

Soba stared at her, startled by this sudden jump from long-ago story to modern day reality. 

Then he looked at the object in his hand. Surely Great-aunt Miri must be right – those dimples 

must be the controls. Surely it must be possible to make it work? 

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I’d love it. Thank you.’ He turned it over in his hand, feeling it carefully, 

searching for some joint or edge where it could be opened to reveal long-dead batteries, or 

rusted wires – but it appeared that the object was solid. He held it to his ear and shook it – 

nothing. He rubbed it on his trousers – not even a hint of static electricity. 

Great-aunt Miri laughed at his antics. ‘I’ve tried everything,’ she said. ‘I’ve left it on the 

windowsill in the sunlight in case it needed recharging with solar energy, and in the moon and 

starlight in case it needed recharging with a different wavelength. I’ve carried it on me all day 

in case motion recharged it, and I’ve buried it in the ground in case it draws its energy from 

the planet. I’ve put it next to magnets and under water. Nothing has any effect. It hasn’t 

changed in any way in all the years I’ve had it.’ 

‘If it’s just a caller unit,’ said Soba, ‘then it was probably linked to a relay station in outer 

space – and I understand that none of them work any more.’ 

‘Hum,’ said his great aunt. ‘Some of them do, but their entire capacity is used for official 

communications. There’s no spare capacity for normal people. In any case, if it links to a 

relay station which relays to the Old One’s planet, it was probably destroyed in the war.’ 

‘So it can’t possibly work,’ said Soba, turning it over and over in his hand. 

‘Now that the Old Ones are on the move, it might start to work again. I assume they’ll 

repair their relays.’ 

Soba held the object up to his ear again, and shook it, but so far as he could tell it was 

solid. 

‘Put it away,’ said his great-aunt, ‘and tell me how your mother is doing. I haven’t seen her 

to talk to for ages.’ 

Soba regretfully did as he was told, and began to talk ‘family’. He would have a proper 

look at the locutor when he got it back to his own flat. 

 

A couple of hours later, travelling back across the city on the tram, he pulled the locutor out 

of his jacket pocket and looked at it. It was pale-coloured, but he would have been hard put to 

define the colour – it was not beige, or grey, or cream, nor was it white, or silver; it was not 

shiny, but it was not really matt, and the outer surface was slightly soft to the touch as if it 

was covered in suede, but smooth to the eye. The dimples on the flat side, the ‘inner side’ as 

he thought of it, were smooth and soft to the touch, but when he pressed them nothing 
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happened. He wondered whether sound might activate it, but he could hardly try sound while 

he was in a public place. He put it safely away in his pocket. 

Back in his tenth-floor flat, he made himself a warm drink and sat on his favourite chair by 

the window of his living room, looking out across the street. The sun was setting, and the 

whole city seemed different as the quality of light changed. He got the locutor out of his 

jacket pocket and held it in his hand. ‘Do you react to sound?’ he said to it, and hummed at it 

a little. Nothing happened, so he decided to sing to it, then realised that he didn’t know any 

songs, then remembered an old song his mother used to sing to him at bedtimes and tried that: 

‘A little brown mouse went out one day, out in the field she went to play, along came the lion 

with a roar, roar, roar, and the little brown mouse ran away.’ 

Perhaps it was his imagination, but he thought that the locutor seemed to quiver in his 

hand, so he sang the next verse of the song, imitating his mother’s intonation. Holding it up 

close to his mouth, he said, ‘Hardeler, Hardeler, are you there? This is Soba T’omba calling. 

Are you there? Speak to me.’ 

The locutor was definitely doing something – he could feel it throbbing in his hand. He 

looked at it, and realised that the dimples were glowing. He said: ‘Hardeler, are you there?’ 

and was amazed to see the dimples flash on and off in response. ‘I can’t hear you,’ he said. 

‘I’m not getting any reception.’ 

Then he heard a voice singing his song – at first he thought it was his own, played back at 

him, but then realised that the sonics were too different. He responded, singing back at the 

locutor: ‘A little brown mouse went out one day, out in the field she went to play, along came 

the ox with a moo, moo, moo, and the little brown mouse ran away,’ – and he heard the voice 

change its words to match his. Then the voice sang another verse, but its lilting tone was so 

distorted by the locutor – or so far away? – that he could not make it out, although he thought 

it might have been the verse about the vulture: ‘Along came the vulture with a caw, caw, caw 

…’ 

Then the locutor said, quite clearly: ‘T’omba, T’omba, locutor,’ and fell silent. 

Soba sat stunned, looking at the locutor. The dimples were still glowing – they picked out a 

pattern on the flat surface. For some reason, he tapped at the lighted dimples and felt the 

locutor grow warm in his hand. Then a voice said, very clearly, ‘T’omba!’ and he realised that 

there was someone else in the room with him, swung around to see who it was, and dropped 

the locutor on the floor. 

There were two other figures there. They were not humans. They were very tall and 

slender, with chalk white skin. One had long black hair, and the other had long golden hair, 

but it was very strange hair because it moved about their heads as if it was alive. They were 

both wearing knee-length tunics: the black one wore emerald green and the blond one wore 

deep blue. The blond one had a deep blue head band; the other had nothing on its head. They 

had bare legs and feet. Soba had a sudden, overwhelming desire to fall on his face before 

them, but he resisted it – humans do not fall on their faces before anyone. Instead, he rose to 

his feet in as formal a manner as he could, and said in the common tongue of the Federation, 

‘Welcome to my humble home. Do sit down and make yourselves comfortable. Would you 

like any refreshment?’ 

The black-haired one stared at him very intently as he said this, as if it was following what 

he was saying with great care – as if it couldn’t speak the language very well. The golden-

haired one smiled in a friendly manner and said, ‘Thank you. My name is Grehoan, also 

known as Graham Bradley. This is Yaro Ardeler and I guess that you are Soba T’omba. Yaro, 

show him the other half of his locator.’ 

The black-haired one, who was clearly Yaro Hardeler, held out its right hand to Soba and 

opened it to reveal what was clearly the other half of the locutor. Bending to pick up his half 

from the floor, Soba approached Yaro and took his locutor, placing his own next to it. The 
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two fitted perfectly into each other. He held them in his hand, staring in wonder as they 

seemed to merge together, and began to glow gently. 

‘Good,’ said Yaro. His voice was lilting, with interesting sonics – clearly it had been him 

singing. ‘Now they can recharge. Soba, can I kiss you?’ and before the startled human could 

say anything, he had engulfed him in a warm embrace. 

‘Yaro,’ said Greh, ‘Let him go! It isn’t polite to kiss a human before you’ve been properly 

introduced.’ 

‘But he’s my T’omba. And he called me.’ 

‘I don’t think he knew he was calling you – he was just playing with the locator.’ 

‘He sang my mum’s song.’ 

‘At a guess, it’s the song your families made up to sing to each other. Now, let him go,’ 

and Greh stepped in and forcibly separated Yaro from Soba. 

‘I’ve come to ask you to come back with me to Thorion,’ said Yaro, before either Greh or 

Soba could get a word in. ‘My mum says that the house isn’t the same without a T’omba, and 

I want you to be my pet.’ 

‘I think the word to use here is “partner”,’ said Greh quietly, but Yaro brushed this aside. 

‘Will you come?’ he said to Soba again. ‘We always had a T’omba before the war, but the 

last one died about four hundred years ago.’ 

‘So they’re all dead?’ Soba felt a stab of terrible grief, which was silly, he told himself – 

until a few hours ago he had not even known that he had relatives in outer space. 

‘Yes. Isn’t it terrible? Humans live such a short time. But Mum still had the locator, and I 

used it to call you. It was very difficult to activate yours, but Lord Greh helped.’ Yaro glanced 

at Greh to acknowledge his assistance. 

‘Great-aunt Miri called it the locutor,’ said Soba cautiously. 

‘Yes, I think that’s the original word,’ agreed Greh. ‘It means “speaker”.’ 

‘That’s what great-aunt said,’ agreed Soba. ‘She couldn’t get it to work, but I tried singing 

to it.’ 

‘Yes, that’s the activation song,’ said Yaro. ‘The mouse is afraid until her friend comes to 

help her in the last verse.’ 

Soba had to smile. As a little boy he had always loved the last verse, when the big elephant 

comes to rescue the little mouse. ‘Great-aunt didn’t know it,’ he said. 

‘That’s because she’s never had children of her own,’ said Greh. 

‘But neither have I!’ 

‘You can still remember being one. Also, I guess you intend to have them one day. Now, 

Soba, I’m sorry to disturb your evening like this, but I have come with Yaro to invite you to 

visit Thorion, to see where your relatives used to live and to meet the Ardelers who were their 

partners. I can take you there and back in the twinkling of an eye – well, almost – and Yaro is 

extremely anxious that you should come. I must point out that at the age of seventy he is the 

equivalent of about twenty human years, so you may find him a little childish. But I think his 

mother is about two hundred, so she’s a bit more grown up.’ 

‘I’m twenty-five,’ said Soba faintly. 

‘I know. I’ve done some research into you for Yaro. We can promise you a warm 

welcome, and I’ll bring you back before work tomorrow – or is it the weekend?’ 

‘Yes. I mean, yes, it’s the weekend.’ 

‘Well, did you have anything planned?’ 

‘Not really. I thought of going out to the village to see Mum –’ 

‘Well, come to Thorion and see the Ardelers. Then you’ll have something impressive to 

tell your Mum about next weekend.’ Greh gave Soba a big, mischievous grin. 

‘I’ll just pack,’ said Soba, starting to move towards his bedroom. 



 118 

‘Oh, no, we’ll provide the clothes! Please,’ said Yaro. Soba looked at him – with his huge, 

black eyes, he looked almost like a pleading spaniel dog. 

‘I need a toothbrush,’ he said. 

‘I’ll provide that,’ said Greh, and he took Soba’s right hand in his own, and Yaro’s in his 

left – and suddenly Soba felt a wrench as if, he felt, he’d been shoved through a hedge 

backwards, and he was standing in the open air, in the fresh early-morning light, and birds 

were singing, and the breeze was blowing, and he realised that he was somewhere else 

entirely. He was in an open wood, with tall trees which reminded him of eucalyptus in the 

colour of their leaves and bark, but with grass growing under them, and some flowers – 

yellow, blue and white. The trees were widely spaced, and there was more sunlight than 

shade. 

‘This is Thorion,’ said Yaro, ‘and just down here is my home.’ He grabbed Soba’s right 

hand and dragged the startled man down a cobbled path towards what looked to Soba like a 

small marble temple, standing in the dappled shade of the trees. It had columns all round it, 

holding up a slightly-sloped roof; the building within the columns had tall windows and must 

be very well lit inside. Greh followed them at a fast trot, determined to keep a protective eye 

on Soba. 

As they approached the entrance to the building, a tall, white-skinned figure with long 

black hair, and wearing a knee-length pearly-grey tunic, appeared in the doorway. It stopped 

short at seeing them, and then cried: ‘T’omba!’ and rushed out to greet Soba with a hug and 

kisses and a volley of speech, not one word of which he understood. 

‘Lady,’ said Greh, coming up beside her, ‘have mercy on the human – he doesn’t speak our 

language.’ 

‘Oh, we must enable him,’ she said. Greh put a hand in front of her eyes. 

‘No,’ he said. ‘He’s not a pet. The T’ombas were never your pets. They were your 

partners. That’s why you were the Ardelers – you were technicians who combined the skills 

of the Sacred People and humans. You mustn’t mind-turn him.’ 

She flashed her eyes at him, but he stood firm. ‘I agreed to help Yaro on condition that you 

remembered the old agreement,’ he said. ‘You remember the activation song – the elephant 

helped the mouse – it didn’t eat it, or exploit it.’ 

‘But he has to learn our language,’ she said. 

‘Only if you also learn his. You can teach each other.’ 

She looked helplessly at Yaro, who said to Soba, ‘My mother greets you from her heart 

and regrets that she does not speak your language. Lord Greh says that she will learn. Please 

come into our home and be welcome.’ 

Soba looked at him, at the woman and then at Greh. His expression was strained as he said, 

‘I’d be very grateful if you’d come with me, Mr Bradley.’ 

Greh smiled at him and said, ‘Gladly.’ He took Soba’s left hand in his right, and walked 

with him past the columns and under the door lintel into the house after Yaro’s mother; Yaro 

brought up the rear. 

The front wall was incredibly thick – around ten feet, Soba thought. Inside, the house was 

simply a large room, apparently open to the sky. The floor was covered in slabs of creamy-

white marble, except for a pool slightly to the right of the centre of the floor, which was fed 

by a spring which bubbled up in the middle of it, and which flowed out into a little rivulet that 

trickled across the floor and vanished under the front wall. There were archways in the wall 

on either side of the main entrance – they had no door, but were concealed with cloth 

hangings. That accounted for the thick wall, thought Soba – there were rooms within the wall. 

The two side walls were much less substantial, and were pierced by many tall floor-to-ceiling 

windows, but the end wall was solid white stone, without any archways in it. There was no 

furniture except piles of brightly-coloured cushions; and to the left side of the room, towards 
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the back wall, stood three large floor pots or storage jars, decorated with bright colours, which 

Soba guessed were used for storing food, like the jars his grandmother had at home. There 

was also a low table, on which stood a pile of plates and some small bowls, presumably for 

holding food or drink. There were no pictures on the walls, no ornaments, no hangings or 

drapes except for the two plain hangings over the archways in the front wall, no books, not 

even a clock. To his left, next to the wall between two windows there was a grey slab, about 

the size of his great-aunt’s coffee table, which seemed to hover above the floor at about 

coffee-table level, and which had a rippled upper surface with lights moving across it – an 

effect of the sunlight, perhaps, thought Soba. He wondered what it was – the top surface 

looked too uneven for a coffee table, and he couldn’t see its legs. Surely it couldn’t really be 

floating? 

There was a rustling noise above him, and Soba looked up. Overhead was a white bird, like 

a dove, apparently sitting on thin air. After a moment he realised that in fact the roof was 

made of a clear substance, and the bird was sitting on it. It ruffled its feathers, and then began 

to coo, exactly like a dove at home, thought Soba. He stared at it for a moment, then 

remembered his manners and looked back at Yaro and his mother, and Graham Bradley, who 

were awaiting his reaction to the room. 

‘Do you like it?’ said Yaro. ‘It’s a very modern house. T’omba and my ancestors designed 

and built it.’ 

‘Modern?’ said Soba. ‘How old is it?’ 

‘Only two thousand years old.’ 

Soba goggled, and Gray said quickly: ‘Most dwellings on Thorion are thousands of years 

old. The oldest are carved out of the rock of the Sapphire Cape, where the Priestess and the 

Emperor live and the laboratories are, where Yaro works. That is on the other side of the 

mountain from here – over here the dwellings are not carved out of the rock but built on the 

surface or partly sunk into the ground.’ 

‘Are there many people living in this wood?’ asked Soba. 

‘A few hundred,’ said Yaro. ‘It’s densely populated.’ 

Soba thought of the city which was his home and said, ‘It’s quite different from where I 

live.’ 

‘Yes, your house is on top of other houses, making a hill of houses. It’s very ingenious,’ 

said Yaro. He was about to say more, but his mother interrupted him with a wave of her hand, 

beckoning Soba further into the room, gesturing to him to sit down on a cushion, and fetching 

him a bowl of liquid – cool water, Soba discovered when he set it to his lips. 

‘It’s from our own pool,’ said Yaro, gesturing to the pool in the room. ‘We have 

everything we need here. Our trees produce more fruit than we need, so we exchange them for 

bread. The doves live in that wall’ – gesturing towards the far end wall of the house – ‘and we 

take some of the eggs as rent. There is no nearby source of fish; we have to get it when we 

cross the mountain. But altogether it is a very good house. The T’omba were very happy 

here.’ He stopped, realising that Lord Greh was laughing at him, and picking up his thought: 

You sound as if you’re trying to sell him the house, Yaro. Shut up. He glowered at the dragon 

lord – just because they have great mental powers, these dragons think they know everything, 

he thought. 

The lovely human was looking around him again, as if astonished by the room. He gave 

him a mental nudge to speak his thoughts. ‘Do you live here alone?’ asked Soba, amazed that 

this vast room contained so little. 

‘At the moment there are only my mother and myself sleeping here,’ said Yaro. ‘My father 

is on Gustu with Lord Aoan, and two of my brothers are on Halleh with Lord Aoan’s forces. 

My second sister is on Abbaba and my third sister is working for the Emperor, as I do and my 
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mother. We are helping him to improve our resources, so that we can help rebuild the Empire. 

We are developing new fabrics which all the people can wear, not only the Sacred People.’ 

‘The Old Ones,’ translated Graham, and Soba nodded. ‘Like that?’ he asked, indicating 

Yaro’s tunic. 

‘Yes! Do you like it?’ 

Soba nodded. ‘It looks very cool,’ he said consideringly, ‘and it looks as if it doesn’t cling 

to the body in the heat, as so many fabrics do.’ 

‘No, it’s self-cooling. Tereah – my lab partner – and I want to sell it on all the planets. We 

are talking to Lord Greh’s partners on Earth and on Bessideh and Herluin. And Mum is 

studying plant diseases, for the Emperor. Lord Aoan brought back some plants from Abbaba 

which have been deformed by the conditions on the planet, and Mum is studying what is 

wrong and working out how to improve the plants so that they will grow strongly again. Look 

– I’ll show you.’ He got up, went to the grey coffee-table sized slab, and put a hand on to its 

upper surface. Soba watched, fascinated, as Yaro’s black hair rose off his shoulders, and 

lights ran up his arm and enveloped his head. Then the slab emitted a line of light across the 

room, and a 3-D image appeared in the centre of the floor: a little plant, its leaves distorted 

and bent. ‘This is what it should look like,’ said Yaro, and the picture changed to a tall, 

straight plant with long leaves and tall red flowers. Soba was astonished – clearly the slab was 

a transmitter of some sort. Was it the local equivalent of a telly-visual set? 

Yaro’s mother said something, and Yaro said, ‘Yes, that’s a good idea.’ He concentrated 

for a moment, and the image changed: Soba now saw two figures, half life-sized, standing in 

the middle of the room. Around them was sunlight and dappled shade – they had obviously 

been standing under a tree. They had their arms about each other and were laughing at the 

person who was ‘taking the picture,’ as the expression is. One was tall and slender and looked 

like Yaro’s mother – the other was shorter and dark and looked like Soba. 

‘The elephant and the mouse,’ said Yaro, and laughed. 

‘So that’s my ancestor?’ said Soba, staring in fascination at the image. It was so clear and 

bright that it could have been taken yesterday – the figures looked as real as himself and the 

others in the room with him. 

‘Aman T’omba,’ said Graham. ‘And the other is Jerehareh, later known as Jereh-ardeler, 

Jereh the-technician-who-married-a-human.’ 

‘Here’s another one,’ said Yaro, and the picture changed, to show the happy couple and 

their first child, sitting on the grass outside their house. Then they showed the happy couple 

playing with two children, then the children playing together, and a new baby. Then the 

children were older, with their parents, and so on. Soba reflected that perhaps all family 

photos are very similar, even when one of the parents is clearly from another planet. 

‘They had a large family,’ he said. 

‘Oh, it was a very good match,’ said Yaro. ‘We could have lots of children too.’ He gave 

Soba a broad, happy smile – he could feel the human’s energy field, so strong and varied – 

but for some reason the human was startled by his comment. Soba blinked, suddenly 

confused, and said, ‘Sorry – I thought you were a man.’ 

‘Oh, I’m predominately male. But I can grow my womb.’ Yaro turned to his mother and 

said a few words, and she nodded and pronounced a beautiful, fluid stream of words, of which 

Soba caught only the word ‘Ardeler’. He looked in bewilderment at Graham. 

‘The Old Ones – the Sacred People – aren’t sharply gendered,’ said Graham. ‘Some of the 

families are better able to swop genders than others, though. The Ardelers are all very mixed 

– Yaro can grow a womb if he wants a child. So can I, if it comes to that.’ 

‘And can his mother father a child?’ 

‘She could have done when she was younger, but the genders get more fixed with age,’ 

said Graham. 
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‘So what is she saying?’ 

‘She says that you’re a beautiful human and Yaro should marry you. You’ll note that 

they’ve forgotten that they have to ask you. Elephants are good at forgetting to ask people’s 

permission before they take over their lives.’ 

‘What should I do?’ asked Soba, desperately. 

‘Tell them you need a few days to think about it. Tell them you want to see the planet and 

have a holiday.’ 

Soba looked back at Yaro and his mother, about to say this, but they spoke first. Yaro’s 

mother said, very carefully: ‘How beautiful you are, Soba T’omba! We would like you to 

come and live here, and Yaro will be your loving partner.’ As she spoke, Graham nodded 

approval – at last she was realising the need to come down to the human’s level, to meet him 

halfway. Clearly Yaro was ‘feeding’ the language into his mother’s mind. It would take a 

while for her to be fluent, but in the meantime, it was an improvement. 

‘We’ll work together to help the Empire,’ said Yaro. ‘We’ll be so happy together! You 

have such a good electro-magnetic field, Soba. Do stay.’ 

‘He thinks of Earth as being part of the Empire,’ added Graham. ‘The electro-magnetic 

field is really important to us – we can sense it, like you can see and hear and smell and feel. 

You call it the “aura”. Yaro means that you fit in here really well, and he thinks you’ll be 

really good friends.’ 

‘Thanks,’ said Soba, ‘but I do have a good career on Earth, and my own flat, and good 

prospects there. I’d be very interested to look around here, but I’m not planning to stay.’ 

‘Stay with us for a few days,’ said Yaro. ‘I’ll show you around and introduce you to my 

friends.’ 

‘Do you want to bathe?’ asked Yaro’s mum. ‘The pool in here is for drinking, but for 

bathing there is a pool beyond the left arch.’ She pointed at the covered archway to the left of 

the front entrance. 

‘It’s normal for house guests to be offered a bathe,’ Graham explained to Soba, who was 

looking confused again. 

‘I don’t have a change of clothes,’ Soba reminded him, ‘or a toothbrush.’ 

Graham laughed. ‘I haven’t forgotten. Go and freshen up and I’ll get you some clothes.’ 

Yaro gestured to Soba to follow him, and led him to the left-hand archway, pushing the 

curtain to one side. Soba saw a small room with another curtain hung across it, this one 

rippling with crystal effect, different colours. Yaro lifted this aside and said, ‘leave your 

clothes out here, and I’ll fetch you clean ones, and your clothes will be cleaned.’ 

‘I’ll need a towel,’ Soba reminded him. 

‘It’s all in there,’ said Yaro, and gestured Soba beyond the second curtain. Soba, anxious to 

be alone for a few minutes to sort out his thoughts, went. 

 

He found himself in a larger room, which was, as he had expected, within the thickness of the 

wall. There were lighting panels built into the walls, so that the room was comfortably but not 

oppressively light. The walls were white marble, of course; the ceiling was the same. In front 

of him was a pool of water sunk into the floor, effectively a large sunken bath. Water ran into 

it at one end and out the other. He crouched down and put a hand into the water – it was 

comfortably warm but not hot. He began to take off his clothes, then bundled them up and 

pushed them the other side of the curtain, sat on the side of the pool and let his feet dangle 

into the water, before lowering himself in.  

The pool was about four feet deep, and not really large enough for swimming, although he 

could semi-swim from one end to the other. There was no soap, but the water seemed soft 

rather than hard, and so perhaps he didn’t need any. He tried floating on the water – splashing 

a little to remain on top of the water – and closed his eyes. What sort of mad house had he 
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come to? Graham Bradley seemed sane enough – when he had seen his picture in the journal 

and on the visual he’d assumed he was a human, and he certainly had a human name, but now 

he seemed to be one of these Old One aliens. He spoke their language and dressed like them. 

But he seemed to be looking out for Soba – he explained what the others meant and he 

stopped them pressurising him. He knew that Bradley was supposed to have a bloodthirsty 

band of bandits somewhere out in space, but he hoped that he’d hang around here for a while 

until he, Soba, had got back home to Earth. 

It was very pretty, what he’d seen of this planet (which admittedly wasn’t much), but the 

house was weird – all that space and hardly anything in it – and the Old Ones were definitely 

aliens. He remembered reading once in the weekend journal that the mythical Old Ones had 

been simply humans who had had a greater grasp of science and technology than we have 

now, and that the passing of time and imagination had ‘blown them up’ into monsters with 

long hair and fire-spitting fingers and eyes which could kill you. Then, when Great-aunt Miri 

had been talking about them earlier this evening they had sounded quite human and 

reasonable, and the story about T’omba had been a nice, happy-ending story. He had been 

fascinated and excited by the gift of the locutor. But when the alien – Yaro Hardeler – had 

actually appeared, he was so completely different – he definitely was not human, his body 

language was all wrong, he seemed to spark with energy, and Soba could swear that he could 

feel Yaro’s mind trying to force him, Soba, into staying with him on this planet. Yaro even 

wanted to marry him! And we’ve only just met, he thought sardonically. 

What was it with these aliens? Why are they so interested in me, in my family? What is so 

special about the T’ombas? Yaro came across space to find me – and as the Old Ones have 

only just got space travel back, from what the journals say, he must have come just as soon as 

he could get off the planet. What’s the big deal? Why do they want me so much? He knew 

from the images he had seen, projected by that big telly-visual slab of theirs, that they didn’t 

eat the T’ombas – they married them. They had children. They built up a dynasty. But, why? 

Yaro had talked about helping the Empire and being really happy, but it made no sense to 

Soba. How could Yaro tell? Surely he couldn’t tell just by looking at Soba that they would get 

on together really well. And he, Soba, didn’t feel that they would. He didn’t find the alien 

repellant, just scary. He felt as if he was caught up in a rushing torrent and couldn’t escape. 

‘I just want to go back home,’ he said aloud. What, are you afraid of an adventure? came 

the thought. ‘Yes,’ he said aloud, ‘I never wanted adventures.’ He just wanted his safe job in 

the government, his nice flat in the city, weekends with his mum and gran in the village. Oh, 

Soba, you can do so much more than that, came the thought again, but he brushed it away. I 

don’t want to do more. I’m happy in my job and I want to stay on Earth. Your great-aunt will 

be so disappointed in you, Soba. She was so pleased when I went to see her and told her that 

Yaro was looking for a partner – and then, all at once, he was not alone in the room any more: 

Graham Bradley was sitting on the edge of the pool, with his legs dangling in the water. Soba 

uttered an exclamation and moved away to the opposite side of the pool, but Graham just 

tossed back his hair and said, ‘Sorry, Soba. But I was listening to what you were thinking and 

I thought I’d better explain.’ 

Soba glowered at him, but Graham was unrepentant. ‘You need to know what’s going on 

before you commit yourself to anything. Listen. Last week Yaro met his first human and 

realised that everything his mum had told him about humans was true. So he decided to try to 

contact the T’ombas again and restore the old partnership between his family and yours.’ 

‘What is this partnership?’ demanded Soba. ‘I don’t understand why he’s so interested.’ 

‘It’s to do with your electro-magnetic fields,’ said Graham. ‘The energy which every living 

thing produces – the Sacred People, the Rhuaans, sense a creature’s electro-magnetic field, 

like you can hear and see and smell and touch. In fact, humans can sense them too, but not as 

clearly as we can. And for a relationship to work, your electro-magnetic fields need to be 
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complementary. When two people have well matched fields, they can share all their thoughts 

and energies and operate almost as one person – the two become more complete, more 

powerful, more successful, more efficient, they live life at a higher level – it’s hard to explain 

if you haven’t experienced it. My partner Faroan and I are perfectly matched and when we’re 

together it’s like being a superbeing – it’s glorious. Anyway, the Ardelers and the T’ombas 

are like that. You spark each other’s good qualities and complement and complete each other. 

An Ardeler without a T’omba is only half alive. Yaro’s mother, Emerean, knows this, but she 

has never been able to contact the T’ombas because the deep space communications relays 

were down.’ 

‘I knew it,’ said Soba. 

‘You were right. So now that the relays have been repaired and Yaro is old enough to find 

a partner, she’s been telling him he needs to contact the T’ombas. He ignored her until he met 

Sarah – she’s one of my officers on Bessiday. Then he fell head-over-heels in love and 

wanted to find his own human, that is, a T’omba. His mother gave him the locutor, and I 

helped him to get it working, and we tracked down your great-aunt. 

‘I took Yaro to see her last week and we had a long talk. She was really, really happy to 

see us, but she said she is too old to come to Thorion now. And I’m afraid she’s right – she is 

too old to have children, and really too old to adapt to life on a new planet. The food and the 

different bacteria and the slightly different light spectrum – it would all be too much for her 

body. So she showed us pictures of her family, and explained who you all are, and Yaro saw a 

picture of you and asked about you, and when he heard that you’re intelligent and successful 

and don’t have a partner he was very anxious to meet you. So your great-aunt set up the 

meeting.  

‘But she really didn’t know how to make her locutor work, you know. She had been trying 

for years to get it to work and never could, and even though I traced her through it, she still 

couldn’t get it to work. She didn’t know the song, you see. That was the other reason why I 

knew she wouldn’t get on with Yaro. She’d known the song when she was a little girl, but 

she’d forgotten it. You remembered it.’ Graham laughed, and splashed his legs a little in the 

water. ‘She’s lost the sense of wonder that she had as a child. But you still have it. That’s why 

I knew you’d get on well with Yaro.’ 

‘Get on well? I think he’s weird!’ 

‘You’ve only just met him. And he’s already in love with you and you hardly know him, 

and he’s trying so hard to make you like him. Give him some space, Soba. He really is 

younger than you in so many ways. But he’s full of energy and ideas and he’s already a very 

promising technician and I expect great things of him. He just needs a very special someone – 

and for the Ardelers, the very special someones are always T’ombas.’ 

Soba snorted. ‘That’s all right for you to say,’ he said. ‘You’re not millions of miles from 

home –’ 

‘Actually, I am,’ said Graham. ‘Actually, I’ve left home and don’t have a home just now.’ 

Suddenly, Soba felt a stab of bleakness, as if a crack had opened in the wall and a bitterly cold 

wind had blown into his warm heart. ‘Thorion isn’t my home – my partner Faroan lives here, 

that’s all.’ 

‘So where is your home?’ asked Soba, suddenly sympathetic. He realised that he knew 

hardly anything about this human bandit-cum-alien. 

‘I’m from Leicester in England,’ said Graham, ‘but I had to leave home – family problems 

– and I don’t really have a home now. Just various places to doss.’ He suddenly remembered 

his friend Mick’s voice, the day he decided he had to leave Earth: ‘Somewhere to doss? I’m 

insulted, mate … You can have our spare room for two nights.’ And Paul the publican: ‘Don’t 

dare talk of dossing. Not in my pub.’ I need to go back to Leicester, he thought. I need to see 
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Mick, and I need to see Mum. For a moment, the pain showed in his face – he covered it as 

quickly as he thought of it, but Soba had seen it. 

‘People need homes,’ he said. It was one of the catchphrases of his boss, the government 

minister, but he had always thought of it as buildings to live in, not special places which you 

call your own. 

‘Homes are a luxury,’ said Graham. ‘I’m building an empire – I can’t stay anywhere for 

long just now. But they say home is where the heart is – for the Ardelers, home is anywhere 

there’s a T’omba. Have you ever met a person who made you feel like that?’ 

Soba shook his head. ‘I’m still waiting to meet that special person,’ he said. It was what he 

said every time that a relative asked him at a family event: ‘Not married yet, Soba? Surely 

you’ve got a good job and a home – where’s the woman, Soba?’ 

Graham smiled bitterly. ‘She’s here,’ he said – and Soba jumped, not expecting Graham to 

read his mind. ‘She’s gone to pick singing-tree berries to activate her womb. She’s waiting for 

you to come out of the bath so that she can tell you how much she adores you and make your 

life heavenly. I think you’d better go out and find her.’ 

Soba sighed, looked up at the ceiling, then said, ‘Is there a towel?’ 

‘I’ll pass it to you,’ said Graham, standing up and walking to the doorway, leaving wet 

footprints on the tiled floor. ‘There’s also a wrap-round robe, made by Yaro’s own sweet 

computer-programme.’ He reached round the curtain and picked up the towel, then – seeing 

that Soba was never going to get out of the water while he was there – placed it carefully on 

the floor, and withdrew. 

Soba got out of the bath and rubbed himself down. Bradley had left him badly shaken – 

there was something very poignant about him, as well as his simple attractive personality and 

liveliness – something that made you want to help him and oblige him. I suppose it’s 

charisma, thought Soba. All successful political leaders have it, and Bradley is being pretty 

successful by all accounts, so of course he’ll have it in shovel-loads. But he wasn’t sure about 

that vulnerability – it didn’t ring true with his idea of bandit leaders. He didn’t think it was put 

on, either – but clearly Bradley was not your normal run-of-the-battlefield bandit. Soba 

realised that he trusted the man (alien? No, he was definitely human, even though he looked 

like an alien), and that, because Bradley had appealed to his better nature and won him round, 

he was going to give Yaro a chance. He realised that he should be angry with himself and 

refuse to co-operate with the aliens, but also that his heart had been touched and he was 

prepared to give it a go. He wrapped the towel about himself, reached round the curtain and 

found the wrap-round robe and put it on, then walked out of the bathroom with squared 

shoulders and straight back. He was going to face this like a man, he told himself. 

 

He needn’t have worried. In fact the evening was very pleasant. Yaro had indeed brought 

back a handful of red berries, which he mixed up with fruit juice and turned into a very 

pleasant drink for the two of them – Graham and Yaro’s mum didn’t have any. ‘It’s a special 

friends’ drink,’ as Emerean put it. Yaro got the grey slab to produce some very pleasant, 

gentle music, which wasn’t quite like music at home but was soothing and created a pleasing 

ambiance. As the sun set outside, the inner walls of the Ardelers’ home began to glow – 

Emerean explained that they stored the light of the sun like a battery, and released it after dark 

– and the windows and roof became black, to keep the light in and not disturb the night life 

outside in the wood. Emerean served a meal of hot, spicy vegetable soup with flat bread; Yaro 

and Soba washed up afterwards. Yaro showed Soba how to use the grey slab, and Soba 

discovered to his astonishment that it was actually a computer, which communicated directly 

with the mind of the user, via the user’s hands. ‘Through this, you have access to all the 

knowledge of the Sacred People,’ said Yaro, ‘but you have to learn how to find your way 

around it.’ Soba found it very strange to use a device which did not have a screen or any 
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linguistic imput, but which operated only on thought, like an extension of his own body. It 

would take some getting used to, he thought. So he and Yaro sat together by the slab, 

practising the exchange of ideas through the computer, and digging old jokes out of its 

memory banks. Then Yaro found an old film in the computer’s memory which he had 

forgotten about – an adventure story set in a distant part of Thorion. He set up the computer to 

project it as a 3D image into the room, and they all four sat down to watch it. 

When the film was over, Emerean made warm drinks, and piled up cushions to sleep on, 

and Yaro showed Soba how to use the lavatory facilities (through the archway to the right of 

the entrance), and Soba discovered that he didn’t need a toothbrush – it was enough to swill 

out his mouth under fresh running water. He lay down to sleep on a pile of cushions, and Yaro 

flung a blanket of glimmering cloth over him. He slept like a log all night. 

The following morning, he woke with the sun, shining through the tall windows at the 

break of day. He bathed in the pool – ate a breakfast of flat bread and fruit – dressed in his 

own clothes, cleaned and freshened since yesterday (he did not know how, and did not ask), 

and went out with Yaro to explore the area, leaving Graham and Emerean behind at the house. 

Emerean said anxiously to Greh, as she waved them goodbye: ‘Do you think that it will be 

all right? I do worry about Yaro. He’s so sensitive. I’d hate him to be hurt.’ 

‘I think he’ll be OK,’ said Greh. ‘He’s handling Soba well. He only needs to let his 

sensitivity come through, and Soba will stop feeling threatened and feel protective.’ 

 

Afterwards, Soba didn’t know how it happened. They walked and walked, and rested on the 

hill top in the sun, and found a pool and stripped off and bathed because it was warm, and 

splashed in the water like children – that much he remembered. He could remember Yaro 

looking at him very coyly, and smiling very sweetly, and he remembered thinking that Yaro 

could look like a girl when he wanted. And he remembered Yaro had brought some of that 

fruity berry drink with him in a bottle which hung from his belt by a clip – very useful for 

walking, and in fact Soba’s elder brother had a water bottle very similar to that – and he 

picked another bunch of the berries and put them in the bottle and shook it up well, and gave 

it to Soba to drink, and then drank some himself, and they walked on a little way and rested in 

the shade of some trees, and Soba felt very tired and lay down on his back, and Yaro sat up 

and sang a little song, and stroked Soba’s hair – and Soba, for no reason he could remember, 

didn’t stop him.  

He thought he might have gone to sleep, but he remembered a beautiful girl stroking his 

face and body, and taking her in his arms, and at the time he knew who it was, only 

afterwards he couldn’t remember. He’d never made love to a girl before, but she just claimed 

him and said he was her man, and at that moment he knew he was, and that she had every 

right to ask him, and so he accepted her and made love to her. Afterwards he vaguely 

remembered romping about the place and generally acting like kids and really enjoying 

himself. And then he slept for a while, and when he woke up it was getting cooler, and Yaro 

was stretching and saying ‘We’d better get back home, Mum will wonder where we are,’ and 

he got up and put an arm around his waist – again, for no reason he could think of, he just did 

it – and Yaro put an arm around his shoulders, and they walked back like that.  

When they got back to the Ardeler’s house, Yaro’s Mum was clearly a bit anxious about 

them, but mums are like that. She was very glad to see them, and a meal was already ready – 

she said something about ‘Lord Greh did the cooking,’ and Soba just accepted that she meant 

Graham Bradley, and that it was quite normal for bandit kings to do the cooking. So he 

enjoyed the meal, and he and Yaro washed up, and then they mucked about with the computer 

again, and found another film to watch – this was an old one from Earth, which the T’ombas 

had brought. And then it was late, and they had a warm drink and went to bed. Yaro lay down 

with him under the blanket, and they fell asleep together. 
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And that, it seemed, was that. The following morning, they were an accepted partnership; it 

was simply assumed that he was staying. There was no ceremony, no fuss – it just was. He 

asked himself how, and why, and told himself he should do something about it – he had a 

career to get back to, a flat to look after – but it seemed to him that to stop it would require 

enormous effort, and he wasn’t really sure that he wanted to. Yaro was very pleasant 

company, and if he looked at him very carefully – and out of the corner of his eyes – he could 

see that Yaro was the beautiful girl who had turned up yesterday. Then he knew why he’d 

never found that special girl at home – she had been here all the time, on Thorion. When he’d 

realised that, there didn’t seem to be any point in trying to stop it; he just had to admit to 

himself that he was happy, and give in to it. So he did. 

Graham Bradley left that morning, saying that he had to go to pick up some friends from 

Cray, ‘and then I’ll go and check up with your great aunt, and let your boss know that you’re 

off-planet. Can I tell him you’ve got married? He may want to keep your job open for you – 

or he may have other plans for you. It isn’t every African republic which has a diplomatic 

presence on Thorion.’ 

Soba had to laugh at the thought of the government minister trying to screw some 

advantage for himself out of this – and probably trying to claim credit for it, too. ‘Yes, tell 

him,’ he said. ‘Why not? If he wants to keep paying me, I’m happy to keep taking the 

money.’ 

‘If he keeps paying you, you’ll be able to keep the flat,’ said Graham, seriously. ‘That 

could be useful. You’ll need a base to work out of to market the heru fabric. Your great-aunt 

was very interested in it, but her flat is too small to use as an office.’ 

Of course, Soba realised: with her background in biochemicals, Great aunt Miri must have 

been delighted by the prospect of marketing Yaro’s new improved fabric. 

‘One more thing,’ said Graham, and held out his right hand towards Soba, tightly clenched 

– then turned it over and opened his fist, and Soba saw the two locutors lying there, still 

joined together. Graham took them in his left hand and separated them, and handed one to 

Soba. 

‘This is for you and Yaro,’ he said. ‘I’ll give the other one to your great-aunt.’ 

‘Make sure you teach her the song,’ said Yaro, who had come up behind Soba and put his 

arms about him, kissing his ear from behind. Soba leaned back against him – he was warm 

and affectionate and good to be with, he thought. 

‘Yes. Then you can contact your family easily. If you want me, or you need to get to Earth 

quickly, call me.’ 

‘The Lord Emperor can get to Earth too,’ said Yaro. ‘He was telling me and Tereah.’ 

‘He can get to Bessideh,’ said Graham. ‘He hasn’t been to Earth yet, so he has only my and 

Aoan’s images of the place to focus on. It would be better to call me, Yaro. Also, the Priestess 

doesn’t know he can transport yet, and I’m not sure she’ll be happy, so we’re keeping it 

quiet.’ 

Yaro gave a ‘Oh, we can handle her,’ toss of the head – Soba could sense it, even though 

he couldn’t see it, as Yaro was standing behind him. 

‘Perhaps. Be careful. She’s very determined, and I’m not sure what she will think of my 

new improved Empire. I haven’t told her what I’m doing, yet.’ 

‘Letting the other races elect representatives to advise the governor,’ said Yaro. ‘Inter-race 

partnerships …’ 

‘Humans on Thorion. Yes, it’s all quite revolutionary for her. There haven’t been any 

humans here since the last T’omba died, and the priestesses have always been anxious about 

inter-race partnerships. They think it dilutes the sacred blood. Actually it just spreads it about 

more widely, and the sacred blood is so strong that it always dominates in any partnership, so 
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all your children will be Rhuaans even though Soba is father. As for letting anyone other than 

the Sacred People have a voice in government …’ 

‘Electing representatives?’ Soba had realised what Graham had just said. ‘But that’s – 

that’s democracy! We studied it in History class at school. Do you realise that once all the 

national presidents on Earth were elected by the people? And they all had elected assemblies 

to advise them. Can you imagine what that was like?’ 

‘No,’ said Graham, ‘but I’m looking forward to finding out. The Priestess is going to hate 

it. But we won’t tell her until it’s too late for her to stop it.’ 

‘Are you going to restore democracy to Earth?’ demanded Soba. 

‘Eventually,’ said Graham. ‘I’m going to start with Bessideh. We need to practise on a 

small population first.’ 

‘I thought Bessiday was the same size as Earth?’ 

‘The planet is the same size, but the population was reduced by half during the war, and 

it’s been reduced further by plague and famine. Anyway, I’ve started the ball rolling and I’m 

keeping an eye on it. Meanwhile, Soba, I’ll check up with your boss if he has any work for 

you here – and I’m sure Yaro and Emerean will keep you busy. I’ll see you soon. Look after 

yourself.’ Then he reached forward and gave Soba a kiss on each cheek, in what Soba’s mum 

always said was ‘Italian-style,’ and then kissed Yaro and Emerean, said, ‘See you soon,’ to all 

of them, and vanished in a flash of light. 

Suddenly, Soba felt bereft. But Yaro, who had felt that feeling before when Lord Greh 

vanished, pulled himself together quickly. 

‘Let’s go over to the labs and find Tereah,’ he said. ‘She’s busy with the coloration and 

she’ll want our help. Mum, are you coming?’ – and he hussled them all about, keeping them 

busy so that they wouldn’t mope over Lord Greh’s absence. 

Dragon lords! thought Yaro, demi-gods and don’t they know it! They make us all love 

them and weep over them when they’ve gone. Well, we may weep, but we can go on living 

too, and Soba and I have got each other now, and Mum’s really happy that a T’omba is back, 

and so we don’t need to weep any more. 

Emerean packed up a meal for them – fruit and flat bread, which they would share with 

Tereah at the labs, while Tereah would share whatever she had brought from home with them 

– and they walked over the hill to the labs, arriving in the middle of the morning. Tereah was 

hard at work, mixing colorations, and looked up briefly as they entered to say, ‘About time! 

Where have you been?’ 

‘I’ve found Soba T’omba,’ said Yaro at once, in Rhuaan, and then, to Soba: ‘This is 

Tereah, my colleague here. We developed the new heru formula together.’ 

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Soba to the tall, willowy Rhuaan woman. Tereah’s face broke 

into a smile, and she came over to kiss his cheek and shake his hand. 

‘Soba! You are so cute!’ Soba managed to understand that much, then missed her next few 

words, then got: ‘I’m so glad you’re here. Yaro might work hard now,’ and she grinned 

mischievously at her colleague, who pretended to frown at her. 

‘Come and see the loom,’ said Yaro to Soba, and Emerean said, ‘I’ll be in the plant labs – 

come and find me at lunchtime,’ and left them. Yaro took Soba through to the next lab to see 

the loom, and showed him how they adjusted the weave, the ‘protection-factor’ of the cloth, 

and the colour, as well as other fine adjustments. He showed Soba samples, and began to 

explain the qualities of each style of cloth. Soba was interested – this could be a real hit at 

home, adaptable to hot, dry weather, hot, wet weather, and to the bitter cold of desert nights 

under an open sky. They discussed fabrics which repel water and repel dust, which filter out 

harmful solar rays and which keep off unpleasant life forms. Suddenly Soba felt – rather than 

heard – a yelp of warning from Tereah, and Yaro looked up and said, ‘Flame.’ Into the room 

came a tall, slender woman with long black hair and a long sky-blue dress. Soba was 
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particularly struck by its length, because so far both the women he had seen wore knee-length 

tunics. She looked cool and elegant, and walked with authority. She smiled at Yaro, who 

ducked his head in a half-bow, and then at Soba, who copied Yaro. 

‘Well, Yaro?’ she said. ‘This must be T’omba, because I never saw an Ardeler with any 

human other than T’omba. Won’t you introduce me?’ 

‘This is Soba T’omba,’ said Yaro, ‘my husband; he came from Earth a few days ago. Lord 

Greh helped me find him.’ 

‘That’s good,’ said the woman. ‘The Ardelers need the T’ombas to make them complete. 

Aren’t you going to tell him who I am?’ 

Yaro’s face showed his annoyance at being wrong-footed. ‘This is the Priestess of the 

Sacred Flame,’ he said to Soba. 

‘Pleased to meet you, ma’am,’ said Soba, who had decided that she must be effectively the 

queen of the planet. 

‘I am glad that you’ve come,’ she said, ‘you’ll help to balance the Ardelers, who have been 

very unhappy since the last T’omba died. Thorion needs balance. At present I fear that many 

of the young people are not balanced and seeking to unbalance us further – if you make Yaro 

happy, that will be a great step forward.’ She smiled at him. ‘I hope you will be happy with 

us,’ she said, and walked out of the room again. 

Soba felt Yaro relax. He opened his mouth, but Yaro shook his head, and went back to 

shuffling through samples. Soba understood: like Graham Bradley, the Priestess could hear 

thoughts from a distance. He must think of something else. He thought of the plum tree in his 

mother’s garden, heavy with purple plums …  

After a while, Yaro said, ‘I think she’s out of range.’ 

‘Who is she?’ asked Soba. 

‘I told you – she’s the Priestess.’ 

‘Yes, but what does she do?’ 

‘She heals people. At the moment she’s obsessed with healing the planet. She’s got it into 

her head that it was the lack of balance on Thorion, caused by the Emperor’s wars, which led 

to the Great War and the loss of the Empire. As soon as Lord Aoan came back and the 

Emperor awoke, she started fussing about the lack of balance on the planet. It had never 

bothered her before. No one else had noticed.’ 

‘The Great War? How old is she?’ 

‘About two hundred – same as my Mum.’ 

‘So she doesn’t remember the Great War.’ 

‘Oh, no – but there will be records. Memories in the computer. I suppose I could find them 

if I looked, but I don’t go looking in that part of the memory – I’m not interested in the 

Priestess’s stuff.’ 

Soba considered. If the Priestess was going to upset Yaro, it occurred to him that it would 

be worth looking through the computer memory for the cause. But he could follow that up 

later. 

‘I thought priestesses served in temples,’ he said. 

‘Oh, we don’t have temples on Thorion. They say the whole planet is a temple, but that’s 

just being silly. We don’t have a temple because the Flame is in a cave, not in a temple.’ 

‘The Flame?’ 

Yaro looked at Soba as if he had just said something amazingly weird. ‘Yes. Don’t you 

have a Flame on Earth?’ 

‘I’ve never heard of one.’ 

‘Oh.’ Yaro was momentarily baffled. ‘It’s a blue flame, and it burns without fuel. It 

represents God’s spirit among us. There is one in every temple throughout the Empire.’ 

‘But there isn’t any Empire now,’ Soba reminded him. 
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‘All right – there used to be one. The one on Thorion burns in a cave in the Sapphire Cape. 

It’s called the Sapphire Cape because the rock is a shade of dark blue. In fact we’re under it 

now,’ Yaro added, pointing upwards. ‘In ancient times, the Sacred People carved out caves to 

live in, and the Flame spontaneously lit as a sign of God’s presence. At least, that’s the story.’ 

‘Do you believe it?’ asked Soba. 

‘I don’t know. The Flame is there, anyway – I’ve seen it. And it’s hot.’ 

‘So does the Priestess worship the Flame?’ 

Yaro gave him another loving, exasperated look. ‘No! She reads it.’ 

‘Pardon?’ 

‘She reads it. She analyses it.’ 

‘How does she analyse a flame?’ 

‘She watches it and assesses how it’s burning. That tells her what is happening in the 

galaxy.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘I don’t know! It’s just a myth. It’s what she does. I don’t know how she does it or whether 

it works. She just sits up there in her cave for so many hours each day, watching the Flame, 

and the rest of the time she is in her laboratories devising new healing methods, or teaching 

her acolytes how to weave webs of peace.’ 

His tone was so disgusted that Soba had to laugh. ‘What does that mean?’ he asked. 

‘They sit in a circle and touch hands and hair, and let their energy flow out around the 

circle, then when they have enough they let it flow out to surround the planet and restore its 

balance. At least, that’s what they claim. But the more they do it, the more the Lord Emperor 

gets annoyed with the Priestess. He says she should be sending her acolytes out to help Lord 

Aoan and Lord Greh rebuild the Empire, not have them sitting about in a cave here 

meditating. Then he and the Priestess shout at each other, and the Priestess says that all the 

balances of the planet are upset.’ 

Soba considered this. ‘What does the Emperor do?’ he asked. ‘Does he have government 

ministers, like the Federal governor on Earth?’ 

‘No. Every morning he sits in the assembly hall, which is further up the hill from here, and 

hears complaints and disputes and settles them. When the weather is good he sits outside in 

the sunshine, which is much better. And then he holds a meeting session, when he talks to the 

people who have responsibilities – the engineers who build spaceships for Lord Aoan and 

other technological devices like the interstellar communications network, and we technicians 

here in the labs who are developing new scientific processes, and the teachers who teach the 

young people, and those responsible for looking after the forests and the watercourses and the 

meadows and the hills and the wildlife and the seas and so on. It’s a different group every 

day. And in the afternoon he goes out to see where they work and talks to them and discusses 

the best way to do things, or how things can be improved. And he holds meetings about how 

to change things so that the Empire can be better run when it’s restored again. Then the 

Priestess says he is trying to push things out of balance, and that the planet was better when 

he was asleep. But I think she’s just jealous.’ 

‘Jealous?’ 

‘While Lord Aoan was away, the Emperor was asleep, waiting for her to come back. So 

the Priestess could do exactly what she liked and no one could argue with her. Now she’s 

back and the Emperor’s awake, everything is changing and she isn’t the only one in charge. 

She doesn’t like it.’ 

Soba nodded. He could understand her point of view, but he thought she was wrong. 

Surely scientific advance was important, and it was vital to avoid another Great War? 

‘There’s another thing,’ said Yaro. ‘She was very nice to you just now, but she doesn’t 

really think that the other races are important except insofar as they serve the Sacred People. 
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She won’t want to give them rights or let them choose representative assemblies. So the Lord 

Emperor says that she mustn’t be told about them, because she’ll only cause even more 

trouble.’ 

‘Can’t he choose a new priestess?’ asked Soba. 

Yaro looked shocked. ‘Priestesses are born, not made,’ he said. ‘Each one is the daughter 

of the one before.’ 

‘So does the Priestess have a daughter?’ asked Soba. 

‘Not yet. She needs a dragon-lord to father it, and there are hardly any left. At the moment 

there are only three – Lord Aoan, Lord Faroan, Lord Greh – and herself. The others have died. 

And I don’t think she wants any of them as a father. So I don’t know what will happen.’ 

‘What is a dragon-lord?’ asked Soba. 

Yaro shrugged. ‘They have special powers. They have more powerful minds than the rest 

of us, and they can make the powerplants which power our spaceships.’ 

Soba nodded. That made sense – so the Priestess and Graham Bradley, a.k.a. Lord Greh, 

could hear his thoughts from a distance, but Yaro couldn’t – or rather, not from so far away. 

He thought a little about what Yaro had told him – the return of the General and the Emperor, 

who held public meetings and talked to people about how to change things for the better. How 

different from the President at home … ‘You’ve seen a lot of changes here,’ he said. 

Yaro’s face lit up. ‘Yes!’ he said. ‘It’s so exciting. Now the Emperor is awake, we are a 

sacred people again. We’ll be able to rule the galaxy again, but much better this time. The 

Emperor started this fabric project, which is really great. And now you’ve come, darling, I’m 

so happy –’ 

Soba gave him a hug, and Yaro kissed him warmly; and they forgot about the rest of the 

world, and concentrated on each other. 

 

Gray stepped through space to Cray, where he had left Ray and Carl in discussion with 

various members of the Imperial administration – such as it was. The governor was one of 

Aoan’s military officers, supported by a couple of dozen of Aoan’s troops – Rhuaans from 

Thorion, Marys and humans from Herluin, and Gustu from Herluin and Mithidry. There were 

also some local troops under local officers – humans and Gustu – who had accepted Imperial 

authority as long as they were paid, which they had generally not been under the Federal 

regime. Then there were merchants who had trading links with Herluin, Gustu and Earth and 

who were expanding their trade in the three Federal sectors using Gray’s new space freighters. 

They were happy with the new regime as long as it enabled them to market their goods more 

efficiently. Last but not least, there were also large retailers on Cray who were making the 

most of the wider range of luxury goods which were coming to Cray on Gray’s freighters, at 

lower prices than hitherto. All these people supported the new regime. The rest of the 

population, Gray reckoned, didn’t care who ran the government provided taxes were low and 

they could eat, drink, stay healthy and find a good night out on Saturday night. 

Carl’s task in Cray City had been to travel around talking to people (technicians, owners of 

factories which made technical devices, business leaders, traders, media people and owners of 

journals) about communications systems, and discuss what was needed and what was 

possible. This was going well, and it looked as if an interstellar caller system could be opened 

up to the general public within the (Imperial) year. Ray’s task had been to discuss interstellar 

shipping requirements, and again people – companies shipping freight, commercial travellers, 

business passengers and those travelling for leisure – were generally happy with what they 

now had and very interested in Ray’s descriptions of what could be possible in the near 

future. But – as he had found on Herluin – the real problem was on-planet transport. On 

Herluin, most of the population lived in and around Herluin; the rest of the planet was home 

only to native, non-technological species and to the Mary workshops where spaceships were 



 131 

constructed. So although there was a problem in getting material to and from the Marys 

workshops, the Marys had worked out their own systems in on-planet air transport, which met 

their needs. Cray, however, had several large cities on different landmasses, and no quick, 

safe means of transportation between them. Customs barriers, bandits and simple under-

maintenance of roads had made cross-planet transportation expensive and risky. 

‘They need a cheap form of on-planet air transport,’ Ray told Gray, ‘something like the 

Marys use, but able to carry a wider variety of freight.’ 

Gray opened his mouth to agree, then had a second thought. ‘What are the main products 

to be carried?’ he asked. 

‘Anything. Grain, tinned food, pottery, coal …’ 

‘Pottery?’ 

‘There’s some very pretty things produced in the south – in Aransway. I’d like to send 

some home to my sister on Trer.’ 

‘OK,’ said Gray. ‘Bulky material, some of it fragile, some just very bulky, but not 

perishable.’ 

Ray considered. ‘That’s true,’ he admitted. 

On Thorion, Gray would have reached for the computer and projected an image of the 

planet – on Herluin, Miss Mee had some very neat hand-held technology knocked up by the 

Marys, which could have produced a map of the planet in his hand. Here on Cray, things were 

less ‘fancy’, as the locals put it. Gray got up, went to the nearest shelf in the office Ray was 

using in the old governor’s building, and got down a Cray planetary atlas,which he opened 

across Ray’s desk. 

They bent over it. ‘So, where is this freight coming from and where is it going?’ asked 

Gray, and Ray showed him, tracing routes of trade across the pages. He also pointed out 

where the problem roads were. Gray noticed something. 

‘This atlas doesn’t show roads,’ he said. ‘Those black lines – 

‘They’re redundant,’ said Ray. ‘I asked about those. Some sort of trace – called railways.’ 

Gray knew what the trace was – it was a Trerian form of transport, a vehicle on a monorail, 

highly dangerous to judge from his own brief experience of it. He shook his head. 

‘A railway is different from a trace,’ he said. ‘There are two tracks, so the vehicle hardly 

ever falls off. And they have lots of safely features. Are you sure they’re redundant? The ones 

on Earth are still running.’ 

‘The people I spoke to from Trans-Continental Freight said they’re redundant,’ persisted 

Ray. 

‘They run road vehicles, yes?’ 

‘Yes. They say the planet needs investment in roads –’ 

Gray reached for the caller on the desk, and called up the governor. ‘Billee? It’s Greh. 

Who runs the railways? Well, I suppose that makes sense. How can I get in touch with them? 

I want to make them an offer they can’t refuse.’ 

‘Listen, Gray,’ said Ray earnestly as the other put down the caller handset and looked back 

at the atlas, ‘the people on the ground say they need roads.’ 

‘They’ll get roads. But they’ll get railways first. Tell them they can invest in railways, and 

then I’ll invest in roads.’ Gray’s finger ran across the map from Aransway in Medesung in the 

southern hemisphere, up to Yungstown in the northern hemisphere, a mere 100 miles from 

Cray. ‘And ships. We need freight liners that run over the water, rather than through space. 

What is the road like between Yungstown and here? 

‘It’s terrible. There are three bridges and they’re all down. On the railway too.’ 

‘There’s a river,’ said Gray, thoughtfully. 

‘You’ll be telling me next that we should be walking on water,’ said Ray, annoyed with 

Gray for ignoring his advice on road transport. 
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‘Not exactly. Ships do a perfectly good job. But it seems to me that we have a good route 

between Yungstown and Cray already. All we need is ships with a shallow draught, that can 

travel up the river.’ Gray pondered, remembering the sunken barge in the river by Frog Island, 

which he used to see from the ’bus when he travelled in and out of Leicester. ‘There used to 

be boats like that on the river in Leicester, at home. They went down the River Soar to the 

Trent and carried freight down to the sea.’ This wasn’t strictly true, but Gray’s school 

teachers had not been experts on the history of canals. 

‘OK,’ said Ray crossly, ‘so you can go to Leicester and get some boat experts.’ 

‘I’ll get some railway experts too. I know where there are plenty – at Leicester North 

Station. Cheer up, Ray! I’m taking you and Carl to meet my mother.’ 
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8: Rain, Steam and Speed 

 

‘How’s it going, duck?’ Glenda Bradley asked her son, passing him a cup of tea. 

‘Wonderful, Mum,’ replied Graham. ‘I’ve got a publicity officer, now.’ 

‘Shiploads of tourists are going to Teren to look at the dig,’ said Ray eagerly. ‘It’s pretty 

impressive.’ 

‘They go to Oh Planet as well,’ said Carl, smiling at the thought. 

The three of them were sitting round Glenda Bradley’s lounge. Sophie Walker was 

crawling round the floor, and all four adults were keeping a watchful eye on her. At present 

she had stopped to play with a pile of soft alphabet bricks that Graham had brought her from 

Fairly planet. 

‘I think it’s incredible that people pay good money to visit Oh,’ Carl continued. ‘It’s just a 

lump of rock.’ 

‘It has grass,’ said Gray, ‘and trees and birds and even some wildlife.’ 

‘You,’ said Carl, laughing. 

Gray sipped his tea and forebore to retaliate. The tea was almost as good as Aimee’s on 

Teren. 

‘So why do they visit?’ asked Mrs Bradley. 

‘To see the base,’ explained Gray. 

‘To see Gray,’ said Ray. 

‘Except that I’m hardly ever there,’ said Gray. 

‘They see your living quarters,’ said Ray, ‘your bed – your blankets.’ 

‘They steal my blankets, Mum,’ said Gray, grimacing at the thought. ‘Can you believe it?’ 

‘They steal everything,’ said Ray. ‘It drives Errehn wild.’ 

‘He’s my second-in-command,’ explained Gray. 

‘They even took to stealing cutlery,’ said Carl. ‘Now Errehn has everyone frisked coming 

in and out of the base.’ 

‘They love it,’ said Ray. ‘They keep coming back. Peiriol said one woman had been ten 

times. She started bringing him things from Fairly.’ 

‘He’ll end up marrying her,’ said Carl cheerfully. 

‘Is there still a – a whadymaflip – a truce, duck?’ asked Mrs Bradley. 

‘Yes,’ said Gray. ‘It’s still holding. We’re quite happy with how things stand – we have 

good commercial contracts set up and with the tourist traffic as well we’re making a good 

income. The Federal government seems to think that they’re well rid of sectors one to six, so 

they’re in no hurry to attack us.’ 

‘Earth’s government doesn’t seem to think so,’ said Glenda Bradley. 

‘You aren’t short of anything, are you, Mum?’ asked Gray anxiously. 

‘No, duck. In fact the shops are full of things,’ his mother assured him. ‘But I am sorry, 

you know, you have to go to so much trouble to get things past the import regulations – oh, 

Sophie, duck! Don’t go near that fireguard!’ 

Carl leapt forward and pulled the baby back from the fireguard just in time, before she 

pulled it over on to herself. 

‘Susie’s coming to tea this afternoon, duck,’ said Glenda to her son as soon as she was 

certain that her grand daughter was safe. ‘Are you staying?’ 

Gray glanced at his two companions. ‘If we may,’ he said quietly. ‘I haven’t seen Susie 

since the day I set off for Kimball’s Kiss.’ 

‘Andy calls it “the Voyage of Destiny”,’ mused Ray aloud. 

Carl smiled. He was now sitting on the carpet, holding up bricks to the crawling Sophie, 

and making her giggle. 
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‘Andy’s my publicity officer,’ explained Gray to his mother. ‘I met him on the Talmark on 

the voyage to Kimball’s Kiss.’ 

‘He’s vehr-y romantic,’ intoned Ray, imitating Andy’s mid-American accent. His own 

accent was pure Trerian, and Glenda found it hard to follow. 

Carl laughed a little. He was never sure what to make of Gray’s relationship with the 

moody American. Andy called Gray ‘my buddy Gray,’ but so far as Carl could tell this only 

meant that they had spent a lot of time on the Talmark drunk together. Andy had no idea and 

did not want to know about Gray’s sexual activities, which meant that everything he issued to 

the fanzines was sex-free. This formed a useful counterweight to everyone else’s image of 

Gray, formed through Aversham’s catalogue.  

Andy presented Gray as a sensible, clever, well-balanced ‘guy,’ as he called him (whatever 

a ‘guy’ is, thought Carl; it is not a word used in the Federal sectors), cautious, from a deprived 

background, who had got where he was through a combination of luck, hard work and the 

favour of the gorgeous and powerful General Aoan. Carl was also unsure about Andy’s view 

of General Aoan: he seemed to admire her tremendously without having ever set eyes on her. 

Carl had never heard of the Gustu visual of Aoan’s ancient deeds on Gustu, did not know that 

Andy and Gray had seen it while they were on the Talmark, and did not know that Andy had 

subsequently obtained his own copy from Anja, spent a lot of time watching it and fancied 

Lord Aoan like mad. Carl could not have known any of this, for Andy never admitted to any 

of it. 

‘If you’re staying, duck,’ said Glenda to her son, ‘I’d be glad of a hand with tea.’ 

‘Of course, Mum,’ said Gray. ‘But there are a few jobs to do in the garden, too.’ 

‘I can do that,’ said Ray at once. ‘I need the fresh air.’ 

‘I’ll amuse Sophie,’ said Carl. He was occupied in piling up bricks and letting Sophie 

knock them down, which she did with peals of delighted laughter, echoed by Carl. 

‘That’s fine, then,’ said Glenda. She had been a little uncertain of Graham’s friends when 

he had turned up with them this afternoon. He had introduced them as Ray and Carl, and said 

they were his friends and worked for him, and they had both smiled pleasantly and shaken her 

hand warmly and said how nice it was to meet her, and they had brought her a flower in a pot 

– something lovely and exotic from far away, which should only be watered on the leaves and 

never on the root, and sprinkled with vinegar once a month because it needed the acid. They 

had both been almost – well – too good to be true. She was aware that they were on their very 

best behaviour, and she felt that the moment she was out of the room they would be throwing 

mud at each other or scrapping – fighting – like school kids. 

But in fact they seemed intelligent and pleasant and thoughtful, and loved Sophie. She was 

always glad to have someone else to play with Sophie; she found it rather a strain, having the 

child for twelve hours a day. ‘Of course she’s a dear,’ she told her friends, ‘but I see more of 

her than her parents do. If Graham didn’t come and take her off my hands occasionally, I’d go 

round the bend.’ 

She never mentioned to anyone that Julie never paid her a penny for looking after Sophie, 

although she did buy her nappies, other consumables and food. Glenda had all the costs of 

washing and cleaning for Sophie, and had her twelve hours a day, every day except Sundays. 

But Graham came every week and played with her, changed her, looked after her; and now 

perhaps there would be his friends as well, and Glenda could have a little more time to 

herself. She and Jon could even take up cycling during the week again. She had lost all her 

social life, having Sophie to look after. 

Gray knew very well why Julie was behaving as she was. She bitterly resented her 

mother’s new-found freedom, her cycle rides with Uncle Jon, her newly-repaired house, her 

gorgeous son – whom Julie had never yet seen since his return and had gone to great lengths 

to avoid. She and her husband David had even moved out of her mum’s house into their own 
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flat so that they didn’t have to meet the young terrorist. Julie was sure it was Graham who had 

put his mum up to all her new, wild behaviour. So she had got her revenge by dumping her 

baby daughter on her mother – she knew that her mother could hardly refuse – and it would 

put an end to her mother’s ‘wild’ living. 

But not entirely. When Graham came, Glenda Bradley had a little freedom. She could go 

out, shop, see friends and Graham would take care of Sophie. And today he had brought his 

friends, and his friends loved Sophie too. So perhaps she would be able to leave them with 

Sophie and escape a little more. 

And she always had Sundays, of course. She went to St Aidan’s for the early morning 

service with Jon, and as there was nowhere for babies at that service, Julie and David did not 

go – then, straight after the service and without going home, she and Jon went off cycling. So 

Julie had no opportunity to leave Sophie with her on Sundays. 

Now Ray went outside to tidy the back garden, while Carl played with Sophie. In due 

course he realised that she smelt terrible, and carried her upstairs to the bathroom to change 

her nappy. He had never done this before and had no idea what to do, but anything Gray could 

do, he could try to do … 

Eventually, he sorted it out. 

Gray went into the kitchen with his mother to chop and peel and wash and put together a 

meat and potato pie. He himself would be careful to eat only the potato and pass Carl the meat 

– since he became a Rhuaan, he found meat indigestible. While he and his mother worked, 

they chatted: about Jon’s part-time job down at the Do-it-yourself shop, about the recent fair 

in Abbey Park, about the latest line of light bulbs from the planet of Gustu. 

Then the back door opened, and a familiar voice said: ‘Mum? Who’s the new gardener?’ 

‘Susie, duck,’ called Mrs Bradley, ‘it’s one of Graham’s friends – Graham’s here.’ 

‘Graham?’ repeated Susie, blankly. She stepped over the threshold and dropped her bag on 

the kitchen floor, and staring at the tall, blond, beautiful youth who was standing by the sink 

washing up the chopping board. 

‘Hi, Susie,’ said Graham, smiling his lovely smile that could break a million hearts, ‘how 

are you?’ 

She stared. She goggled. She said, ‘You’re not Graham. Graham’s dead.’ 

Graham’s eyes opened wide: they were very black, and she knew that Graham had had 

grey eyes. His voice said: ‘Susie!’ in a reproachful tone, but it wasn’t Graham’s voice. He 

dried his hands on a towel and then laid his hands on her shoulders, but his touch was all 

wrong – it didn’t feel like her tatty, careless elder brother. It was a stranger, a total stranger … 

‘I’m not dead,’ the stranger said. ‘You got my postcard.’ He kissed her cheek – Graham had 

never kissed people. He just didn’t … 

‘The police said it was a forgery,’ she said in a flat, hostile tone. 

‘You know it wasn’t,’ he said. It sounded like a command – no one ever commanded her! 

She stood silent, staring hostilely at him. 

‘Susie, duck,’ exclaimed her mother, coming down the kitchen towards them, ‘don’t be so 

silly. Give your brother a kiss. Goodness knows it’s long enough since you’ve seen him. He’s 

come to see you before and you’ve not been here.’ 

‘No,’ said Susie quietly, ‘and I wouldn’t have come today if I’d known he was here.’ 

‘Susie!!’ exclaimed her mother in horror. 

Graham – or the person who called himself Graham, thought Susie – stepped back, away 

from her. ‘I’m sorry, Susie,’ he said, and even that apology sounded wrong, thought Susie, for 

when did Graham ever apologise? ‘What have I done to upset you? I know I was gone a long 

time before I came back to see Mum, but I wasn’t able to get back quickly and I did send that 

postcard so you knew I was all right, and I’ve been back once a week since. If you haven’t 

seen me it’s not because I’ve not been here.’ 
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‘Uncle Jon says you’re an alien,’ said Susie in a tight voice. 

‘Don’t listen to your uncle. He’s had a difficult time,’ said her mother testily. 

‘And David says you’re a terrorist,’ went on Susie. 

‘I’m a freedom fighter,’ retorted Graham. 

‘You kill people,’ snapped Susie. 

‘I don’t. I take them prisoner and ransom them for a lot of money.’ 

‘Who pays it?’ 

‘Their planetary government, mostly.’ 

‘Graham, how could you?’ cried Susie. ‘How can you get involved in war when you know 

it’s against God’s law?’ 

‘Susie, you don’t understand,’ retorted Graham calmly. ‘We’ve won freedom from the 

Federation and we’ve got better medical supplies and technology and basic materials. Don’t 

tell me you haven’t noticed that the roads have improved and you can buy things in the 

shops.’ 

Susie snorted. ‘That wasn’t anything to do with you!’ 

‘Yes, it was. If you don’t believe me, ask Mick.’ 

Susie said nothing. This beautiful alien claimed to be her brother, and he claimed to be 

fighting for freedom and bringing wealth and health to the world. But she only wanted her old 

brother back, her tatty, careless brother who needed her and who suffered with her, not some 

glorious hero-figure … Her mother saw her face set in angry denial, and intervened. 

‘Susie. Graham’s given me and your uncle a lot of help. He’s done a lot about the house 

and it’s quite true what he says about light bulbs and medicines. Now go and take off your 

coat and come and help us get tea ready. There are two of Graham’s friends come with him 

today and I won’t have you making a scene in front of them.’ 

Susie’s eyes smouldered fury but she replied calmly, ‘OK, Mum.’ She picked up her bag 

and carried it through to the entrance hall. Gray and his mum exchanged helpless glances. 

Mrs Bradley sighed heavily. 

‘I don’t know what’s caused that, duck. I’ll lay the table – Susie can get out the plates. You 

go and round up your friends and get them to wash their hands.’ 

Tea was a difficult meal. The kitchen table sat five at a bit of a squeeze, but Sophie refused 

to go in her cot and screamed when she was put there. She had to be allowed to sit on Gray’s 

knee throughout the meal. She was then happy, and ate some of his food from his own hands, 

and chattered throughout; but Susie was jealous. Why should her niece love this pseudo-

Graham more than her? Sophie never behaved like this for her aunt. She didn’t realise that 

Sophie saw Graham for most of a day every week, but saw Auntie Susie for only a few hours 

once each month. What was more, Graham’s friends gave Susie the creeps. There was 

something unnatural about them. They gazed at Graham in a funny way and they were just 

too nice to her – as if she were someone important – ‘but I’m not,’ thought Susie, bewildered. 

What was more, the man who called himself Graham was so weird. He was too tall and too 

slender – his body language was all wrong – the more she saw of him, the more she knew he 

couldn’t be Graham. She sat in a sullen, awkward silence throughout the meal, feeling like a 

stranger in her own house, while Graham and his friends chatted amicably with Mrs Bradley. 

After tea, Graham and his friends washed up while Susie fed Sophie – but Sophie was 

restless and wouldn’t feed, screamed and kicked and would not rest until her uncle came back 

and cuddled her, when she coo’d and laughed and went to sleep in his arms. Only then could 

Sophie be put into her cot, and Graham and his friends quietly made their departure. 

Susie gravely shook hands with his friends, let ‘Graham’ kiss her cheek and watched him 

kiss their mother, and then went back into the house as her mother waved them off down the 

road. Her mother came back in a moment later, shutting the front door behind her by leaning 

on it until it clicked. ‘Susie,’ she said, as she entered the lounge, ‘I’ve never been so ashamed 
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of you in all your life. That was the worst rudeness I’ve ever seen, coming from you. I’m very 

angry with you.’ 

‘Mum,’ exclaimed Susie, ‘that isn’t Graham.’ 

‘Yes, it is, duck.’ 

‘Uncle Jon says it isn’t. And I say it isn’t.’ 

‘And I say it is, duck, and I of all people should know. And David says it is, and goodness 

knows David was never a fan of Graham’s. And Mick and Mick’s mum say it is. So I think 

the ayes have it.’ 

Susie scowled at this historical allusion. Like Julie, she subconsciously resented the fact 

that since she left home her mother had been getting out and about, reading books and 

broadening her mind, and having cycling trips with her brother-in-law. Like Julie, she felt that 

Sophie kept her mother in her place. 

‘I don’t agree, Mum,’ she said. ‘I think it’s an alien, fooling us.’ 

‘Well, why any alien should want to fool us I can’t think – especially not David.’ 

Susie sighed. ‘The Devil’s wiles are difficult to comprehend, Mum.’ 

Her mother rolled her eyes in exasperation. When she went to university, Susie had joined 

a radical religious group which had encouraged her religious tendencies, and now she could 

come out with these wild religious statements for no reason at all. Talking as if her brother 

was a devil, indeed! She sat down on her favourite armchair and faced her daughter. 

‘Susie, duck, take your mother’s advice – I think you’re working too hard. Now, how are 

things with you?’ 

Susie took a deep breath, and visibly relaxed, to her mother’s relief. She began to talk and 

her mother sat watching her, barely paying any attention to her daughter’s actual words – 

which was all lectures, seminars, essays and bible-study meetings – but noticing how she was 

saying things. Susie’s getting so fixed in her ideas, she thought. How can I persuade her to 

accept what a wonderful person Graham’s turned into? At least Sophie and I appreciate him 

… 

 

Gray, Carl and Ray were staying the night at Mick’s house, in Mick’s spare room. It had often 

accommodated Mick’s friends for various reasons (thrown out of flat due to failure to pay 

rent; on the run from the police; hiding from disaffected fathers of now-pregnant girlfriends) – 

it was a change, said Mick’s mum, to have three nice young men staying there, instead of the 

usual n’er do wells. She was doubly glad to have three nice young men there now, as Mick’s 

dad was away at sea and she felt vulnerable in the house with only Mick there: ‘He’s a good 

lad, but no fighter.’ 

Mick scowled at the slight, but said nothing. He knew that Gray was no fighter, either – he 

gets other people to do his fighting for him, he thought. Only Carl could be described as a 

military man, and just at the moment he didn’t look very military, helping Mick’s mum to 

make up the beds in the spare room. 

‘How’s your mum, Graham?’ Mick’s mum asked him, as she straightened a pillow. Gray 

was helping Ray sort out towels from the airing cupboard, just outside the spare room on the 

landing. 

‘She’s fine,’ said Graham. 

‘And your friends off-planet? You must have been to more exotic places since we last saw 

you.’ 

Gray laughed. ‘My friends are fine,’ he said. ‘I’m looking for some engineers at the 

moment.’ 

‘What sort of engineers?’ asked Mick’s mum. ‘Not spaceships.’ 

‘No. The railways on Cray need bringing up to scratch – I need a railway engineer. And I’d 

like to use the rivers for transport, but I need someone who knows about that sort of thing.’ 
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‘What sort of railway engineer?’ asked Mick’s mum. ‘Trackwork or locomotives?’ 

Mick grinned. His mum came from an engineering family – that was how she had met his 

dad, who was in charge of the engines on a large merchant ship, currently somewhere in the 

middle of the Pacific Ocean. 

‘Both. But I’ll start with the trackwork.’ 

‘You need to talk to my brother – he’s permanent way superintendent on the Great Central 

Railway. Remind me tomorrow to give you his caller number.’ 

Gray grinned, and winked at Ray, who shrugged. So, Gray had been right about the 

railways – now, what about the boats? 

‘River transport – I don’t know any canal engineers. Really, European canals have gone 

right downhill over the last half-century – the Federal governor in Paris is only interested in 

air transport.’ 

Mick and Gray exchanged grins this time – they could trust Mick’s mum to know about 

this sort of thing. 

‘There’s really nothing in Britain – you know the state of the canal in Leicester. I think the 

Netherlands still have a viable network of waterways.’ She looked thoughtful. ‘You’d really 

need to go over there and look, if you have the time.’ 

‘You can visit a few customers for me,’ said Mick quickly. ‘I need to send them some 

samples.’ 

‘OK,’ said Gray. ‘We’ll do that.’ 

 

The following morning Gray collected Mick’s mum’s brother’s caller number, and then he, 

Ray and Carl caught the ‘bus into town with Mick, to visit Mick’s boss at Woolies in 

Gallowtree Gate. Gray had a sheaf of cloth samples with him, selected by Tereah and Yaro, as 

well as some products from Cray and Herluin, such as the hand-held computers which Miss 

Mee liked so much. There was also the latest line of low-energy lightbulbs from Houdain, 

some pocket callers like the one Fensie Matekins had, and a tiny music player which would fit 

into one ear: ‘No one will know you’re listening!’ 

Mick’s boss, Rob Payne, was always pleased to see ‘the bandit,’ as he called Gray, because 

‘the lad always brings such brilliant surprises.’ This time, as Gray spread his samples out 

across his desk and they all gathered round, he shook his head and said, ‘I don’t know how 

you do it, Gray. You’re a real tempter, you know?’ 

‘So, what’s your problem?’ asked Gray. ‘Are you short of cash?’ 

‘No – but Head Office is afraid that we may be in violation of planetary import restrictions. 

I’ve ordered so much product from you in the last six months that it’s distorting the planet’s 

balance of trade.’ 

Gray hooted with laughter. ‘Not our problem, Mr Payne. You sell the stuff, I get you more 

– if the planet wants to sell me anything, I’m happy to buy. But at the moment, no one’s 

trying.’ 

‘Right,’ said Rob Payne. ‘Let’s have a look at that caller, then – I could really use 

something pocket-sized.’ 

For the next half-an-hour Mick and Rob played with the samples, and then Rob’s chief 

buyer, Mandy Silverstreen, came in: ‘I smell action,’ she said, and headed straight for the 

hand-held computer. Rob and Mandy loved the fabric, ‘But to impress Head Office we really 

need to get some made up – can you get a local seamstress to produce something for us, 

Mandy?’ Gray had brought one full bolt of the fabric in a delicate rose pink, somewhat paler 

than Sarah’s dress had been; Mandy and Rob ‘oohh’d’ over it and discussed how it could be 

shown off to the best advantage. Eventually they agreed quantities and details of everything, 

and bought all the samples – Gray left with his backpack full of orders. Payment would be 

made (‘Terms: 30 days from receipt of goods’) into his bank account. 
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It was the same account that he had opened on Trer when he first arrived on the planet – 

the bank had branches right across the Federation, although it would be some weeks before 

money put in on Earth would be credited to his account on Trer. So far, Security on Trer had 

not frozen the account; Gray suspected that despite his ‘bandit’ status, the government had no 

legal means of freezing criminals’ bank accounts until they were actually found guilty in a 

court of law. So, until he was arrested and tried, he could still run his business through this 

account. At least, unless the Federal government changed the law, when he would have to 

move his money quickly. 

Having finished their business with Mick’s boss, Gray and his friends left Mick to do an 

honest day’s work, found a public call box and called up Mick’s mum’s brother, who invited 

them out to meet him for lunch at the Central Railway Station in Loughborough. As Ray had 

never been on a train, Gray led the way to Leicester London Road station, where they caught 

a train to the Midland Railway station in Loughborough, then walked across town to 

Loughborough Central Station. Ray complained bitterly about the necessity to walk, asking 

why there were two railways and why they couldn’t have been built alongside each other. He 

also complained that the train lacked the ‘character’ of the trace on Trer, and said that he 

prefered to travel without sharing his personal space with the general public. Gray, who had 

loathed the Trerian trace as dangerous, impractical and expensive to maintain, let him moan, 

and pondered what sort of fuel would be cheapest to use in trains on Cray. The planet was 

short of tree cover, so wood burning was out of the question, but there was lots of coal, some 

oil and a great deal of water. Perhaps hydroelectric power? 

They eventually reached Loughborough Central. Gray enquired at the ticket office for Mr 

Mason, and was directed to an office on the station platform. Ray and Carl trailed along 

behind him; Gray realised that they were expecting to be bored, but said nothing; they would 

soon find out. He found the office door, knocked on it, and was called in by a cheerful hail. 

He pushed open the door to see a tall, solidly built man in casual trousers and shirt, seated 

at a desk covered in paper, files and in-and-out trays, but no computer – this was Earth, after 

all. The caller hung on the wall next to him. A wastepaper basket in the corner of the office 

overflowed with screwed-up paper. A round clock hung on the far wall, with a loud ‘tick’ and 

large black numerals and hands against a white face. The shade on the lightbulb which hung 

from the high ceiling overhead looked as if it hadn’t been changed in the last century. A 

bookshelf held a plethora of books ancient and modern, some with faded and split spines and 

others with gleaming new dust jackets. There were a few upright chairs against the walls for 

visitors to sit on. Over the desk hung a painting, a blur of light and dark, colour and blackness, 

a thunder of wind and rain. Graham had seen it before, and only smiled in recognition – it was 

Mick’s mum’s favourite picture as well as her brother’s. Ray and Carl gaped at it. 

‘What in space is that?’ exclaimed Ray. 

Mr Alan Mason had risen to greet them – he half-turned to look at the picture. ‘That’s a 

reproduction of Turner’s Rain, Steam and Speed,’ he said. ‘The original is thousands of years 

old. Brilliant, isn’t it?’ 

Ray clearly didn’t know whether it was or not – Carl went up to it and looked at it more 

closely. ‘No, no,’ said Alan Mason, ‘you need to stand back from it – now, look, there’s the 

locomotive …’ 

Gray sat down on one of the chairs while his friends puzzled over Turner’s genius, and 

Alan Mason talked volubly about steam traction, and running lines, and adhesion; and then he 

got on to the ‘more modern modes of traction,’ and talked about diesel locomotives, and 

electric power, and why the maglev doesn’t work; and then … 

Gray watched his friends’ faces as they began sceptical, and then became drawn in by 

Alan’s enthusiasm, and then began to ask questions, and then to discuss issues. Alan asked 

them if they wanted a cup of tea, and put the kettle on – Gray was amused that Ray accepted 
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without thinking, as he knew that Ray hated tea. Carl wandered around the room, looking at 

the books and asking Alan about them. Gray sat quietly and let the ‘magic of the railway,’ as 

Mick’s mum put it, work itself on his friends. 

It wasn’t that he was particularly a fan himself, but as Mick’s best mate he had spent a 

good deal of time in the past hanging round the railway talking to Darren, Alan Mason’s son 

and Mick’s cousin, who worked as a guard and would sometimes let them have a free trip in 

the guard’s van; and he was used to hearing Darren and Mick discuss matters connected with 

the track, the signals, the locomotives and the rolling stock, and he enjoyed travelling on the 

railway, sitting back and watching the countryside go by. He’d also watched other people 

come to the railway and seen it have the same effect on them – a kind of easy familiarity, like 

an old friend of one’s parents whom one knows well and who welcomes you unquestioningly 

without either of you having to do any work on the relationship. The railway simply was, and 

had always been, and always would be, in one form or another. After an hour, he was 

confident, Ray and Carl would have been drawn into the railway’s spell, and would be 

entirely happy with his plans to reorganise Cray’s on-planet transport. 

After the tea, Alan talked some more about railways and how to run them, and then he took 

them up to the station buffet for lunch, sat them down at a busy table and introduced them to a 

few of the other workers on the railway. One of them, recognising Graham from his days of 

cadging guard’s van rides with Mick, asked him what he was doing these days. ‘Haven’t seen 

you round here for a while.’ 

‘No, I’m working off-planet.’ 

‘Really? Where?’ 

‘At the moment I’m trying to revitalise the transport links on Cray.’ 

‘Cray – Cray – hmm, don’t tell me – it’s in sector four. Didn’t there used to be a famous 

music group based there? They called themselves the Cray Twins – they said it was a joke, 

but I never got it.’ 

Gray preferred not to admit to total ignorance about music, but Alan rescued him. ‘That’s 

right,’ he said. ‘I’ve got one of their albums somewhere.’ 

‘So what’s transport like out there?’ 

‘It’s gone completely to potholes. Ray here’s been looking into it.’ Gray gestured to his 

friend, who took his cue to start talking about the transport situation on the far-off planet. 

Those in the buffet started to gently move in the direction of their table, either drawing up 

chairs or moving to stand within earshot. When Ray said, ‘Gray’s suggested rebuilding the 

rail links and developing the waterways,’ someone said, ‘Karan would jump at the chance.’ 

‘Who’s Karan?’ asked Gray. 

‘He’s come over from Volyn. He says things are pretty bad out there. Law and order has 

broken down and Paris’ – the speaker meant the Federal Governor in Paris – ‘doesn’t want to 

know about it.’  

Gray nodded. He had heard something about this from Mick: as the Federal Governor had 

done nothing about the civil war on its borders the European Union or EU, a political-

economic union of European states, had sent its own peacekeeping force into Volyn in an 

attempt to restore order, but as the soldiers were not allowed to shoot anyone they had had no 

effect. Ukraine was threatening to invade and refugees were pouring out of the country – a lot 

were going to Russia, but some were coming to Britain. 

The speaker was still telling the tale. ‘Karan’s desperate for any sort of work. He’s a 

skilled railway engineer so we’ve got him working here, but he’s got his wife and baby with 

him … they’re staying with me at the moment … he really needs something that pays proper 

money.’ 

‘This railway doesn’t?’ asked Carl. 
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‘It’s run by a charitable trust,’ explained Gray. ‘Some people work for nothing and the 

salaried staff work for basic wages.’ 

‘We’re supplying an important social amenity,’ explained Alan Mason. ‘But the Great 

Central has always been a privately-funded enterprise – we don’t get any money from 

government. So we can’t afford large pay packets.’ 

‘So why does anyone work here?’ asked Ray, thinking of his own handsome income from 

Trer government – although he hadn’t checked recently whether it was still being paid. He 

had no doubt that as soon as McCrae realised he had gone AWOL, it would be stopped, and 

he would be declared a Wanted Person. Or would she keep it quiet? He hadn’t thought about 

it until now, but he realised that he ought to check. He must remember to speak to Gray about 

it, when they weren’t in a public place as now … 

‘Can you imagine anything better than working with trains?’ asked Karan’s host. 

Ray could, but after his talk with Alan Mason, and looking at the avid faces around him, he 

realised that many people couldn’t. 

‘Do any women work here?’ he asked, looking around at the all-male company. Only the 

figure behind the buffet counter was female. 

‘Oh, yes,’ said another man, ‘but they don’t stop for lunch.’ 

‘Alice is on duty in the signal box,’ said someone else. ‘She never stops.’ 

‘Pamella took Karan for a walk up the line to check up on the maintenance gang,’ said 

another voice. ‘They should be back soon.’ 

‘When they get back, you should have a chat with Karan,’ said the latter’s host. ‘I can 

assure you he’ll be interested.’ 

Ray half expected him to reach for his caller and call the young man from Volyn, then 

remembered that pocket callers had hardly reached Earth yet. Until the walkers got back to 

the station there was no means of contacting them. The thought made him feel quite 

disjointed, as if he had suddenly discovered that there was a hole in his world. 

Gray gave him an encouraging grin. ‘They’ll be back soon,’ he said. ‘It sounds as if this 

Karan could be the man we need.’ Ray was about to ask him how he knew, then realised that 

he had been reading Karan’s host’s mind. Gray already knew a good deal about the young 

refugee, and liked what he saw. 

 

When Karan and Pamella arrived back at Loughborough at 2.00 pm (14.00 railway time), 

tired, foot sore and ready for lunch, his host – whose name was Phil Brown – introduced Gray 

to them, and Gray, Ray and Carl sat with them in the buffet and explained what they were 

looking for, while Karan and Pamella ate and asked questions. It turned out that Pamella was 

a distant cousin of Karan’s, and had arranged his journey to Leicester when it became clear 

that he and his family would have to leave Volyn. Karan’s parents were staying with Pamella, 

while Karan and his wife and baby stayed with the Browns, friends and colleagues of Pamella 

and her husband. It was all very ‘family,’ thought Gray, and he thought sorrowfully of all the 

people of Volyn who did not have family networks to fall back on. 

Karan was indeed very interested in the work on Cray, and anxious to ‘come out and take a 

look.’ Gray promised to organise this and get back to him in a few days, and took Karan’s 

caller number – which turned out to be the Browns’ caller number – in order to contact him. 

He told Karan to contact Mick Laughman’s if he needed to reach him in the meantime – 

Karan’s face at once lit up and he said, ‘Oh, Mrs Laughman’s son? She’s been such a help to 

Mara’ (his wife), so Gray knew that it would be all right. 

It was about 4.00 pm, or 16.00 railway time, when the three friends caught the train back to 

Leicester North. They sat watching the countryside going past, and Ray talked about travel, 

and the problems of being far from home, and Carl spoke of missing friends and colleagues, 

and Gray knew that they were thinking of Karan and his family, refugees far from their 
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homeland, and as utterly unable to return home as if they had been on the other side of the 

galaxy. 

‘Is there nothing we can do for them, Gray?’ Carl asked at last. ‘Can’t we impose some 

sort of peace there?’ 

Gray sighed and shook his head. ‘I simply don’t have the personnel,’ he said. ‘You know 

we only hold Cray, Herluin and Bessiday through personal contacts. Aoan only governs 

Gustu because they invited her to come and be governor. Volyn has been in a state of 

upheaval for years. It only needed the current decline in Federal power for the whole place to 

go up in flames. I can’t do anything without local influence.’ 

‘Then go there and get some,’ said Carl, a little sharply. 

‘I’m busy,’ said Gray. ‘Why don’t you go yourself?’ 

Carl was about to say, ‘All right,’ and then he stopped. ‘What language do they speak 

there?’ he asked. 

‘Not Federation,’ said Gray. 

‘Do they speak your language – I mean your human language – English?’ 

‘You heard Karan – some of them do, but not always very well.’ 

‘Ah,’ said Carl. There was a short silence, then Ray said: ‘What’s this European Union? 

Can you get some contacts that way?’ 

‘It’s a political-economic regional grouping of states,’ said Gray. 

‘You have a lot of states on Earth! Every city seems to be its own state.’ 

‘Not quite. It’s historical. Thorion isn’t much better – every house is its own state.’ 

‘Cray and Herluin and Bessiday have centralised government.’ 

‘You call Nick van der Ruhe’s set-up a government?’ 

Carl and Ray laughed. Ray said, ‘Not exactly, but you know what I mean.’ 

‘Gustu has a lot of semi-autonomous regions too,’ said Gray. ‘The point is, the planet 

where a race originated tends to have a lot of local autonomy and a well spread-out 

population. Planets which were colonised later generally have a more centralised organisation 

and the population is grouped in a few large centres of population – the largest one is the seat 

of the government and is named after the planet.’ 

‘So Cray, Herluin and Bessiday were colonised?’ 

‘Yes – a long time ago.’ 

‘And the Gustu come from Gustu?’ 

‘We call the planet after them. They call it ‘Earth’ in their own language.’ 

‘And humans come from Earth. Where do Marys come from?’ 

‘Halleh – and there the pattern doesn’t work, because it was reduced to a smoking crisp in 

the Great War. There’s only one centre of population there now, and it’s a space station under 

a protective dome.’ 

There was another short silence, then Ray said: ‘Could we call up this European Union and 

find out what they’re doing in Volyn? Perhaps we could sell some Volyn business people 

some product. I don’t mean weapons – I mean luxury goods. Something that will enable us to 

make contacts there.’ 

‘You’d need to call a specific department, and I don’t know which one,’ said Gray. ‘I tell 

you what – as Mick is sending me to Amsterdam to see his sales reps, why don’t you ask him 

to take you to Leicester City Library tomorrow and do some research? You should be able to 

find some reference books which will tell you whom to call.’ 

‘Don’t you have computers for that sort of thing?’ asked Ray in disgust. 

‘What, on Earth? Don’t make me laugh!’ 

Ray sighed, shrugged and looked out of the window. ‘It’s time we brought this planet into 

the current century,’ he said. 
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So Gray went to Amsterdam, acting as Mick’s agent, and chatted up a lot of sales reps, and 

explored the canals, and stopped to talk to a lot of people who lived or worked on the canals. 

He discovered that the Netherlands, like Britain, had a viable road network, a good railway 

network – some lines supported by government money, some charitable trusts like the Great 

Central – but also had a good canal network. A great deal of freight travelled by water, and 

Gray’s chatting eventually led him to talk his way on to a freight carrier, with a promise to 

‘work his passage,’ so that he could see how this worked in practice. 

He was impressed. Water transport was not quick, but it was steady and and ideal for bulky 

and fragile goods. The railway could handle bulk up to a point, but fragile had always been a 

problem; the canal could handle both, provided the end-user was not in a hurry to receive the 

goods. The freight carriers moved steadily across country, travelling from one waterway to 

another through systems of gates and enclosures called ‘locks’, which Gray’s hostess proudly 

told him had been invented by the Dutch, millennia before. She also got out her plans of the 

north-western European waterway system, and showed him how a freight vessel could travel 

from the Netherlands to Belgium, across France to the Mediterranean, or across Germany to 

the Baltic Sea. Gray was amazed, and determined to reproduce this system of waterways on 

Cray – and on Herluin, and Bessiday, and everywhere else he could … 

There was a small crew on the freight vessel: the ‘master’, Mrs Mitte Schenkel, and her 

second-in-command, her son Paul, and the ‘lad’, who was actually Paul’s girlfriend Nina. 

Gray was a welcome additional pair of hands. Gray did not dare ask where Mr Schenkel was, 

but on the third day out of Amsterdam, Nina told him that he was working on a Dutch 

merchant vessel in the south Pacific. Gray wondered vaguely whether he would meet up with 

Mick’s dad … 

He enjoyed the work. Most of the time they sat on deck (if the weather was dry), or played 

cards in the cabin (if it was raining). When they reached a lock, it was all hands on deck, 

throwing out ropes and making fast, negotiating with the lock keeper, aiming for a smooth, 

fast passage through the lock and out the other side. The physical work was hard, and Gray 

realised that he was not as physically fit as he used to be – travelling about space 

disembodied, he had let his physical form grow weak. He needed to take more exercise. He 

should dance for Sarah, and run with Faroan, and walk with Carl and Ray, and play with 

Renual. He could take his dragon form and fly about the planets he was exploring. In short, he 

needed to get out more. 

He had to get back to Mick and his friends, and he had to visit Soba’s great aunt and sort 

out Soba’s flat and job – he couldn’t stay indefinitely. But he needed to find someone who 

would come to Cray and rebuild their canals for him. On the fourth day, around the evening 

meal, Mitte asked him about his own past – ‘you just walked in on us – what do you do when 

you’re not working your passage?’ and he explained his mission. Mitte’s, Paul’s and Nina’s 

faces lit up, and they all looked at each other and said, ‘Anke.’ 

‘Who is Anke?’ asked Gray. 

‘My sister,’ said Paul, and ‘my daughter,’ said Mitte. ‘She’s been looking for a boat.’ 

(Gray had been amused to discover that the river-going vessels were not ‘ships’, but ‘boats.’)  

‘Her partner’s family have a boat, but he wants his own,’ said Nina. 

‘They haven’t been able to afford anything. Things are so hard just now.’ 

‘I’ll call her,’ said Mitte, nodding towards the radio set in the corner of the cabin. ‘You can 

meet her somewhere.’ 

Gray loved that ‘somewhere’ – anywhere in Europe, wherever Anke Schenkel and her man 

happened to be on whichever boat they were working on. ‘That’s great,’ he said. ‘I’ll do that.’ 

He arrived back in Leicester a few days later, dropped in to see his mother and to play with 

Sophie, and then made his way round to Mick’s house in time for tea. Mick’s mum greeted 

him with: ‘Gray! Glad you’re back safely. How was Amsterdam?’ 
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‘Great,’ he said. ‘I’ve found a canal engineer and her partner, and I’m going to sort out her 

papers and passage to Cray.’ 

‘Karan called,’ said Mick’s mum, gesturing him into the lounge and shutting the front door 

behind him, ‘I told him you were still away but I was expecting you back soon.’ 

‘Yes – I’ll call him. I’ll fix him tickets on the same flight to Cray.’ Gray looked around the 

lounge. ‘Mick not back yet?’ 

‘They’ve had a spot of bother,’ said Mick’s mum. ‘They’ll be back soon.’ 

‘Bother?’ Gray was surprised. 

‘Something about identity cards. Mick had to go down to the police station with your 

friends. He called me about an hour ago to say that they were out and coming back on the 

next ‘bus.’ 

Gray sat down on the sofa. ‘Identity cards? Ray and Carl’s cards are perfect. And they’re 

both Federation, so there shouldn’t be any trouble.’ 

‘I know,’ said Mick’s mum grimly. ‘I’ll just get back to tea. Lay the table, will you, Gray 

duck?’ 

Gray got up and went to the sideboard to get out the tablecloth. His hair was flicking with 

anxiety or annoyance. What the Flame was going on? 

He had just got the tablecloth on the table and the cutlery laid out when a key sounded in 

the front door and Mick, Ray and Carl walked in. They looked harassed, but there was no sign 

of damage, which was just as well – the local police had a certain reputation for violence. 

Gray hurried to meet them, shaking Mick’s right hand and hugging Ray and Carl. ‘What 

happened?’ he demanded. 

‘Someone tipped off the police that I have people staying with me from off-planet,’ said 

Mick grimly. 

‘David Walker?’ 

‘Probably. The police, naturally,’ – Mick’s tone was sarcastic – ‘assumed that they were 

terrorists. We were all in my office in Woolies and they walked in and arrested Ray and Carl 

here. Confiscated their ID cards. Said that they were invalid, not Earth cards, they should 

have applied for entry visas –’ 

‘The hell they should!’ 

Mick nodded, and continued. ‘Wanted to know which space port they’d come in by, which 

liner they’d been on …’ 

‘Of course we know the names of all the liners running now, as we built them and 

commissioned them,’ put in Carl, ‘and I had a good idea of the schedules, so I just winged it. I 

was relying on Oroso not having put in accurate details when the passengers joined our liner 

at Oh, and I was right.’ 

Gray grinned. Sometimes Oroso’s inefficiency drove him mad, but it also had its 

advantages. 

‘They’ve never seen a Federation ID card,’ added Ray. ‘I couldn’t believe it.’ 

‘Ray tore their superintendant up,’ said Mick, smiling a little at the memory. ‘Told him he 

didn’t know his arse from his elbow. Said there’d be hell to pay. Said he’s General McCrae’s 

chief scientist, here on a secret mission to investigate the security situation in Volyn, and 

when they said they knew nothing about it he said, “That’s because it’s secret, dummies”.’ 

Gray winced. ‘And they let you go?’ he said. ‘I’m surprised they didn’t lock you up.’ 

‘They said they’d have to check it with General McCrae, and Ray told them to go ahead,’ 

said Carl. ‘Of course it takes three days to get a message to Trer, and so they had to fill out 

the paperwork in order to hold us, and when they put the details from our ID cards into the 

computer they discovered that we really are in the government service, and Ray works for 

Science and I’m in the Military, and they also discovered that our cards are latest Federal 

issue, so they had to let us go. But I think we’d better not hang around here much longer.’ 
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‘No,’ said Gray. ‘Does this mean that McCrae hasn’t cancelled your IDs?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Carl. ‘I’ve been wondering why not – I guess it means she can trace where we 

are, because wherever we use our card it comes up on her system – and so she can find out 

what you’re up to.’ 

Gray’s face changed: his eyes opened wide, then he began to laugh. ‘Flame! That woman 

is brilliant! Who needs spies when she can use my people to spy on me for her!’ 

‘Quite,’ said Carl. ‘So now she’ll know we’re on Earth.’ 

‘Tomorrow we’re going to Cray,’ said Gray immediately. 

‘I thought you were going to see Soba’s great aunt?’ 

‘I’ll take you to Cray and leave you to sort out Anke and Karan’s papers – then I’ll come 

back.’ 

‘Tea’s ready,’ said Mick’s mum. ‘Sit yourselves down, and tell me all about it.’ 

So they sat down and discussed the day’s events. But Gray realised that he would have to 

take greater care with his own security measures. Did he want McCrae being able to trace 

(almost) his every move? Did it make any difference? For the moment, he’d prefer not to 

hang around to find out, but he might have to change his travelling companions more 

frequently … 

 

‘Rose, what do you know about the situation in Volyn, on Earth?’ 

Rose McCrae swore, put down her pen and looked up from her desk. Graham Bradley was 

standing in the middle of her office, wearing somewhat toned down Aversham-style clothes, 

his golden hair rising off his shoulders. She was glad to see that the clothes were looking 

more responsible these days, but she had gathered from her contacts that the youth was 

actually doing some useful work in the lower sectors, so he would need to look the part. 

‘There’s a war on,’ she replied. ‘It’s been simmering for a while – it flared up last year, 

shortly before you left Earth.’ 

She really does know everything, thought Gray. ‘What are you doing about it?’ he asked. 

‘Nothing. It’s the responsibility of the planetary governor.’ 

‘He isn’t doing anything. The European Union have sent a peace-keeping force –’ 

‘I’m sure that will do a lot of good,’ said Rose sarcastically. She had no patience with that 

ancient organisation of states, which had its own currency and military capability and took a 

pride in flouting every decree made by the Federal administration. It was almost as bad as the 

North American Union, which she knew harboured dreams of throwing the Federal 

government off the planet, while the other nations of the Earth formed ever-changing 

alliances between each other and against the Federal governor. In short, the planet was a 

political mess. 

‘I think you should do something,’ said Gray. 

She gave him a long look. ‘What would you suggest?’ she enquired. 

‘Clearly force won’t do any good – both sides are being armed by their respective allies. I 

had the idea of sending in some of my luxury goods and using them to make contacts, pull 

strings, and simply drain away the interest in the war. If the smart money sees that there’s 

more money to be made by trade …’ 

‘I gather that your latest line is worth a lot of money,’ added Rose. She noted his eyebrows 

rise, and explained: ‘The cloth. It’s radiation-proof, isn’t it? Is it bullet-proof too?’ 

‘To a limited degree,’ said Gray. ‘And it’s proof against a low-force blaster.’ 

‘Any time you want to sell some of this wonder-product to Federal agents, I can assure you 

a market,’ said Rose. Gray thought he detected the faintest hint of a smile in the corner of her 

mouth, and bowed. ‘I’d be delighted,’ he said. ‘At the moment we’re turning the stuff out as 

fast as we can to meet demand in the lower sectors, but I’m hoping to expand production to 

Herluin.’ 
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‘Ah, yes, Herluin – the heru capital of the galaxy. They don’t produce the same quality of 

product, however.’ 

‘There are trace elements missing in the soil. My people are working on a fertiliser.’ That 

is, he thought, Emerean is working on a fertiliser. 

‘I look forward to seeing the results. Meanwhile, if you want to import the cloth to Volyn, I 

certainly won’t object.’ 

‘Earth government may, however,’ said Gray darkly. 

‘Ah, well, I’m sure you can work around that.’ She gave him an arch smile. 

‘Last week two of my agents were arrested by Earth police.’ 

‘Two of my agents, you mean – who happen to be currently working with you. Yes, the 

British police can be a little over-enthusiastic. I’ve had to issue a reprimand.’ 

‘Why haven’t you cancelled their ID cards?’ Gray asked. ‘You’re still paying Ray, as well. 

I know you know I’ve got him.’ 

‘I know you’ve got both of them, and a few others too,’ retorted Rose. ‘While their cards 

are still valid, I can trace where they are – which means I know what you and they are doing, 

my dear bandit. I must congratulate you, by the way, on your work on the transportation 

systems on Cray. They’ve been in a parlous state for years. Canals and railways are exactly 

what’s needed. I do wonder how you’re paying for it, however.’ 

Gray sighed. ‘Out of cloth sales,’ he said. 

‘Ah, of course. I suspected as much. Well, do carry on the good work.’ She smiled 

encouragingly at him. 

Gray began to feel that he was being patronised. ‘If I send my agents into Volyn, will you 

vouch for them if they get arrested?’ he demanded. ‘I mean – will you say that they’re 

working for you? I realise that it may not help at all, but it might just enable me to get them 

out alive if something goes wrong.’ 

Rose raised her eyebrows. ‘Whom else would they be working for?’ she enquired. ‘I’m 

still paying for them, aren’t I?’ She looked down at the papers on her desk. ‘All right, Bradley 

– thanks for the update. You may go.’ 

Gray went, in a flash of light – and only afterwards realised that she had been addressing 

him as if he were one of her agents – and, worse, he had reacted as if he were. 

This won’t do, he thought. What I am doing, letting her boss me about? He realised it was 

because she had acted as if he ought to do as she said, and he had acted accordingly. What’s 

come over me? She’s my greatest enemy. OK, I went to see her because I wanted her to do 

something about Volyn because of Karan. So in that respect I put myself in an inferior 

position to her. That’s a lesson to me – I won’t do it again. I need to do something that’s way 

out of her orbit – I’d better go and talk to Soba’s boss. I assume that Rose doesn’t know about 

that – although as she knows about the cloth, she probably does. 

While he hung in space, considering this, Rose was congratulating herself for having kept 

her cool in the face of the Old One’s condescending superiority. She had actually managed to 

wrong-foot the arrogant Graham Bradley – he had even gone when she told him to go. She 

could feel justifiably pleased with herself. What was more, she had got half a promise out of 

him that he would sell her some of that new cloth, which her agents on Bessiday were raving 

over and which would be a real asset to the Federation. 

If only her own scientists could produce material like that! – but, like the interstellar drive, 

she suspected that it helped to have an Old One’s brain. They seem to know how sub-atomic 

particles work, and are able to manipulate and change them – whereas my scientists can 

hardly get their brains around the concepts, let alone tackle the practice. So these Old Ones 

just manipulate molecular structure and, bingo! we have a new cloth. I could use a few of 

them working for me. As it is, having Bradley and his cronies running sectors two to six is 

saving me a lot of bother – and they’re putting in the investment in personnel, expertise and 
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money to develop these planets, which the Federal government, with so many calls on its 

resources, has never been able to do. If it were possible, it would suit me very well simply to 

install Bradley as over-governor of sectors two to six and let him get on with the process of 

rebuilding. 

But she knew that she couldn’t do that – Leel would never allow it. Leel, as a Gustu, had a 

deep, inbred hatred of the Old Ones. It goes back to the Great War, thought Rose. One has to 

make allowances. Although my agents on Gustu tell me that the government there has 

appointed this General Aoan as governor, and that she’s very popular. So the Gustu on the 

home planet have dropped their prejudices – and those Gustu pirates are working for Bradley. 

It’s only the Gustu in the Federal sectors which still hate the Old Ones. 

Well, she wouldn’t tell Leel. She would hardly admit it to herself, but she was falling in 

with Bradley’s proposal to maintain a phoney war while really having peace, so that both 

sides could get on with their lives to their mutual advantage. And it seems to be an advantage 

at the moment, she told herself. The tourist trade has gone right up in the frontier around 

Bradley’s base on Oh. Bradley’s people are building some very nice freight vessels and 

passenger liners, which are carrying Federation people and Federation freight across sectors 

six to two at amazing speeds. I think it would be worthwhile allowing them to operate in 

Federal space as well, provided they work jointly with Federal companies, of course. My 

agents on Herluin are talking about smaller vessels for personal use, very quick and 

comfortable. I must ensure that the Federation will have the opportunity to buy some when 

they become available – I’ll put pressure on my agents to work on that. 

Then Bradley’s marketing on Earth is opening up some nice markets for Federal goods – 

and about time, too! And some fine products are coming into Federal space. The only thing 

which worried her was the quantity of Herluin weed which was coming in. Her agents were 

doing what they could, but it was very difficult to intercept – next time Bradley dropped by, 

she must speak to him about it. 

Apart from the weed, Bradley seemed to be enforcing the rule of law. According to her 

agents on Herluin, the Mithidry pirates had stopped raiding, and Nick van der Ruhe was 

making an effort to rule Herluin in the interests of all races – he was building a medical 

facility for Marys, and goodness knows that they need one, thought Rose. That’s something 

we’ve needed to do here for a long time. I must keep an eye on that and see how it develops. 

And Bradley has actually installed a governor on Bessiday and made her stick – the last 

Federal governor lasted about ten minutes. How has he done it? – by linking her to the new 

medical facility. The local people look up to her as chief doctor and surgeon. They respect 

that. 

As for actual law and order, he’s got the big gang leaders eating out of his hand. Space 

only knows how he manages that. Her agents said something about weed (and, frankly, she 

had no objections to Bradley drugging the obnoxious bullies who ran Bessiday city), and 

dancing on a visual wafer, which she didn’t really follow and didn’t want to follow, and 

representative assemblies. This last puzzled Rose – the Old Ones had always had the 

reputation of being despotic tyrants, but here was Bradley offering to give everyone a say in 

government. She wondered what he was up to, but would watch developments with interest. 

She hated to give Bradley credit for political acumen, but he had already shown considerable 

political skill, so perhaps – he was trying to win the support of the ‘ordinary’ citizen for the 

government, so that when the gang leaders caused trouble he could simply isolate them and 

cut them out. 

In the meantime, the gang leaders would be hoping to control this assembly, and to use it 

to extend their power, so they would support the plan – and when they found that they 

couldn’t control it (it was Rose’s opinion that nothing can control the mass of ordinary 

citizens, except having enough of what they want, and a little bit of fear), it would be too late 
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to stop it. Neat, she thought; very neat. I don’t intend to try it myself, in the Federation – but if 

it works on Bessiday, perhaps. Perhaps. 

Were it not for the fact that she needed to keep up the appearance of war, and that she 

really must show that arrogant teenager who was boss, she would be happy to let things run as 

they were… 

 

Gray walked into the government office where Soba used to work, carrying his backpack of 

samples, and asked to see Soba’s boss. When asked to give a name, he said: ‘I’m a friend of 

Soba T’omba, and I’ve come on his behalf.’ 

For a moment he wondered whether this would be sufficient, but the secretary got up from 

his desk, went to a door, knocked, entered and spoke for a few moments to the person within. 

Then he returned and said to Gray: ‘You can go in.’ 

Gray noted the lack of ‘sir’, but said, ‘Thank you,’ and went. 

As he closed the door behind him, he looked around the office – small, darkened by 

almost-closed blinds across the windows to keep out the strength of the noon day sun – and at 

the man behind the desk, the government officer for something-or-other. He smiled and said, 

‘Good morning, sir. I’ve come on behalf of Soba T’omba. He’s had to go off-planet on family 

business – 

‘I know,’ said the other, straightening up in his chair, ‘and I know who you are, Mr 

Bradley. Won’t you sit down? Then I can call Security, or you can tell me why I shouldn’t.’ 

Gray stared at him, his blond hair flicking about his shoulders. How did this man know 

who he was? And what was he intending to do? He saw that the other held him in contempt – 

why? He himself held no contempt for the other, except that he was only a human – but that 

was not contempt, more a feeling of protectiveness. But the man on the other side of the desk 

was regarding him with contemptuous amusement. This fool, he was thinking. This fool 

thinks he can run rings around us, as he has around Federal Security. He thinks we’re fools as 

big as they are. Well, he’s about to find out differently. 

Gray was staggered. Who is this man? he wondered. He is no more intelligent than any 

other human. He can’t stop me disintegrating into space – he has no power over me. Then it 

dawned on him that he was up against a much more sophisticated government system here 

than he had encountered on Herluin, Bessiday or Gray. For the first time in the lower sectors 

he was dealing with an administration where power was divided among many people, all of 

whom had an interest in maintaining the status quo. Even if he could persuade, bully or 

seduce this man into working with him, he would have to overcome dozens of others before 

he could control the government. In fact, this was a much more complex administration even 

than the Federal government on Trer, where the President and McCrae held all the power. 

Even if he removed the president of this country, government would continue as before. And 

this complex government, this combination of many minds, had worked out where Soba had 

gone, and who had taken him. 

This government official clearly had no intention of working with Gray because, so far as 

he was concerned, Gray was a criminal. Even if he could not arrest Gray, he could move 

against Soba’s family and accuse them of ‘aiding terrorists’. So he, Gray, must offer him an 

honest deal. 

‘I thought perhaps you’d be interested in seeing what Soba’s family off-planet are doing,’ 

he remarked, swinging his backpack off his shoulders. Opening it, he threw his sample book 

on to the desk. 

‘What the hell’s this?’ The other picked it up. 

‘Cloth,’ said Gray. ‘A new type of heru fabric. Similar to silk, but it doesn’t deteriorate. It 

never gets dirty and it never wears out. It will keep you cool in hot weather and warm in cold 

weather. It protects the wearer from low-level radiation and from mild blaster rays.’ 
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‘And Soba is making this?’ 

‘Yes. He’s interested in selling it here-planet, and is looking for an agent.’ 

‘An agent?’ 

‘I already have an agent in Europe. If you’re prepared to do a deal with me, then you can 

have agency rights in Africa, and what you do with them is your own affair – we won’t 

interfere with you if you don’t interfere with us. If you’re not prepared to do a deal, and if you 

have any ideas about calling Security, then I’ll take my business elsewhere.’ 

‘I have Soba’s family,’ said his boss, thumbing through the fabric. ‘I can have them picked 

up within half an hour.’ 

‘I can have them off-planet quicker than that. And if I do, you don’t get the agency rights 

on the cloth – but someone else will.’ 

‘I can get this made here.’ 

‘You can’t. Heru doesn’t grow on Earth. It grows on Thorion and Herluin, and I have sole 

dealership on both planets.’ 

Soba’s boss looked up at Gray. His face still showed contempt, but it was modified 

contempt. He was weighing up how to get the agency and eradicate Gray and Soba’s family, 

thus removing the competition. It’s no good, thought Gray – I’ll have to move Soba’s family. 

Damn. 

‘I’ll have to think about this,’ Soba’s boss said. 

‘You’ve got a minute, then I take it somewhere else,’ said Gray. 

‘What company did you say you represent?’ asked the other languidly. 

‘I didn’t. I represent myself.’ Gray leaned across the desk and snatched the samples back, 

looking Soba’s boss in the eye. ‘Do you want this agency or not? Because I can find another 

agent faster than you can shit.’ 

‘Are you threatening me?’ 

‘No,’ said Gray, and gave him a mental blow which knocked him sprawling across the 

desk – and wiped the memory of the last few minutes’ conversation from his mind. ‘I’m 

acting,’ he said, ‘I always prefer action to words.’ Then he walked out, and when the secretary 

outside looked up at him, Gray grabbed his mind and twisted it, so that the secretary fell 

choking to the floor, and lay unconscious – when he recovered, he would also have forgotten 

everything from the last ten minutes. Then Gray leaned over the computer console on the 

desk, logged in using his password – Aoan’s password, which took him directly to the 

operating system – and instructed the computer to list all information relating to Soba 

T’omba. He deleted most of it, and then he logged out and turned off the computer – which in 

itself would cause considerable confusion when the secretary came round – walked out of the 

office, stepped into space, and went to see Soba’s great-aunt. 

‘I’m afraid it didn’t go as well as I’d hoped,’ he said, and explained what had happened. 

She was philosophical. ‘Never under-estimate a politican’s capacity for stupidity. I’ll go 

and visit my niece, and we’ll all disappear into the country for a few weeks. These city people 

will never pursue us out there – too many lions and elephants. When the heat dies down, we’ll 

come back.’ 

‘I guess Soba will have to give up his flat.’ 

‘No, I’ll take it on. I can afford it. I’ll use it as an office for trading this cloth of Soba’s. I 

assume that you’ve no objections to my acting as agent?’ 

He grinned. ‘None at all. If you think it will be safe?’ 

‘Oh, I think when the dust has settled after this morning it will be perfectly safe. And I’ll 

contact my old friends in the chemical industry and market it through them. Then it will all be 

legitimate. It’s a pity we can’t use government channels, but we can’t have everything.’ 

‘No,’ he said, sighing. ‘I’m sorry – I thought he’d jump at it.’ 

‘A sensible man would have done,’ she said, ‘but our politicians don’t have any sense.’ 
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So Gray went back to Cray, to find Ray and Carl, who had sorted out transportation for Karan 

and his wife and baby, and for Anke and her partner – they would travel by passenger liner 

from Earth to Cray, and would arrive in a few days. Gray took the tickets to Earth and 

delivered them, with words of good will and encouragement, and then took himself off for a 

break with Renual – he reckoned that he had earned one. 
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9: Horticulture Unlimited 

 

Renual was in a hurry to finish his shift that evening. His wife was due home, and he had 

been looking forward to her coming ever since she last slipped away. He had been to the gym, 

done a complete workout, had a massage, oiled his body, spent time over his hair and his 

clothes. He clocked out a minute after time, and hurried to his flat to find her. 

She was there already, waiting at the door to greet him. She was as lovely as always, so 

pale and vulnerable and feminine, so slender and tender, her golden hair a glorious cloud 

down her back, her eyes bright with delight and love and her red lips ready to kiss him as he 

stepped over the threshold. 

She had let herself into the flat with her key, and had already put on the evening meal, 

which she called tea – she was a good cook, although Renual liked to cook for them both 

himself when she was home. Still, he was glad that she had tea on the go already because he 

had planned an evening out for them. 

He came in, and swept her off her feet and kissed her, and she squirmed delightfully in his 

arms, crooning: ‘Oh, Renual!’ and returned his kiss warmly. She was just wearing a short blue 

dress, halfway down her thighs: lovely legs she had, so smooth and slender. He kicked the 

door shut, carried her into the bedroom, laid her on the bed and made love to her then and 

there while she sighed: ‘Renual, darling – oh, darling, my sweet love.’ 

They clung together in passion for several minutes, but at last she said, ‘Darling, tea’s 

nearly ready. Would you like to change? And I’ll serve up.’ 

‘I’ll do that,’ he said, and gave her a great kiss which made her gasp and sigh, ‘Oh, 

darling!’ and then he hurried off to shower. She straightened her dress and combed her hair 

and went to put the finishing touches to the meal and placed it on the table as he came into the 

dining area. 

He was dressed smartly in his new suit, bought specially for her, and she ‘ooh’d’ and 

exclaimed, ‘Oh, darling – you do look handsome!’ and hurried to kiss him and rub her hand 

on his top shirt, and said, ‘This is lovely – oh, darling, you do look so virile and exciting.’ His 

chest swelled with pride and he kissed her passionately and thought how lovely she was and 

how lucky he was to have her, even though she was away so much. But their times together 

were very special. 

Tonight they ate staring lovingly into each other’s eyes. The meal was well cooked, and he 

congratulated her, and she blushed and said, ‘Thank you, darling. I know I’m not as good as 

you, though.’ He shrugged that aside and assured her he really appreciated her cooking. Then 

he said, ‘And I promised you an evening out this evening.’ 

She smiled delightfully and said, ‘Yes, darling. Where are we going – or do you want to 

keep it a surprise?’ He said, ‘It’s a surprise, but there’s a show and a meal and a club.’ She 

laughed and said, ‘Lovely.’ 

So they washed up quickly, so as not to have it to do later, as he always said, and she went 

and showered and changed her dress and combed her hair, and he drove them into town and 

parked the vehicle. They walked to the theatre, which was next to the vehicle park, and as 

they were early he bought drinks in the bar – neither of them drank alcohol, which he said 

rotted the body, but they had an exotic fruit juice, and stood by the bar staring into each 

other’s eyes as they drank. 

‘Oh, Renual, I do love you!’ she said softly, and kissed his lips, and he quietly returned her 

kiss and swelled with pride at his lovely wife and the fact that she loved him so much. 

Their drinks finished, they went into the auditorium, found their seats and sat down. It was 

a play – a new one, recommended by the critics. Not usually his sort of thing, but he knew she 
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was an intellectual and she would enjoy it. As it turned out, he enjoyed it very much – it was a 

political satire, very pointed and humorous. And she laughed so much she cried with laughter. 

At the interval, she said: ‘Darling, what genius inspired you to book this one? It’s 

absolutely wonderful.’ 

He smiled tenderly and said, ‘You’re enjoying it, then,’ and caressed her lovely cheek. 

‘Wonderfully,’ she said, and hugged and kissed him. 

After the interval it was even better, and they both laughed long and loud – the rest of the 

audience laughed just as loudly. At the end, she said, ‘Thank you, darling – that was 

glorious,’ and he kissed her warmly and said, ‘I enjoyed it too. Thank you for coming.’ 

‘Oh, darling,’ she said, and returned his kiss. 

They walked out of the theatre hand in hand, still laughing, and went to the restaurant 

where he had booked a table for a late meal. They had a wide choice of interstellar dishes, and 

had lots of fun choosing from the menu, most of which was strange to him. They drank 

sparkling mineral water and strange juices which made his darling Gray say, ‘I’m not sure this 

is non-alcoholic, darling,’ while he said, ‘It says so on the menu.’ 

‘Goodness,’ said Gray, ‘it’s something else equally powerful, darling!’ 

In any case, they enjoyed the meal, and he refused to show her the bill at the end. She was 

obviously anxious, but did not press him when he said, ‘I’ll deal with this, darling. I’m 

treating you.’ 

Then she smiled and said, ‘Thank you, darling.’ 

Afterwards they went on to the club. Of course they didn’t drink, except fruit juice, but 

they danced, and he already knew that she danced beautifully. She was lovely, erotic, sensual, 

vulnerable and utterly desirable all at once, and he felt that every eye around the dance floor 

should be on her. He hoped that they were, soaking up the beauty of his lovely wife. 

And she’s mine, he thought proudly. 

In some ways he was right. After all, Gray had actually agreed to marry Renual, and s/he 

spent time regularly with him. And she did actually love him, which was more than could be 

said of some of her/his liaisons. S/he adored his virility, his raw masculinity, his strength and 

gentleness, his physical power and tenderness, and s/he liked spending time with him: Renual 

rebuilt her self-esteem and energy levels from whichever battering they had recently taken. 

Renual was actually and legally Gray’s husband, married under Gray’s own name, although 

Gray Bradley rather than Graham Bradley.  

Of course, Renual was not Gray’s intellectual equal, and he knew it, although s/he never 

tried to emphasise her superiority. S/he was so obviously wild about him that he didn’t care 

that she was cleverer than him. He could cope with that provided she deferred to his 

masculine strength in everything – and she, well aware of his emotional needs, did so 

whenever they were together. So they were both happy: Gray had Renual’s virility and 

protectiveness, and Renual had Gray’s beauty and sensuality and love. The only thing they 

did not have was each other’s continual company, but Gray came back every week. So now 

they danced together, and she was lovely, ethereal and glorious, like an angel in sky blue, her 

golden hair a brilliant veil of glory around her head, every step perfect, her lovely hands 

tracing patterns of beauty in the air about her … she danced for him, but also for herself, and 

for all. Her dance was pure eroticism, pure sensuality, pure beauty, and all who saw it were 

stirred to the heart – male and female, human and Gustu and Mary. At the bar, the bartender 

stopped to watch; in the gallery, the manager looked down and said, ‘Who is that?’ 

‘I’ve no idea,’ said his personal assistant. ‘Shall I go and ask?’ 

‘Yes,’ said the manager, ‘and book her.’ 

The music ended, and Gray and Renual returned to the bar for a kiss and a smooch and a 

drink. Several of Renual’s friends came up and slapped him on the back and said, ‘May I?’ 

and kissed Gray’s cheek and said, ‘You’re looking lovely tonight.’ 
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‘Gray is always lovely,’ said Renual proudly, as Gray blushed and smiled modestly. 

They would gladly have claimed her themselves and carried her off, but they were afraid of 

him, because he was tall, fit and muscular; so they contented themselves with ogling his 

lovely wife in her short tunic dress, long-sleeved, belted at the waist, reaching only halfway 

down her perfect thighs, and her slip-on shoes, hardly there at all; and as far as they could tell 

she wore nothing else except her briefs and her lovely golden hair. When she looked at 

Renual, her eyes filled with perfect adoration; and every one of Renual’s friends would have 

given his life to have been Renual for that night alone. 

‘Ren,’ one whispered to him, ‘you’re the luckiest man alive.’ 

‘I don’t need you to tell me that,’ he retorted cheerfully. Gray, who caught the whispered 

words, gave him a sideways glance of love, and blushed. 

The music began again, and another man asked her to dance, but she would only dance 

with Renual. So he and she moved on to the dance floor agan, and danced – he was 

handsome, but she was lovely. 

The manager’s PA sidled up to one of Renual’s friends. ‘Who is that gentleman?’ she 

asked softly. 

‘That’s Renual Maisor.’ 

‘And who is that with him?’ 

‘His wife. She’s an absolute stunner.’ 

‘Yes,’ the PA agreed. ‘What’s her name?’ 

‘He calls her Gray. I don’t know what it’s short for.’ 

‘Gray Maisor,’ she muttered, and slipped away. That name would not have got her far, but 

as it happened after the next dance Gray went to the Ladies toilets – in female form, s/he 

thought it best to use the female conveniences. 

She had come out of a cubicle and was washing her hands – and face, for she was warm 

after dancing – when the PA, who had been shadowing her, came in on the pretext of 

adjusting her makeup. 

‘Oh, darling,’ she said gushingly, ‘I was watching you and your man. You’re both superb. I 

wish I had your figure.’ 

Gray laughed merrily, recognising a good actor when s/he heard one. ‘Your figure suits 

you,’ she said sweetly, ‘and my family tell me I should eat more.’ 

‘Oh, don’t, dear. Tell me, are you a professional dancer? I only ask because you’re a dream 

to watch.’ The PA adjusted her makeup in the mirror over the washbasins, frowing in 

concentration. 

Gray, who would never dream of painting her face – Rhuaans don’t – smiled as she 

replied, ‘No. But I do love dancing.’ 

‘If you ever need work, darling – not that I say you ever would – but if you did, there’s 

good money for people like you.’ 

Gray laughed. ‘Really?’ 

‘Yes, dear.’ The PA pouted into the mirror, patching up her lipstick. ‘Here, for instance.’ 

‘My husband would never hear of it,’ said Gray, gently, ‘he’s very protective.’ 

‘Oh, and I don’t blame him! He’s absolutely right.’ 

Gray smiled at the PA’s protestations. ‘I work for Security,’ she said quietly. ‘But my 

husband doesn’t know that the dancing is part of the act. No, don’t get me wrong – he’s clear, 

but not everyone here is.’ 

The PA blushed in shock. ‘Really? Are you sure?’ 

‘Some of his friends are smoking things they shouldn’t.’ 

‘Really? How can you tell?’ 

‘Let’s say I have a practised nose.’ 

‘My dear – I mean, what is your name?’ 
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Gray shrugged. ‘Call me Mrs Maisor.’ 

‘Mrs Maisor. For goodness’s sake – we know nothing about that – we do our best – our 

complete best – to keep this place clean – if there’s anyone here smoking illegal substances, 

we want to know about it.’ 

‘Don’t worry. You won’t be in trouble.’ 

The PA breathed again. ‘I would really appreciate your help in clearing such people out.’ 

‘Do you have a notepad?’ asked Gray. The PA nodded and pulled one out of her handbag. 

‘Three names,’ said Gray, and reeled them off. ‘I could even tell you where they got it.’ She 

recognised Nick van der Ruhe’s weed when she smelt it. I’d no idea we were running it so far 

– deep  into the Federal sectors … 

The PA tapped frantically. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘And the manager would love a word 

with you.’ 

‘I’ll come and see him tomorrow when my husband is at work. What time would be 

convenient?’ 

’10 am?’ suggested the PA. 

‘That’s fine. I’ll see him then.’ Gray departed, saying, ‘Don’t come out straight away, will 

you? Leave it two minutes.’ 

Goodness, thought the PA, she is a pro – but not the sort we expected. 

 

‘Nick! Nick! Are you running weed to sector nine point two? You told me it was platinum!’ 

Nick Van Der Ruhe yawned, rolled over in his bed and took his lord into his arms, without 

opening his eyes from sleep. ‘It is, darling,’ he drawled, ‘pure platinum.’ 

‘Flame, Nick! I thought you at least would be honest with me. I knew we were running 

weed to the frontier planets, but not deep into the Federal sectors.’ 

‘Be sensible,’ drawled Nick. ‘If I wrote “narcotic weed” on the shipping manifest it would 

be stopped at the frontier – or looted by your pirates.’ 

Greh sighed in irritation. He supposed that was true. He pulled back from Nick’s embrace 

and frowned at his lover, who was doing a good impression of being fast asleep – and after all 

it was 2 am in Herluin city. 

‘It’s dangerous stuff, Nick,’ he pointed out reasonably. ‘It kills people. I don’t want my 

subjects dead before I’ve conquered them.’ 

Nick opened his eyes for a moment and looked straight into Greh’s. ‘You’re a fine one to 

talk,’ he said. Then, closing his eyes again: ‘They don’t have to smoke it. It’s their choice – 

freedom of the individual – there’s a demand – if we don’t meet it, someone else will – and I 

need to widen my markets. Bessiday can only smoke so much.’ 

‘It’s not that simple,’ retorted Greh. ‘Humans act irrationally when they’ve been smoking 

it. They have accidents which harm innocent people.’ 

‘Shame,’ muttered Nick. ‘There are regulations, aren’t there? Not my problem – up to the 

planetary government – if they want it, I supply it – you know horticulture is my biggest 

industry. We need the income to build that hospital for little Miss Memnon.’ 

‘We’re building up the heru industry,’ retorted Greh, ‘so you won’t need to rely on selling 

the weed.’ 

‘Two products from the same plant,’ yawned Nick. ‘Why not make two incomes? Are you 

coming to bed?’ 

Greh sat back on his haunches at the side of Nick’s bed and regarded his lover. It was dark 

in Nick’s bedroom, but he could see Nick’s electro-magnetic field, and he was clearly 

currently very pleased with himself – pleased that Greh had come to visit him, and pleased to 

have ‘won’ the argument. The problem was that Nick was correct: he did get a valuable 

income for Herluin and for the Empire from selling weed to the Federal sectors, and Greh had 

himself used it to control his pirates, and had been happy to use it to control the criminal 



 155 

elements on Bessideh, and had turned blind eye to Nick’s export activities. Now that he found 

the drug being exported to a planet where he had personal friends, he felt quite differently. 

But it was too late … he struggled to balance his love for his friends and affection for his 

future subjects and care for their welfare, against his need to keep Nick happy and encourage 

the economy of Herluin, and his own honesty – he himself liked the thick, sweet and heady 

fumes of Nick’s weed, and as he was a Rhuaan the fumes were not poisonous to him, just a 

pleasant stimulant. 

‘I’ll have to get you under control on this,’ he muttered. 

‘Come on and do it,’ retorted Nick, holding out his arms in Greh’s general direction. Greh 

gave it up and got into bed with him. 

‘Platinum,’ he muttered into Nick’s ear. ‘Horticulture!’ 

Nick giggled. ‘It gets me a visit from you. Worth every word of it.’ 

‘Flame,’ muttered Greh, and set about making love to his subordinate while still thinking 

hard. Clearly he couldn’t stop Nick exporting the weed – and they did need the money – so he 

would have to get control of the trade so that he could make the best use of it. Which meant 

he would have to find out who was peddling the stuff on Taratradene … 

 

Renual was getting a little anxious as to where his wife had got to, as she had been gone at 

least five minutes, but at last she came running out of the ladies, said: ‘There was a queue,’ 

quietly in his ear, and he kissed her and hurried her to the bar for another drink of fruit juice. 

They stood together, arms about each other, laughing over nothing and kissing sweetly. At 

last they went back on the dance floor and again Renual’s heart swelled with pride at the sight 

of his lovely wife dancing. 

At length, tired and happy, they left the club, walked back through the quiet streets to his 

vehicle, and drove home. Here they let themselves in, and she made a warm drink which they 

drank sitting cuddled on the sofa, before retiring to bed. 

‘Thank you for a lovely evening,’ she whispered to him. 

‘Thank you for coming,’ he whispered back, and she smiled tenderly. They kissed – they 

undressed and slipped into bed together and made love again and again. She had boundless 

energy and never turned him away. At last they fell asleep in each other’s arms. 

The next morning she said, ‘I can stay until tomorrow morning, darling – then I’m due on’ 

– and she named a planet he didn’t know. 

‘Lovely,’ he said. ‘We’ll have a great time this evening.’ 

‘Would you like me to make tea?’ she asked, and he said, ‘Yes, do that.’ 

‘Then I’ll do a little shopping this morning,’ she said. ‘While you’re on duty, darling.’ 

So he went off to patrol the factory, leaving her with tender kisses, and she went into town. 

He thought she took his vehicle – he left her the key – but in fact she simply transferred 

herself there. 

She went to the club which they had visited the previous evening. She was dressed simply, 

in a sheathe dress to half way down her thighs, in deep blue, with a deep blue cape thrown 

about her shoulders; very fashionable and very stylish. Her shoes were simple, flat slip-ons. 

Her long golden hair floated free. She approached the reception desk. 

‘Mrs Gray Maisor to see the manager,’ she said, in a sweet, low voice. ‘I have an 

appointment for 10 am.’ 

The receptionist recognised her and said, ‘I’ll just call him,’ and spoke into her caller. 

‘That’s fine,’ she said. ‘Please go upstairs – first door on the left by the lift.’ 

Gray was glad that there was a lift. She went up to the first floor, and knocked on the first 

door on the left. 

‘Come in,’ called a human male voice, and Gray entered. 
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She stood on the threshold for a moment, a picture of feminine beauty and vulnerable 

fragility. ‘Mrs Maisor,’ she said, smiling shyly. 

‘Do come in, Mrs Maisor,’ said the manager at once, rising to take her long, delicate white 

hand in his own large, rough one and shaking it firmly, ‘I’m Reg Finessenge – please, sit 

down.’ 

He gestured at an easy chair. She smiled, slipped off her cape and hung it over the back of 

the chair, and seated herself, trying to look as if she was comfortable, whereas in fact she was 

longing to tuck her feet under her legs – but she realised that such a gesture would be 

completely out of order in this office. 

‘Last night your personal assistant said that you were anxious to speak to me, Mr 

Finessenge.’ She clasped her hands loosely on her knees. 

They were lovely knees. The manager swallowed the lump which had appeared in his 

throat. ‘Call me Reg,’ he said. 

‘No, I prefer Mr Finessenge,’ she said quietly. 

His eyes ran over her. She was slender and appeared young, but her eyes seemed older; her 

expression was sober and grave. He could see the curve of her breasts beneath her dress; she 

clearly wore no breast support. Her dress was expensive and well cut. 

‘I understand that you identified some of my customers as smoking illegal drugs last 

night,’ he said. ‘I am very concerned that such substances could have got into this 

establishment.’ 

‘So am I,’ she said gravely. ‘Do you know where they could have obtained their supply?’ 

‘No,’ he replied. ‘I was hoping you would. I have contacted Security about the three you 

identified last night.’ 

She bowed her head in acknowledgement. ‘I can look into it for you,’ she said carefully. ‘I 

suspect the pusher may frequent this club.’ 

‘It would be ideal for us if we could use some form of undercover agent,’ he said. ‘An 

entertainer, for example’ – 

She smiled gravely. ‘Your personal assistant made some remark on my dancing – I’m 

afraid it’s totally out of the question, Mr Finessenge. My husband would never allow it. I 

haven’t even told him I was coming here this morning. He knows I work for Security, but if 

he knew I was talking to you now he would be very angry – he’s very protective.’ 

‘Yes,’ said the manager. ‘I’ve seen Mr Maisor.’ 

Gray nodded her head. ‘However, it may be that we shall come here again, and if we do I 

shall make enquiries. In the meanwhile I may make subtle enquiries of my husband, who 

knows the three who had the illegal drugs last night.’ 

‘Perhaps you should talk to our local Security people. Do you know them?’ 

‘No – I work interstellar, and this is not part of my pitch.’ 

He passed her a small piece of card. ‘That’s the caller number.’ She smiled gravely and put 

the card into a concealed pocket in the side seam of her dress.  

She would be going now, he realised, and decided to take the plunge. Could he persuade 

her to help him out a little further? ‘What does your husband do for a living, Mrs Maisor?’ 

‘He’s a security officer at Interstellar Technologies. It’s a very responsible job and he takes 

it very seriously. We don’t go out a great deal – he doesn’t like to let himself go.’ 

‘You were both enjoying yourselves so much last night –’ 

‘He was treating me. I must warn you that you’re unlikely to see us again in your delightful 

club, but don’t be offended – it’s no reflection on your club. Now, unless there is anything 

else –’ 

She rose from her chair, relieved to be standing upright again – sitting with her feet lower 

than her knees was so uncomfortable. He also stood up. ‘I’m very sorry – I’d hoped to tempt 

you with free membership –’ 
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‘Impossible,’ she said gently. ‘My husband would never accept it. But thank you, Mr 

Finessenge. Now I must go – I’ll show myself out.’ And she walked out, carrying her cape 

over one shoulder, leaving him completely smitten and at a loss for words, wondering 

whether he would ever see her again. 

She went shopping; she went home. She prepared a meal for the evening and set it to cook 

slowly. She bathed and rubbed herself with sweet oils, and waited for Renual to come home 

for lunch. 

He was on the six ’till two shift, and came in at 2.30 pm. She had lunch set out on the table 

– a salad. He showered and changed into casual clothes – trousers and a teeshirt – and they sat 

seated side by side at the table, pausing to kiss as they ate. She asked him about his morning, 

what he had been doing, the people he had met, his plans for that afternoon; he did not ask her 

about her morning, for he simply assumed that she had only been shopping, as she had said 

she would. He planned to spend an hour in the gym as usual that afternoon, and she asked 

sweetly if she could come and watch him work out. She knew the sight would give her great 

sexual pleasure. He agreed readily – he loved to have her watch him exercise. 

‘You can’t come into the hall for safety reasons,’ he had said the first time she had asked to 

come with him, ‘but there’s a visitors’ gallery.’ 

‘I’ll stand up there, darling, and watch you,’ she said, all a-quiver at the thought of his 

beautiful body exercising. 

They walked to the gym, for he believed in fresh air and exercise. They parted on entry 

with an embrace – she went up to the visitors’ gallery, he to change into his workout kit. She 

sat down on the bench which ran around the rail of the gallery, watching the young human 

males working out below her, and let herself become sexually excited. She would enjoy 

herself with Renual later. 

Her hair waved behind her as if in the breeze – but there was no breeze … 

‘Hi, Gray!’ said a voice. 

Gray jumped. She turned her lovely head and saw one of her husband’s friends standing 

over her. ‘Oh – hi, Worran.’ 

‘What brings you here?’ he asked, swinging his legs over the bench and sitting down 

beside her, rather close for her liking. 

‘I’ve come to watch Renual work out. He’s getting changed now.’ 

He moved slightly further away from her at the mention of her husband’s name. ‘I haven’t 

seen you here before.’ 

‘No, I haven’t been able to come before.’ 

‘Taking a holiday?’ 

‘A few days leave.’ 

‘What do you do, exactly?’ 

‘Oh, I work off-planet,’ she said. ‘What do you do? Renual said you used to work at 

Intech.’ 

‘Yes, I’m a computer whizz. I write programs – you know, the routines which make the 

computer do what you want it to do.’ 

Clearly he assumed that she must be a fool, thought Gray. Well, all the better – she could 

ask anything and he’d answer. 

‘That must be interesting,’ she answered, open-eyed and sweet mouthed. ‘Where do you 

work now?’ 

‘A place in town called Hydrotech. We deal with the water supply – keep it clean, 

desalination, all that.’ 

‘Oh, I see.’ Gray realised that the water supply was one of the everyday concerns that at 

some point in the future she would have to know about and look after – she wondered who 

sorted out the water supply on Cray, Herluin and Bessiday. On Halleh, Aoan had installed a 
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recycling plant. On Abbaba and Oh, she had simply used the old pumps installed by the 

Federation to bring up water from underground. On Thorion, the population was so small that 

they used the natural springs. On Earth, her mum paid a monthly fee for a clean water supply 

and sewerage – that, at least, seemed to have kept working through all the years of neglect, 

although Gray remembered her mum complaining about the cost of the water rate, and she 

wasn’t sure how sewage was dealt with. This is the sort of technical area which the Marys are 

good at … I must talk to Memnon… 

Worran had produced a packet from his pocket, and was holding it out to her. ‘Like a 

smoke?’ 

‘Oh – no thank you. Renual doesn’t approve.’ 

‘Go on. He’s not here yet.’ 

Dare she? Gray considered, and giggled. ‘Oh, yes, please’ – she took one of the little paper 

tubes from the pack. Worran pulled a lighter from his pocket and lit it, and she held it to her 

lips and inhaled cautiously. Yes, it was definitely Nick’s weed. Flame! Wherever does he get 

it from? 

‘Have you smoked this stuff before?’ asked Worran, watching her face. 

‘No,’ she lied. ‘It’s good. Where did you get it?’ 

‘Oh – I have a source of supply.’ He grinned and lit another for himself. ‘I can get you 

some if you like.’ 

‘Better not,’ she said. ‘Renual really doesn’t like it at all.’ 

‘He’s not out yet,’ he said. ‘Look – I’ve been wanting a word with you on your own for 

ages.’ 

She smiled at him, and inhaled slowly. 

‘Whatever do you see in him?’ asked Worran. 

She shook her head at him. ‘He’s lovely.’ 

‘He’s an oaf!’ 

‘He isn’t. He’s sweet.’ 

Worran snorted. ‘Women! You mean he has big balls and a big prick.’ 

‘Yes – how did you know?’ 

He blushed and laughed and said, ‘You’re not as innocent as you look.’ She laughed 

merrily. 

He inhaled and then said, ‘You were gorgeous last night. Absolutely angelic.’ 

She smiled charmingly. ‘Thank you.’ 

‘I wish you were mine.’ 

She raised her eyebrows at him. ‘Worran! If I tell Renual you said that –’ 

He put a hand on her knee. ‘But you won’t, will you?’ 

She frowned at him. ‘Keep your hands to yourself. I might.’ She inhaled again. 

He removed the hand, asking: ‘Even if I get you some more of that?’ 

‘What? Bribery?’ She frowned at him again. 

‘Listen,’ he said, bringing his mouth close to her ear, ‘you’re a very beautiful woman, and 

I’m wild about you. OK? Now, don’t go telling Renual or he’ll kill me.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said lightly, ‘he will.’ 

‘But I need to talk to you – in private.’ 

‘Talk away.’ 

‘This isn’t private.’ 

Renual is still getting ready. It’s private enough.’ 

‘Look,’ he said in a rush, ‘after last night – I’d do anything – simply anything – look, 

anything just for one smile off you – please, Gray – can I call you Gray?’ 

‘I can’t stop you,’ she lied, inhaling another mouthful of weed smoke. 

‘I’ll get you some more of those,’ he said confidentially, ‘as you like them so much.’ 
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‘Thank you,’ she answered, smiling. 

‘Listen, Gray – do you spend most of your time off-planet?’ 

‘I come home once a week.’ 

‘Could I see you when you come home?’ 

‘I spend all my time with Renual.’ 

‘I can give you a good time – Renual doesn’t go out much. I saw last night how much you 

enjoy dancing – I love dancing – I’d especially love it with you.’ 

‘Worran,’ she said lightly, ‘forget it. Do you think, if I’m seen out with you, that Renual 

will let either of us live twenty-four hours? Here he comes – now, run away.’ 

He took the hint and went – and she extinguished her ‘smoke’ in her hands. Oddly, he 

never saw her throw it away, but when she got up to go there was no sign of it. 

 

Gray sat watching Renual, her darling virile human male, and though furiously. Worran had 

just offered her, to all intents and purposes, his body and a way into his drugs ring, which 

would presumably take her into the criminal circles of the planet and thence, eventually, the 

sector. She wasn’t much interested in his body, but she would take it if it was the only way in 

– if she could only get the same hold on the criminals here as she had on Bessiday – and, 

come to that, Herluin – it would be a first step towards controlling the Federation from the 

bottom up.  

The trouble is, I can’t easily do it without upsetting Renual. Better I let Security pick up 

Worran and get his contact out of him. That will get me in with local Security, and thence 

upwards, I hope. 

Her mind was made up. After all, Renual knew that she worked for Security, so if he found 

out that she had contacted them he would simply assume it was part of her job. 

She watched Renual working out, and licked her lips lasciviously. He was so strong and 

virile – pure male – and she, who was both genders and neither, found this extraordinarily 

erotic. 

 

When he had finished and gone to shower, she rose to leave, and found that Worran was 

watching her from a doorway. ‘I’ve been playing soft ball,’ he said, ‘and came back to see if 

you were still here.’ 

‘I’m just leaving,’ she said, matching action to words and walking towards the stairs down 

to the entrance foyer. 

‘Gray,’ he said, walking beside her, ‘can I see you again? Tonight?’ 

‘No,’ she said. 

‘Tomorrow?’ 

‘Renual is on six ‘till two.’ She meant that his shift started at 6.00 am and ended at 2.00 

pm. 

‘Can you meet me somewhere?’ 

‘Perhaps.’ 

‘In Benisons? At 9.30 am? By the red cactus. Please,’ he begged, ‘and I’ll have some more 

of those smokes.’ 

She looked at him and said, ‘Perhaps.’ He grabbed her hand and kissed it. 

‘Please,’ he said. ‘I can make it worth your while.’ 

‘I don’t know how,’ she said, ‘but perhaps, Worran. Now – I must go and meet Renual.’ 

He had not intended to release her hand, but he found he had to. She slipped from him and 

was gone down the stairs in an instant, leaving him bewildered and lovestruck. 

Later he saw Gray and Renual walk out together, arms about each other, kissing fondly. 

What does she see in him? he wondered. Great wanker, all balls and prick – all muscle and no 

brain. And she is so beautiful – and she’s no fool, either … 
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He couldn’t make it out. But he hoped desperately that she would be at Benison’s the next 

day. 

 

Gray never let on to Renual during that whole evening that she had done anything at the gym 

other than admire his lovely body. She said a good deal about his body, however, and they 

spent a pleasant evening of lust. 

The following morning, over breakfast, Gray said sadly to her husband, ‘I must go this 

morning, darling. I’ll be back on Saturday and we can spend the whole day together.’ 

He knew that there was no point in protesting. Her lovely eyes were full of tears – her face 

showed her grief. Even her lovely hair was limp. He took her in his strong arms and 

comforted her, and she seemed happier. She told him exactly when she would be back; he 

wrote it on the calendar on the kitchen wall. He went off to work; they parted with a 

passionate embrace. 

Gray sat down on the sofa, face in hands, and allowed herself the luxury of a good cry. She 

always hated leaving Renual, even though she knew she could not possibly stay permanently. 

At last she rose, tidied the house, washed up breakfast and put the plates away, and left a 

single lovely flower in a vase for Renual to find when he returned. She laid the table for his 

lunch, and then let herself out of the flat. 

Swathed in her cloak, her eyes still red, Gray transported herself to Benisons in town. She 

walked down the road to a public caller box and rang Security. 

‘Hello? May I speak to Officer Charn, please? Thank you – hello? Officer Charn? I have 

information regarding a pusher of narcotic drugs in town – yes – yes – I’m meeting him in 

Benison’s in ten minutes. At the table by the red cactus. You’ll know me by my blonde hair – 

yes – thank you.’ 

She put down the caller and walked down the street, looking in shop windows. She 

checked the time on her wristwatch, walked back up the street and into Benison’s. 

‘Good morning,’ she said to the young human male on the door. ‘I’m supposed to meet 

someone here – a Mr Zehnten – he’s booked a table, I think.’ 

He looked down the list on his desk and said, ‘Yes – come this way –’ and led her to the 

table by the red cactus. Gray had never been in Benison’s before, but this was definitely a 

cactus, and it was very red. It stood in a large ceramic pot, which was also coloured red, and 

partly screened diners at this table from the rest of the restaurant. 

‘May I take your coat?’ the young man asked, and hung it up by the door. She stood by the 

cactus and waited – slender, tender and vulnerable – waiting for him – or not … 

‘Gray!’ he was at her side, all eager smiles, smelling strongly of some sweet body oil. 

‘May I?’ He kissed her cheek. ‘I’m so glad you’ve come.’ 

He sat down opposite her. ‘I’ve brought you something.’ He passed over a package 

wrapped in brown paper. She opened it with careful hands. It was three packets of weed 

smokes, marked with the distinctive pine tree of Herluin – clearly Nick’s work. 

Flame, she thought. I shall have to start checking all Nick’s consignments. He’s got right 

into the Federal sectors and I knew nothing about it. I know I’m a criminal, but this is 

ridiculous. 

‘Lovely,’ she said, turning over a box in her hands, ‘What a pretty box.’ 

He laughed and said, ‘It’s the contents that count.’ 

She smiled at him. ‘Thank you, Worran. Isn’t it rather dangerous carrying these about with 

you?’ 

‘Oh, no,’ he said, smiling boldy, ‘the security police won’t notice a brown paper parcel. 

Are you going to open them?’ 

She wondered where Security had got to, as it was 9.30 am already … she opened a packet, 

and offered him one, and he took one and lit it, and held his lighter to hers. They inhaled 
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gently – she wrapped up the packets and put the parcel to one side, as a waiter came up with 

the menu and left them to consider hot drinks, cold drinks, cakes and sandwiches. 

‘Have you been here before?’ he asked. 

‘Never,’ she answered, shaking her lovely head. 

‘It’s a lively place in the evenings. If you could get away – we could have lots of fun here.’ 

She shook her head. ‘No.’ 

He sighed. ‘You’re doing yourself no favours.’ 

She raised her eyebrows. ‘What do you mean?’ 

‘You could go far if you weren’t shackled to Renual.’ 

She frowned at him. ‘I’m not shackled. I’m hardly ever here-planet, Worran.’ 

The waiter returned. ‘Are you ready to order?’ he asked. 

‘Two black coffees, please,’ said Worran at once, without even looking at Gray. As the 

waiter departed with the menus, Gray said softly, ‘Worran – I don’t drink coffee.’ 

‘It’s all right,’ he said, ‘this isn’t coffee.’ 

‘What is it?’ 

‘You’ll see when it comes.’ 

She inhaled on her smoke stick and felt her mind unwind gently. For a moment, she could 

have been back on Oh with the pirates about her – she put the thought aside. Where the Flame 

was Security? It was twenty to ten … 

‘What do you propose I should be doing, Worran?’ asked Gray. 

‘You could be having a lot of fun. Every eye in the club was on you the other night. Any 

man who saw you that night would just fall into your arms. You could have a different man 

every night – go places – see things –’ 

Her mouth twisted in amusement or contempt. ‘Don’t you give me any credit for fidelity?’ 

‘What, to Renual? Pull the other one.’ 

‘I happen to love him.’ 

‘Well, I happen to love you.’ 

She smiled sadly. ‘Thank you for the smokes, and I really appreciate the morning out – but 

I adore Renual, and I don’t adore you.’ 

‘You haven’t given me a chance,’ he retorted, hurt. 

She sighed and shook her head. ‘Here’s the coffee.’ 

As the waiter left them, she sniffed cautiously at the drink. It was something narcotic – not 

one of Nick’s mixes, but presumably something similar. Harmless to Rhuaans, however. She 

sipped it carefully. 

‘What do you think?’ he asked eagerly. 

‘It’s a Mary brew, isn’t it?’ she answered. 

‘Is it?’ He was caught off-guard, and she suddenly realised – from the abrupt hole in his 

electro-magnetic field – that he knew nothing about Marys. Whoops. Obviously she 

shouldn’t, either. 

‘I think so,’ she said vaguely, and drank it quite quickly, much to Worran’s surprise. To a 

human stomach it was a powerful stimulant, but to a Rhuaan it was a pleasant light beverage. 

Where the Flame is Security? she thought. Aren’t they coming? 

Clearly not – and Worran was saying, ‘Do you like it?’ 

‘Oh, yes, it’s pleasant,’ she said, smilingly. 

‘Gray,’ he said, inhaling his smoke stick and reaching out a hand to touch hers – ‘I asked 

you here today to tell you I’m crazy about you. And I want to make love to you. Will you 

please have me?’ 

She stared at him, eyebrows raised, lips set in an incredulous smile. 

‘Please, my love? My beauty, my heart? Please? You are so beautiful, Gray, I can’t sleep at 

night for thinking about you.’ 
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‘Worran,’ she said softly, ‘I’ve told you. I love Renual, and I don’t want to be unfaithful to 

him.’ 

‘I don’t believe you. It’s not possible. He’s – he’s in a different dimension to you.’ 

She stared him in the eye and took in the whole of his mind. He wanted her because he 

wanted everything good that other people had. You greedy pig, she said to herself, and aloud: 

‘I told you I love him.’ 

‘What do I have to offer you? Smokes? Drink? Money? A good time? A big prick?’ 

She came to a decision. Security were not coming, Nick was running her around, and she 

needed to take control. ‘No,’ she said, stubbing out the stub of her smoke stick, ‘I’m not for 

sale, Worran. What do you think I am?’ 

‘An angel,’ he said. ‘Too good to be true. Yet – you came this morning. Why?’ 

‘Perhaps I was curious as to what you would have to say for yourself.’ 

‘And – what do you think?’ 

‘I’m not convinced.’ 

‘Gray – listen – I’d buy you anything.’ 

‘I have my own money. I do work, you know.’ 

‘What do you want? Everyone can be bought. What’s your price?’ 

Your soul. She almost laughed out loud at him, but managed to keep a straight face and 

carry on the act. ‘Where do you get your smokes, Worran?’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘I’m interested.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Never mind. You asked for my price – that’s it.’ 

He swallowed hard. ‘You mean – I tell you my supplier and you’ll –’ 

‘Yes. Better still, take me to meet him.’ 

‘To meet him?’ 

‘Yes. And then I’ll – whatever you think is a fitting reward.’ 

He swallowed again. ‘Come back to my flat and I’ll give him a call.’ 

She nodded, got up, took his package under her arm and went to pick up her cloak. He rose 

as well, sweating a little, went to the cash desk, paid the bill, led her out – down a street, 

down another, to a block of flats – he opened a door with a key, led her into a well-kept foyer, 

called a lift and took her up ten floors, then across a landing where he drew out another key, 

opened a door, said, ‘Come in, Gray. Make yourself at home.’ 

She smiled, entered. It was a typical bachelor flat – it had been smart and modern, but it 

hadn’t been kept clean, the room smelt of dust, there were piles of journals and technical 

publications lying about on the floor and the table, and the curtains had not been properly 

drawn back that morning so that the flat was in semi-darkness. She took all this in at a glance, 

and decided to say nothing – let Worran think she was happy with his slovenly lifestyle. She 

took off her cape, hung it over the back of a chair, slipped off her shoes and sat down on the 

sofa with her legs tucked under her. 

‘Here,’ he said, ‘have one of your – our – smokes – I’ll light it,’ and a moment later she 

was reclined on his sofa, inhaling peacefully, while he got on to the caller. 

After a short conversation, he said, ‘He’ll be here in ten minutes,’ and put down the caller 

handset. He came and sat on the end of the sofa and ran a daring hand up her calf. 

‘Gray,’ he said, ‘can I ask why –’ 

‘No,’ she said, ‘and keep your hands to yourself.’ 

‘Please,’ he whispered, and she sighed and said, ‘Oh, very well.’ 

He caressed her calves, but dared not touch her lovely thighs. After a few minutes, he said, 

‘Gray, I adore you. I’ll do anything to win you.’ 

‘Forget it,’ she said, blowing out smoke. 
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‘Why, darling?’ he pleaded. 

‘You’ll see,’ she said. ‘Wait until your friend comes.’ 

The door bell rang – Worran leapt up and ran to the door. Gray rose to greet his guest as he 

entered – a thin, narrow-faced human male, dressed quietly, carrying a small attaché case. 

‘Bes, this is Gray – Gray, Bes,’ said Worran. ‘Sit down, Bes.’ 

Bes sat down, staring at Gray as if thunderstruck. At last he said, ‘Well, what can I do for 

you?’ 

‘Bes,’ said Gray idly, ‘did you provide Worran with this weed?’ She gestured at the box on 

the sofa beside her. 

He jumped at the casual use of the slang term from her lovely mouth. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Do 

you want some?’ 

‘No,’ she said. ‘Where did you get it?’ 

‘I can’t tell you.’ 

‘All right. How much did you pay for it?’ 

‘I can’t tell you.’ 

She laughed. ‘I bet you paid more than ten feds a hundred.’ 

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘A lot more. Why?’ 

‘I can get it for you at a ten feds a hundred,’ she said sweetly. ‘Oh – Worran – I know I 

told you I’d never smoked these before, but I lied. Sorry.’ 

He blinked, stared, said nothing. Bes coughed. 

‘Are you still lying?’ he asked in hushed tones. 

‘No. And I’ll be making a killing at that – but any less and you’ll never believe it’s the real 

stuff.’ 

‘How can you?’ 

She smiled broadly. ‘I get around. I travel, Bes.’ 

Bes looked at Worran, who was simply looking stunned, and then back at Gray. ‘If you 

can,’ he said, ‘if, then I’ll buy a thousand and you can reach me through Worran.’ 

‘Fine,’ she said. ‘I’ll be in touch.’ 

‘Fine,’ he said. ‘I’ll be going, then,’ – and he went. 

That should bring his superiors down on me pretty fast, thought Gray, as the front door of 

the flat closed behind him. Worran came back into the room after seeing Bes out and said, 

‘Gray, how can you – I don’t understand.’ 

‘Worran,’ said Gray, reclining on the sofa and inhaling on her ‘smoke’, ‘if you wanted 

cover, would you spend your time with clubbers and fast livers, or with someone steady and 

clean living?’ 

She did not bother to look at him – she could sense him shift his feet and say awkwardly, 

‘OK – I get it.’ 

‘Good,’ she said, and inhaled again, slowly, luxuriously. ‘Now, I promised you whatever 

you thought would be due payment for bringing your supplier to me. So what is it?’ 

He sighed, suddenly deflated. ‘I guess you’re used to much more exciting men than me,’ 

he said reluctantly. 

‘Come here,’ said Gray, stretching out to stub out her ‘smoke’ on the ash tray on the coffee 

table, and then holding out an arm in his direction, ‘and I’ll pay you. I always pay my debts.’ 

Worran kicked off his shoes and went into her arms, scared now and not sure what he was 

letting himself in for. What he got was a hot embrace, an open lascivious mouth and those 

lovely thighs opened – as he had dreamt – and demanding he give them their due – not so 

easy. He did his best, kissed and caressed her, opened his own fly, pulled off her briefs, got 

into her, humped and pumped and let go and she said, ‘Is that it?’ 

‘Gray,’ he said reproachfully, ‘That’s no way to address a man.’ 
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She went off into peals of laughter. ‘How dare you compare yourself to Renual? Get out 

and try again.’ 

He was ashamed. He tried again. He gave her tongue work this time, caressed her lovely 

thighs, kissed her groin, tried to stimulate her with his hands, and she only squirmed and said, 

‘Worran – you’re not trying, are you?’ 

‘I am,’ he protested. ‘I really am – I adore you, Gray.’ 

‘Renaul beats you hollow,’ she said disdainfully. ‘Have I got to show you how to do it?’ 

‘No,’ he retorted. ‘I will please you – really!’ 

‘All right,’ she said, lying back with a sigh. ‘Try again.’ 

So he tried again, and put his whole self into it, finally got into her again, worked up 

rapidly and she said, ‘Take your time, Worran.’ 

‘God, you’re demanding!’ he retorted. 

‘I can afford to be,’ she snapped. 

He almost lost it then, but hung on and gritted his teeth, and finally let go into her with a 

sigh. 

‘Gray, you’re lovely,’ he breathed. 

She uttered a sigh which sounded more like boredom. 

‘I tell you what,’ she said, ‘you need lessons from Renual.’ 

‘God!’ he exclaimed. ‘I didn’t bring you here to insult me.’ 

‘And you promised me a good time,’ she reminded him. 

‘Gray,’ he pleaded, ‘don’t expect miracles.’ 

‘But I do,’ she said sweetly. She disentangled him from herself, got off the sofa in a single 

fluid movement, pulled her briefs back on, put on her shoes, picked up her parcel and cape 

and said, ‘I’ll be in touch, Worran. Perhaps you should practise on yourself a bit.’ Then she 

was leaning over him, looking into his eyes with her own great black eyes – huge and black – 

enormous, black and deep – deep and horrible – oh, God! Worran screamed – 

‘You will never speak of or communicate to anyone what you and I do together,’ said the 

vision of horror at the bottom of Gray’s eyes, ‘or you will instantly die.’ Then he felt a sharp 

pain in his head, and when he came to himself, she had gone. 

He ran to the window to see her emerge at the bottom of the flats – he waited several 

minutes, but she never came out. 

He was left shaken, confused and afraid, but as desperately in love as ever. 

 

‘Rose,’ said a familiar voice. 

Rose McCrae uttered a short, ‘Damn,’ and turned around from her desk. ‘Bradley,’ she 

said, ‘stop doing that.’ 

‘Sorry,’ he said charmingly. ‘Tell me, Rose, what is your line on narcotics?’ 

‘They’re illegal,’ she said. ‘I know you run them, Bradley.’ 

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘more than I intended. I’ll make you an offer. It’s not in my interests to 

poison the Federal sectors, so when I come across particularly bad cases, I’ll tip you off.’ 

She stared at him. ‘I beg your pardon?’ he said. 

He smiled. ‘May I sit down?’ he enquired, and promptly sat on the nearest chair, which 

was upholstered in green leather and was cool and smooth on his hands. He was wearing 

black trousers and black overshirt, belted at the hips; he slipped off his ankle boots and tucked 

his feet under him. 

‘My subject planets grow weed,’ he said. ‘It’s a subproduct of heru.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Rose, ‘unfortunately. I’m trying to get our producers of heru to reprocess the 

seed as fertiliser, but regrettably there’s more money in narcotics.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh. ‘I have the same problem – you know the financial situation of sectors 

two to six. I can’t stop people growing the stuff – what else can they do? You know I’m using 
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a lot of it to make cloth, but some of it isn’t of suitable grade, and we’re still left with the 

seed. I’m trying to wean them off it, but it will take time.’ 

I’m not hearing this, thought Rose. 

‘Weed is harmless to Marys and Rhuaans,’ continued Greh, ‘but poisonous to humans – 

and, as I said, I don’t wish to poison the Federal sectors before I have a chance to take them 

over.’ 

‘I see,’ said Rose, ‘now I understand. You don’t wish to poison your potential subjects.’ 

‘Quite.’ 

‘Go on. So what is this offer?’ 

‘I don’t know where it all goes,’ he said, ‘but I do know where some of it goes. I can keep 

you informed, if the information is of interest to you.’ 

‘I rely on my own officers for that,’ she said. 

‘But they don’t act on information received, even when they have it,’ said Grey, sweetly. 

‘What?’ she snapped. 

‘Ask the chief of Security on Taratradene why they haven’t acted on the tip-off they had 

yesterday at 9.20 am,’ said Grey. 

She frowned at him. ‘I’m sure they have their reasons.’ 

‘Possibly, but I’d be interested to hear them. In any case, Rose, I thought you should know. 

There’s my offer – I’ll let you know if I come across any more cases.’ He smiled at her, got 

up, slipped his feet back into his boots, and vanished. 

Rose pulled a face. ‘I wish he wouldn’t do that,’ she muttered. However, she reached for 

her caller handset – it would be interesting to check his story. 

The reaction from the chief Security officer on Taratradene was indeed interesting. ‘How 

did you know about that?’ he spluttered. 

‘I have my sources,’ said Rose calmly. ‘Well, officer? So why didn’t you act on the tip-

off?’ 

‘The person in question is known to us, ma’am,’ said the officer’s voice. 

‘So? Why is he still at large?’ 

‘We’re keeping the situation under surveillance,’ said the voice. 

Rose considered this. ‘I see, officer,’ she said. ‘Well, I hope, for your sake, you know what 

you’re doing. Good day.’ 

She put down her handset and sat staring out of the window at the grey winter’s day. It was 

raining – acidic Trerian rain – and blowing a gale. She was annoyed with herself. The last 

time that Bradley, the all-too-superior member of the self-proclaimed supreme race had 

bounced into her office, she had kept control and told him where to get off. This time he had 

walked all over her. She wondered how it had happened, cursed herself, then shook her head 

to clear it. 

‘I can understand why our ancestors rebelled,’ she said aloud, and went back to her work. 

 

Greh went back to Oh, where he was greeted enthusiastically by Errehn and his pirates. He 

recounted his adventure on Taratradene and asked whether any shipments had come in from 

Herluin recently. 

‘There’s half a warehouseful in the store now,’ reported Errehn. ‘Shall we go and see what 

it really is?’ 

The bill of lading described it as platinum, heru cloth and spices. It turned out to be 

platinum, heru cloth, spices and three different varieties of narcotic weed – the seed of the 

heru plant, a dried leaf and a dried fruit. 

‘Horticulture with a vengeance,’ said Greh, sighing. 

‘Pardon?’ said Errehn. 

‘Nick calls weed-growing “horticulture”,’ explained Greh. 
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Errehn giggled. ‘That’s neat.’ 

‘Where is this lot bound?’ asked Greh, going through the bill of lading. 

‘Fairly,’ said Peiriol, looking at the ‘received’ ledger. ‘We don’t have any information 

about the end customer – we only deliver.’ 

‘Hmm,’ said Greh. ‘I’d like to know where it all goes.’ 

‘That’s possible,’ said Peiriol. ‘We’ll just keep a record of who actually picks up each 

crate.’ 

‘But that will probably only tell us who the next transit shipping company is,’ Greh pointed 

out. 

‘It’s better than nothing,’ said Peiriol. ‘And of course it may be collected by the end 

customer – especially the weed.’ 

Greh knew that Peiriol was trying to get back on the right side of him after the last 

celebratory evening got out of hand. ‘Fine,’ he said, smiling at the young Gustu. ‘You can 

take it over and see who collects it.’ 

‘Yes, sir,’ said Peiriol smartly. 

Errehn gave a wry smile. If he had given Peiriol such an order, Peiriol would have 

complained bitterly. 

Back in the main base, Errehn asked, ‘Are you staying tonight?’ 

‘I could do.’ 

Errehn scowled at his normally-absent lover. ‘You’re here so seldom I’ve been planning to 

go and kidnap Aversham for sex.’ 

‘That’s a good idea,’ said Greh. ‘I was going to ask him about something. We can go 

together.’ 

 

Aversham’s head office was becoming settled on Fairly planet, where it was relatively safe 

from government Security. J. Aversham’s executive flat on the outskirts of Fairly city suited 

him very well, and the rent was considerably below what he had been paying on Trer. He was 

moving his employees from Trer to Fairly. The official excuse for the move was to cut costs – 

but common talk said it was so he could be nearer to his lover Graham Bradley on Oh. In fact, 

of course, Greh was hardly ever on Oh these days, and even Errehn was far too busy on Oh to 

get away to visit J. regularly. So when the two Rhuaans turned up in J.’s lounge just as he was 

coming in through his front door, he made them very welcome. 

‘Gray! Errehn!’ (then, after warm embraces) ‘this is wonderful! When did you get here?’ 

‘Just now,’ giggled Errehn. ‘Greh brought us.’ 

‘Errehn’s come for the sex,’ said Greh sweetly, ‘and I’ve come for that and a favour.’ 

‘Before anything,’ said J, ‘a shower, and then dinner. And then – anything, my twin gods.’ 

They laughed merrily, madly, fondly, and followed him to the shower-room, stripping off 

their clothes as they went. 

The ensuing evening did not go as J. had outlined. The two Rhuaans treated their pet to a 

mad love-romp in the shower, and then a chase around his flat (fortunately, there was no one 

to disturb except for his bodyguard in the flat downstairs), and then a romp about his bedroom 

and on his bed. It was nearly two hours later that J. said, ‘I promised you a meal – there’s 

something in the kitchen,’ and Greh said, ‘I’ll get it. You two carry on.’ 

Greh knew what J.’s cooking was like: non-existant. His meals consisted of something pre-

prepared warmed in a microwave oven. He took some frozen meals out of J.’s freezer, put 

them in his microwave, set it for the appropriate time, and went back to the bedroom to join J. 

and Errehn until he heard the microwave ‘beep,’ when he went to get the food. 

The three of them sat on the sofa in the lounge – J. in the middle, the two Rhuaans on 

either side with their legs tucked under them – wrapped in Aversham’s latest style of 

dressing-gowns, and ate the hot meals out of their throwaway dishes. When they had finished, 
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J. produced from his wine cabinet a bottle of some sparkling juice from a faraway planet and 

poured it into three goblets, and they all drank ‘to us.’ 

‘Now, my gods,’ said J. to the two Rhuaans, ‘this year’s collection. What will you do for 

me?’ 

‘J!’ exclaimed Greh. ‘Surely you can’t – we’re illegal.’ 

‘Nothing better,’ said J. ‘In any case, my clients expect it. I can’t afford not to.’ 

Errehn giggled. ‘What do you want us to do?’ 

‘Whatever you like, my dears,’ said J. ‘I trust your excellent taste.’ 

‘I’d rather be outside this time,’ said Greh, ‘in the sunshine – we could go out into the hills 

– there’s a lake with flowers. That would be perfect.’ 

‘We could run and romp together,’ said Errehn, ‘and make love in the grass.’ 

‘Who’s filming?’ Greh asked J. 

‘Sal,’ said J. ‘We’ll go over to see her tomorrow – she’s got a studio in town. It’s too hot 

on Trer for Aversham’s these days.’ 

 

They spent an erotic evening and night together, and the following morning, after a romp and 

a light breakfast, J. drove them in his new, four-wheeled road-going vehicle to Sal’s studio. 

Madeleine was there and the rest of the crew, whom Greh and Errehn remembered from last 

year. So much had happened since then – Greh tried not to think about how much, because it 

made his head spin. 

Greh and Errehn argued with Madeleine over what they would wear for the shoot, and with 

Sal over what they would do. Sal was not at all happy about an outdoors shot, because, she 

said, the natural light on Fairly was ‘so weird’ and she wasn’t sure that she could get the 

effect she wanted. Greh was insistent, however, and eventually she agreed ‘only because it’s 

you, darlings,’ and they packed up the equipment, clothes and make up, etc., and drove out in 

the company’s new film unit van into the countryside. 

Here, after some walking, they reached the lake which Greh remembered from an earlier 

visit to the planet, and he and Errehn explained to Sal what they had in mind. Sal argued, 

dictated, and finally they reached a compromise on what they would do, where they would go 

and how long they would take doing it. Madeleine then took Greh and Errehn aside and gave 

them clothes from the new collection – a deep purply-blue for Greh, and a deep bronze-gold 

for Errehn. This year’s style was very tight trousers in stretch fabric, a weave-effect rather 

than the more usual knit, and loose-topped, tight-bottomed shirts which were very baggy 

across the shoulders, cut straight across the neck and over the shoulders with big, baggy 

sleeves to the elbow, then tight on the wrists and hips. The result was very triangular. 

When Madeleine and ‘Wardrobe’ were happy with their appearance, Greh and Errehn went 

back to Sal. They had ankle boots on their feet to match the rest of their clothes – flat-soled, 

slightly pointed-toed. No socks. They would run through the edge of the lake (‘don’t get too 

wet, but make lots of spray’) and then across the grass, through some trees, into the longer 

grass, then stop to kiss and embrace, ‘you can fall on to the grass, and start smooching,’ said 

Sal. 

She would come in and do close-ups; 

Then they should strip off slowly and make love. 

Greh and Errehn began by walking the course. Then they came back and were filmed 

several times running hand-in-hand. Then they were filmed lying in the grass kissing and 

looking fondly into each other’s eyes. Then, finally, Sal made them undress – and again, this 

took several takes – and make love, which they need do only once, ‘because you’re always 

perfect,’ she said, licking her lips merrily. 

When that was done, they stopped for a late lunch. Then Sal said, ‘As we’re here, I’ll have 

a few stills of you walking with J.,’ and got Errehn to stand on J.’s right and Greh on his left, 
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and told them to walk across the grass from left to right and slightly towards the camera, 

chatting and laughing. J. had his arms about the Rhuaans’ shoulders; they had theirs about his 

waist. It was a pretty, intimate scene. Sal worked her camera hard. 

Then they went back to the studio. Sal took a few stills of Errehn and Greh separately  and 

together, smiling, looking pensive or bashful, kissing and embracing. 

They got away about eight o’clock that evening. 

J. took them to an exclusive restaurant for a meal, where he had a private room for 

entertaining clients, and they enjoyed an intimate, peaceful meal and better food than J. 

usually fed them. J. drove them back to his flat late that night and they shared a refreshing 

shower and fell into bed together. They slept late: J.’s caller woke them. J. rolled out from 

under Errehn and lifted the caller handset: ‘Aversham.’ 

A female voice spoke. Greh thought sleepily: ‘Surely Sal can’t have got it done already? 

She still has the rest of the filming to do, doesn’t she?’ 

Aversham replaced the handset. ‘That was Sal. She’s ready.’ 

‘Flame,’ muttered Greh. ‘What time is it?’ 

Aversham looked at his wristwatch. ’10 am. It’s time we were moving, my gods.’ 

So, thought Greh, apparently Sal had everything done except for her shots with us – which 

means that she, and J., were counting on our coming now. Are we so predictable? He was 

worried about his movements being too predictable, in case Rose McCrae’s Security forces 

ambushed him again, as they had ambushed him and J. on Trer … but there was no time to 

think about this now – they had to rush into the shower, dress, swallow a drink of fruit juice 

and leap into J.’s vehicle to drive to the showing. For this occasion, one of J.’s bodyguard 

drove, and another sat alongside him in the front of the vehicle, while J. and the two Rhuaans 

sat in the back seat, and arrived at the showing in style. 

As at the previous showing they had attended on Trer, this was supposed to be a preview 

for a select few, yet the room was already full when they arrived. Madeleine clicked her 

tongue over them, said, ‘Playing the late bride, are we?’ and led them to the front row, where 

Aversham sat in a comfortable chair, but Greh and Errehn sat on the floor by choice. 

Sal pressed the button on the screen at the front to start the viewing. 

Last year, Greh had been astonished by the blatant and aggressive sexual nature of the 

visual launching the new collection – far too blatant for beauty. This year, he felt that the 

collection had a softer edge. The music was merrier, the light brighter, the tone more lively 

and youthful rather than sunk in a pit of depravity. It was as if someone had opened a window 

and let in the fresh spring air; someone had pulled open the curtains and let in the morning 

sunlight; someone had woken the sleeper from a rather unpleasant dream. After a while he 

wondered whether that someone might have been himself. Aversham was in love with two 

young, merry, idealistic and hopeful people, and both of them, but Greh in particular, had 

given him a brighter outlook on life. 

There was still the gratuitous sex – the bar scene, the older man fucking the younger men – 

but it was brighter, lighter. The tone was set at the beginning by ankle boots on grass, and 

splashing through water, lively shouts and cries of excitement in a merry chase – himself and 

Errehn playing ‘tag’ by the lake. Then, after five seconds, the visual cut to the first sex scene 

(a bar). Then another five seconds of laughter and enjoyment running in the sunshine, then the 

second sex scene (Aversham and acolytes in dimly-lit surroundings). Then he and Errehn ran 

across the grass again, through the lake, and caught each other, and fell into the grass, and 

laughed and cuddled and kissed – and here Sal had cleverly overlaid the stills with the action, 

so the audience seemed to see the pair of them flick through several facial poses and several 

moods – thoughtful, merry, romantic – in quick succession, moving and still – and then 

slowly into lovemaking, undressing, and the final scramble in the grass, Errehn underneath, 
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Greh on top, and then both of them cuddling and kissing passionately, their clothes scattered 

about them. 

Then cut to the final sex scene – something with music and smoke and dancing, and 

undressing, but it was an anticlimax after Greh and Errehn’s scene. 

Then, finally, Greh and Errehn walked across the green grass with Aversham, laughing, 

arms about each other, but no kissing, no sex – and suddenly Greh thought: How nice and 

respectable we look! We look quite normal, compared to the rest of it. 

The last shot of all was himself leaning on J.’s shoulder, one arm about J.’s shoulder, 

laughing at something. The camera remained on that scene; it was frozen; the screen faded. 

The lights came up. 

The rapturous applause did not seem feigned, and Errehn whispered to Greh, ‘That was 

much better than last year. I think we were quite good.’ 

Greh nodded wordlessly. Sal came up to them and squatted down and said: ‘Well? What 

do you think?’ 

‘Much better than the last one,’ said Greh. 

‘I think we were OK,’ said Errehn. 

‘You do an excellent job,’ said Greh. ‘However do you do it?’ 

Sal laughed and said, ‘Oh, I’ve had plenty of practice.’ 

Others were coming up to speak to Aversham, and the two Rhuaans got up to get out of the 

way, only to find their hands wrung, their shoulders slapped, cheeks kissed and 

congratulations ringing in their ears. They smiled in embarrassment, nodded, accepted the 

thanks, and found themselves being led out of the room into the adjoining room where a 

buffet meal had been laid out, and they were offered wine and all sorts of fine food. Errehn 

refused the wine, accepted the food, and was swept away to a corner to the centre of attention 

of an adoring circle. Greh found himself being photographed and lauded and cross-examined 

and embraced until he was strongly tempted to vanish, but he remembered that this was part 

of his ‘public relations’ and smiled, answered politely and did not slap the face of the man 

who kept kissing his right ear, although he did step away and quietly push him back. 

Then J. swept in, ushered Greh to the buffet table, shoo’d the adorers away, said, ‘You 

were fantastic,’ and kissed Greh’s mouth. 

‘Sal was pretty good too,’ remarked Greh when J. released him. 

‘Oh, she’s a pro,’ agreed J. ‘The company couldn’t continue without her.’ 

A journalist came up to congratulate J. on the collection, and Greh stepped away and found 

himself facing a dark-haired man who smiled shyly and said, ‘Do you mind my saying how 

much I enjoyed you in that?’ 

‘No,’ said Greh. ‘Thank you.’ 

‘I suppose you have an enormous fan club,’ said the other. 

‘I don’t know,’ said Greh, ‘but I believe I do.’ He smiled in amusement at the thought. 

‘I’d like to think of myself as your greatest fan,’ said the other, ‘but I’m sure I’m not.’ 

Greh smiled kindly at him and said, ‘Who are you?’ 

‘Oh – I beg your pardon –’ he was pink with embarrassment ‘– I’m Simuel Manzen. I work 

for Aversham’s – I’m a sales representative in sector seven point five.’ 

Greh’s black eyes looked into Simuel’s brown ones and saw a few interesting things. He 

smiled sweetly and said, ‘Can we go somewhere quieter?’ 

Simuel obediently followed him out of the crowded room, down the corridor and into a 

smaller room, where they sat side by side on an old sofa, looking out of a floor-to-ceiling 

window over the town of Fairly. Greh tucked his feet under him and turned to his victim, his 

eyes very large and black, his lips very red, his expression one of sweet tenderness. 

‘Tell me about yourself, Simuel,’ he said. ‘How long have you worked for Aversham’s?’ 
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And Simuel, without stopping to question why this golden-haired god, pin-up of the 

Federal sectors, should pause to give him any of his undivided attention, began to tell him 

about his career with Aversham, and then when Greh asked him ‘Where did you work before 

that?’ said innocently, ‘Oh, I worked for the government on Trer.’ 

‘Under Professor McCrae?’ 

‘Yes, I worked for Information.’ 

‘Really? Why did you leave?’ 

‘I didn’t leave exactly. I was transferred out on a posting.’ 

Greh laughed merrily. ‘Oh – I see – so Aversham’s is your posting.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Simuel, having completely forgotten that he was telling this enemy alien 

exactly what he should not tell him – but he had no choice, for Greh’s eyes were on him and 

drilling into his mind. The red lips smiled delightfully, and the eyes held him, and Simuel, 

innocent lamb who had walked straight into the wolf’s jaws, explained in detail how he had 

been posted to work for Aversham’s and keep an eye on him and how he made regular reports 

to his superior, and who his superior was and where she was based and how to get hold of her. 

‘Can you do me a favour, Simuel?’ asked Greh, when he had finished. ‘I’ll pay you back.’ 

‘Of course,’ said Simuel. ‘What is it?’ 

‘I need some information, about Security.’ 

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

‘How it works, and whom it employs and how it’s organised.’ 

‘Oh, well,’ said Simuel at once, and began to talk. His golden-haired god sat listening, 

seated casually next to him, turned towards him, one arm slung across to the back of the sofa, 

smiling sweetly at him. He’s so beautiful, thought Simuel wistfully, so utterly lovely, and he 

felt himself falling more and more in love by the moment. 

At last he finished talking, and Greh said softly, ‘Thank you. Now I’ll pay you,’ and he 

leaned forward, put his hands on Simuel’s shoulders and kissed him sweetly for a minute. 

Then he drew back and said softly, ‘Shall I go on?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Simuel in a desperate whisper, and Greh put his arms about his helpless victim 

and laid him on his back and proceeded to kiss and caress him and make much of him. 

When he finally released Simuel he said, ‘Now, my sweet, there is plenty more where that 

came from, but in return I want you to keep me informed about Security.’ 

‘Anything,’ breathed Simuel, kissing him. ‘Whatever you want to know.’ 

‘Nothing now,’ said Greh, ‘you’ve told me all I wanted for now, my dear. But I’ll be back 

to see you, and when I come, I’ll have lots to ask you, and lots to give you.’ 

Simuel sighed deeply, and Greh kissed him again. They embraced warmly, caressed and 

tumbled on the sofa and on to the floor, kissed and struggled, and Greh made love to him 

again. 

At last Greh said, ‘We must go back to the others,’ and they both got up and dusted 

themselves down and straightened their clothes and kissed again, then went back to the room 

where the buffet was still in full swing. No one had noticed their absence as Greh had slipped 

them across time so that they had been gone only a few minutes. 

Simuel took Greh to meet one of his colleagues, another security agent, and Greh talked 

quietly to him until the man was well on the way to being netted. He then led his victim out as 

he had Simuel, and gave him the same treatment. 

This is the way to do it, thought Greh triumphantly. They fall into my hands without a 

struggle, tell me all I want to know and let me ride them. It’s wonderful! 

A third man followed the first two, and by the time J. Aversham led his two ‘gods’ back to 

his flat to rest, Greh had established links with all the security personnel in the room. He was 

well pleased with himself, and Errehn, sharing his thoughts, grinned at him as they drove 

along. 
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‘You were wonderful, my darlings,’ J. was saying. 

‘Thank you, J.,’ said Errehn, and kissed him fondly. 

‘By tomorrow your pictures will be all over the Federation,’ said J. 

Greh smiled. 

‘Now, what was this favour you wanted from me, Gray?’ asked J. 

‘That’s all right, J. I’ve helped myself,’ said Greh sweetly. 

 

The two Rhuaans remained one more day with their ‘pet’, and then took their leaves on the 

excuse that they had a business of their own to run. Aversham was, as ever, very loath to let 

them go, but Greh promised to return, ‘Just call me, J.,’ and pulled Errehn into the void before 

he could hold them back. 

Back on Oh, Peiriol had a list of where the last consignment of weed from Herluin had 

gone. Greh studied it with care, and said, ‘I can see it has a wide market.’ 

Clearly it would take time to control this trade himself, but as a first step he took a 

thousand smokes from a current consignment, which was so big that the purchaser would 

hardly notice a few missing, he told himself, and took them back with him to Taratradene. 

Here, in female form, Gray went to a caller box and called up Worran – whose work 

number she had lifted from his mind during their last meeting – and reported that she had the 

smokes for Bes. Worran eagerly agreed to meet Gray at his own flat that evening – Gray was 

not due to be with Renual until the following day. 

Gray went round to Worran’s flat in male form, in case anyone who knew Renual was 

around, and then changed to female as s/he waited for Worran to arrive. After half an hour, 

Worran arrived on foot, kissed Gray’s lips, said, ‘Bes’s on his way,’ and let her in. 

They went up to Worran’s flat. Gray reclined on his sofa, her bag (containing the smokes) 

dropped carelessly on the floor. Worran knelt by the sofa and kissed her lips and neck, and 

put a hand on her thigh and caressed it. Gray put up with his attentions – she would be rid of 

him soon enough. 

The doorbell sounded and Worran went reluctantly to answer it. He came back with Bes. 

Gray rose, smiled and said, ‘I’ve brought the stuff, Bes.’ 

Bes took the bag – a simple supermarket carrier – and looked in it. He rapidly counted 

packs of boxes – 20 packs of fifty – one thousand. 

‘That’s fine,’ he said, and handed Gray a wadge of notes. 

‘Will you have a drink?’ asked Worran, but Bes refused and departed rapidly, as if he were 

afraid of being followed. 

Gray settled back on the sofa and Worran said, ‘Darling – may I?’ 

‘Come on,’ said Gray, smiling at him somewhat patronisingly, and he clambered on to her 

and set about kissing her and trying to make love to her better than at his previous attempt. He 

was not very successful, however, and at last Greh pushed him off. 

‘Come for a walk,’ she said, ‘we’ll go to a club – somewhere out of the way, where Renual 

doesn’t go.’ 

‘I know a place,’ he said eagerly. ‘I’ll get changed,’ and he hurried off to do so. Gray 

wandered into the kitchen and poured herself a drink of water. 

When Worran came back, he was wearing a pair of tight trousers and a shirt split to the 

waist with a gold chain around his neck. Gray managed not to giggle. She said, ‘Let’s go, 

then,’ and took his arm and led him out of the flat – he locked up – they went down in the lift 

to the ground floor. 

Worran said, ‘We’ll go for a drink first,’ and led her down back streets to a small tavern 

where they lent on the bar, Worran drinking spirits and Gray fruit juice. As the place filled 

with people Worran knew, Gray was introduced to one stranger after another; many of them, 

she noted as she looked into eyes, drug-pushers or minor criminals in other respects. 
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At last Gray left the bar area to visit the ladies’ room. On her way back she met a group of 

men coming the other way. 

‘Well, well,’ said one. ‘Are you the lady with the supply of cheap smoke?’ 

‘No,’ said Gray; her smokes were not ‘cheap’. 

‘Bes says you are,’ said another. 

Gray shrugged. ‘What about it?’ she asked. 

‘The boss wants a word with you,’ said a third. ‘Come upstairs.’ 

They grabbed her arms, but she went without protest, because of course she wanted to 

meet their boss. They all but carried her upstairs, knocked on a door and carried her roughly 

in. 

‘This is her,’ said the first, and they threw Gray at the human male sitting in an easy chair 

by the window. Gray landed on her feet and stood quietly. 

‘So you’re the lady who’s trespassing on my patch,’ said the man in the chair. 

The heavies who had brought Gray in stepped into the centre of the room and shut the door 

behind them. 

‘I’m not trespassing,’ said Gray calmly. 

‘I say you are.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘You’re interfering in my trade.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘You’re undercutting me.’ 

‘I’ll sell to you,’ she offered, ‘for less than your current buying price.’ 

‘Are you suggesting I break with my supplier?’ he snarled. 

‘Market forces,’ said Gray. ‘It’s the market price.’ 

He looked at her consideringly. ‘How much?’ 

‘What do you buy at now?’ she asked. 

‘Five feds a hundred.’ 

‘I’ll sell for three.’ 

He laughed. ‘You’re joking.’ 

‘I’m not. How much do you want?’ 

‘You can’t possibly meet my requirements,’ he sneered. 

‘I can. I have contacts. How much do you want?’ 

‘Get me ten thousand.’ 

‘When do you want them?’ 

‘Tomorrow. Nine am, sharp, here.’ 

‘Right,’ she said. ‘I’ll see the colour of your money.’ 

He pulled open a drawer and counted out three hundred feds. Then he laid the money on 

the desk. ‘That’s for you when you bring the stuff,’ he said. 

‘I’ll go and fetch it now,’ she said. 

The man behind the desk regarded her gravely. ‘You’ll go when I say,’ he said. 

‘Will I?’ she answered. ‘Do you want this stuff or not?’ 

‘If you can get it here in twelve hours you can get it here in eleven,’ he said, illogically. 

‘You come with me.’ 

He got up and seized her right arm. She followed him without protest through a door and 

into a rather pleasant lounge overlooking a back yard laid out as a beer garden with benches 

and sun umbrellas over tables – but no one was sitting out there this evening, as it was too late 

in the year and growing cool. The lounge had a balcony, but the window to the balcony was 

locked. There was a sofa – he led her to it, said, ‘Sit down,’ took off his jacket and sat down 

beside her. 

‘Worran tells me you’re brilliant in bed,’ he said to her. 
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‘Does he? I don’t know how he’d know,’ she retorted. 

‘I believe he tried you out,’ he answered. 

‘He tried? I tried him,’ said Gray. ‘He did try, but not very well.’ 

He host roared with laughter, put his arms about her shoulders and said, ‘I’ll do better than 

that,’ and went to kiss her, but she put up a hand. ‘Wait a minute,’ she said firmly, and he 

stopped short. 

‘What is it?’ he asked, puzzled. 

‘You’re making assumptions,’ she said. ‘You’re assuming that if you make love to me, I’ll 

belong to you. But in fact if you make love to me, you’ll belong to me. Do you understand?’ 

He laughed condescendingly and said, ‘Of course, dear,’ and kissed her. He did not notice 

the sardonic twist to her lips or the expression of scorn in the black eyes which met his gaze 

and dragged his mind down into their depths … 

He had an impression of falling very fast into nothingness. He was holding the loveliest 

creature in creation in his arms. Of course he knew she was infinitely precious and he was 

extraordinarily honoured to be holding her in his arms. He must treat her with great respect 

because she was unique and supreme. 

She permitted him to give her the service of his body, and he did the best he could, 

although he realised that it was woefully inadequate. She seemed pleased enough with him 

and lay beneath him, running her fingers through his hair and murmuring his name, ‘Vern, 

Vern,’ although he had not told her his name, but of course she knew it. She was very 

gracious and allowed him to make love to her again, and he did the best he could to please 

her. She seemed pleased enough, although he felt he was nothing next to her. 

At last she said, ‘Vern, I want you to tell me about your operation here, and your contacts 

above you – the commander and Stifflé and Igitur and Ferias, and I want you to explain about 

Security here, because they refuse to obey anyone.’ 

So he lay in her arms, kissing her while she strocked his hair, which was very pleasant 

indeed, and told her all she wanted to know. She asked several more questions and he 

answered them all as fully as he could. 

At last she said, ‘Thank you, Vern. You answer well.’ 

‘Thank you, ma’am,’ he said humbly. 

Then she said, ‘Now I must go and fetch you the supplies you wanted, and when your 

superiors complain you must refer them to me.’ 

‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said respectfully. 

She told him to get up, although he had hoped to have her again, but she let him kiss her 

hand once more, and then she said, ‘I’ll see you soon,’ and left the room, closing the door 

behind her. He ran after her, but when he entered his office there was no sign of her. 

‘Where is she?’ he demanded of his men. 

‘Where’s who?’ they asked. 

‘Her – the Lady – Gray Maisor – the Lady of the Stars – where is she? She just came in 

here.’ 

‘We haven’t seen her,’ the first said. 

‘She went out with you,’ said the second. ‘We haven’t seen her since.’ 

He called them fools and ran about the room, looking for her – he ran downstairs – they 

looked at each other and said, ‘He’s off his head. She’s done it – they say she’s not natural.’ 

At last he gave up and sat in his easy chair, thinking of her and wondering when she would 

return – and he sent his guards away, in case she would return more quickly in their absence. 

Around midnight, he saw something bright appear – something fuzzy but light – then it 

was clear, and he saw her, her hair glowing. 

He leapt to his feet, cried: ‘Gray!’ and fell on the floor before her. 
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‘Hi, Vern,’ she said lightly, ‘here are your smokes,’ and she dropped a large box on to his 

desk. 

‘Gray,’ he cried, ‘please – I’ve been waiting for you – where did you go?’ 

‘To fetch your supplies,’ she said, smiling at him, ‘what did you think?’ 

He stared at her. In the darkness of his office, lit only by the glow from the street lights 

outside the window, she glowed like a candle, like a star. 

‘Gray,’ he said, wonderingly, ‘you’re shining.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I’m Grade A blood – we glow in the dark. Now, I’ll take my money and 

go.’ 

‘No,’ he cried, catching at her arm, ‘don’t – please – Gray – I’ve been waiting for you to 

come back, to tell you’ – he looked her in the eye, and his words faded away in dismay. 

‘You poor little human,’ she said, ‘I warned you, didn’t I? You insisted on making love to 

me, and now you’re my slave.’ 

‘Gray,’ he said in a horrified whisper, ‘what are you?’ 

‘I am the lord of the galaxy,’ said the brilliant, glorious figure before him, ‘and as you are 

still awake, Vern, and you don’t want me to go, you can call up one of your controllers and 

tell them I want to talk to them.’ 

 

Vern was very reluctant to call in his superiors. He wanted Gray all to himself, but although 

she allowed him to kiss her, she made it clear to her adoring slave that she regarded him as no 

more than that. 

‘My dear,’ she said, ‘I did warn you, if you remember. You may kiss me, but only because 

I let you. I want to speak to this Stifflé of yours, and then I might let you take me to bed.’ 

He quivered with excitement at the thought, and hoped that Stifflé would come quickly. 

Stifflé arrived an hour later. She was not as impressed by Gray as Vern was, but she 

brightened when Gray offered her smokes at a knock-down price. She was also more than 

happy to sell Gray security information from her own contacts in Security. They haggled for 

an hour, and parted on good terms. 

Then at last Gray let Vern take her upstairs to his bed. She undressed herself and lay on his 

bed and waited for him – he scrambled out of his clothes somehow and all but threw himself 

on her. She let him pleasure her all night – he was not much good at sex, she thought, but fine 

on foreplay. 

Not as good as Renual, however, In the morning she slipped out before Vern was awake, 

taking her money with her, and hurried to Renual’s flat, where she let herself in, showered 

and dressed herself provocatively and combed out her hair, tidied the flat a little (although 

Renual kept it very clean) and had a welcome sleep on the bed until one o’clock, when she 

got up and made lunch in preparation for Renual’s coming in at two. 

At two o’clock she was waiting for his dear step, which at last she heard coming up the 

stairs from the factory. Her heart was in her mouth – she waited in anxious anticipation. The 

key turned in the lock – the door opened. 

‘Renual!’ she cried, and ran to his arms. 

‘Darling,’ he said, and enveloped her in his embrace. 

Gray settled into the embrace of the most virile human male she knew, with a great sigh of 

contentment and a quiver of anticipation of his love, which followed lunch, and all that 

afternoon. 

 

‘Well?’ said Errehn, ‘was it worth it?’ 

Greh lay back on their mutual bed in their mutual room in the base on Oh, and laughed 

merrily. 

Errehn poked him in the ribs. ‘Well?’ he demanded. 
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‘Renual was wonderful as usual,’ said Greh. 

‘I didn’t mean your pet.’ 

‘I see from your aura that you’re jealous.’ 

‘Jealous of a pet? Me, jealous of a pet? Of course I’m jealous. I spend my whole life being 

jealous. You spend more time with these pets of yours than you do with me – than you do 

with any of your own people. Since I met you, my darling, jealousy has been my constant 

companion. Fidelity is not a word in your language, darling!’ 

‘It is! I’m very faithful to all my lovers.’ 

‘Flame! Tell me, you pet-collecting pervert. What did you find out from your latest 

collection?’ 

‘I’ve contacted the criminal network on Taratradene, which also runs Security – or 

Security run the criminals, I’m not sure which. And I’ve started feeding them weed and sex, 

which I’ve found on Bessideh is a great way of getting their officials into my pocket – 

‘Or up your arse,’ muttered Errehn. 

‘I’m a woman on Taratradene,’ Greh reminded him. 

‘Up your cunt, then. Go on.’ 

‘And I’m getting an idea of how Security works – on favour, bribery and influence. It’s no 

way to run an empire.’ 

‘Probably much like the old one was run. Knowing what humans and Gustu are like, 

probably it’s what you’ll always get.’ 

‘I hope not. I’ll have to keep a close eye on them. In any case, I think I’ll be able to tap into 

Security anywhere and get a good deal of control over it – but for the moment I’ll practise on 

Taratradene.’ 

They paused for a moment to kiss, then Errehn drew away. ‘Greh,’ he said, ‘I’ve been 

thinking.’ Greh raised his eyebrows at him, and Errehn went on quickly, ‘we now have the 

support of all Aversham’s customers, and probably most of the young men and women in the 

Federal sectors, and you can tap into Security and can influence the criminals, and Andy 

Hagenmuller is feeding the journals stuff – but what about the other people? The Marys and 

Gustu and humans who do honest work, don’t work for Security, aren’t attracted by criminals 

and sex? How are we going to win their support? We’ll have to provide them with something 

the Feds can’t – and at the moment they seem pretty happy with how things are.’ 

Greh sighed. ‘They come out by the shipload to visit us here,’ he said, ‘and they’re 

enjoying the new passenger liners across the low sectors – passenger levels are rising rapidly. 

The commercial sector is very happy with us – trade is rising too.’ 

‘Yes, but will they want a change of government? I mean, they aren’t just going to 

welcome us in. We’ll have to invade them, eventually.’ 

‘No. President Leel won’t live forever. When she dies, I’ll take over.’ 

‘I was hoping she’d be overthrown. I was hoping they’d revolt and welcome us in. But I’ve 

been thinking it over, and why should they? What can we offer them that they don’t already 

have? Our people – the Grade As – want freedom, but the rest? It’s not like sectors two to six. 

The Federal sectors have all they want.’ 

‘Not quite. Memnon has been thinking about this, too. She suggests we offer them a voice 

in government.’ 

‘What? What sort of voice?’ 

‘She says that if the people of each planet elect representatives to advise the governor, then 

they’ll feel that their views are being listened to. Government will be better, and the people 

will be less likely to revolt.’ 

‘Greh, you’re mad! You can’t give the lesser races a voice in government. God appointed 

us to rule them! And our people will never hear of it.’ 
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‘I know. That’s why we’re starting the experiment on Bessideh – where our only people 

are the Priestess’s acolytes. Governor Daaneh says she’s happy for the people to elect 

representatives to advise her, and I’ve got Ragnor and Sarah organising it.’ 

‘You’re mad! It’ll never work.’ 

Greh looked into Errehn’s mind, saw all the centuries of prejudice against the ‘lesser 

races’, and decided to change the subject. 

‘Well, if it doesn’t, we’ve lost nothing,’ he said. ‘Meanwhile, I think the pirates are getting 

bored. We’ll have to organise a raid. I’ll go and arrange it with McCrae; we’ll have a raid, she 

can retaliate, and then we’ll renew the truce. Now, stop talking’ – and he put his arms about 

Errehn and kissed him warmly. 

Errehn giggled and moved closer into Greh’s embrace, and they put thoughts of conquest 

aside and turned to love. 
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10: The Voice of the People 

 

Rose McCrae was working late in her office. Outside it was growing dark – the early spring 

skies were clear, and the dense star clusters of sector nine were beginning to become visible 

overhead. The street lights outside, beyond the security wall, were slowly coming on in the 

dusk, brightening as the natural light faded. A gentle roar of rush-hour traffic on trace routes 

on the other side of the city park reached her ears through the triple-glazed window. 

She was checking figures of personnel and deployment. Over the last couple of weeks she 

had noticed an upturn in activity at several of her sections – as if certain planetary 

commanders of Security had suddenly begun to take a new interest in their work. 

She was pondering over the lists she had written out longhand – paper is more secure than 

computer-file, as it can be thoroughly destroyed – covered in arrows denoting personnel 

movements – when she felt a quiver in the air around her and looked up. For an instant, her 

face flickered with anger or alarm – then the instant was gone, and she was smiling a cool 

welcome. 

‘Good evening, Bradley. What can I do for you?’ 

The golden-haired sex god smiled charmingly and tossed back his hair with that 

characteristic half-casual, half-arrogant gesture. 

‘I came to warn you, Rose, that my troops want some action,’ he said sweetly. ‘So we will 

be raiding into sector seven within a few days. We won’t do much damage and we expect you 

to retaliate.’ 

‘Of course,’ said Rose drily. ‘Well, thank you for letting me know.’ 

He smiled his lovely, dazzling smile, bowed his head a little in farewell, and vanished. 

Rose counted to ten while she recovered her temper. Then she reached for her caller 

handset and pressed a button. She heard the caller ring out and then a familiar voice said, 

‘Rose?’ 

‘Leel,’ said Rose coolly. ‘I’ve just had a visit from our charming adversary. May I step 

over?’ 

She sensed Leel grit her teeth, then heard her say, ‘Please do.’ She replaced the handset in 

its stand and rose from her chair. 

A few paces down the corridor outside led her to the lift, and up to Leel’s blue office (so-

called for its blue carpet). Leel was seated at her desk, going through official papers. She 

looked up and smiled as Rose entered. 

‘Sit down,’ she said, gesturing to an easy chair. ‘What does our charming adversary have 

to say for himself?’ 

‘He came to warn us that he intends to break the truce and raid into sector seven,’ said 

Rose. ‘He will keep damage to a minimum, pay reparations and await our counter-attack.’ 

‘Most considerate of him,’ remarked Leel drily. 

‘Quite. I have a different suggestion,’ continued Rose, looking Leel in the eye. 

Leel rested her chin on her clasped hands. ‘I’m all ears,’ she said. 

‘I suggest we launch an attack on our own Fairly Base – as it refuses to fight the Imperials. 

And then we put it about that the Imperials have broken the truce, and launch a full-scale 

attack on them – before they are expecting it.’ 

‘Do we have sufficient ships?’ asked Leel, raising her eyebrows. ‘As most of my fleet is 

still grounded at Fairly Base,’ she added bitterly. 

‘Yes. Our plant on Teren is still turning them out. I’ve been over there and spoke to 

Andrewes earlier this week. We have enough to do them considerable damage.’ 

‘Good,’ said Leel. ‘If we catch them by surprise this time–’ 
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‘We can spoil their little goody-goody image. What nice people we are, we keep our 

promises, we never hurt anyone.’ Rose mouthed the words with sarcastic distaste. 

‘I have another idea as well,’ said Leel. ‘Before your man Lewis disappeared–’ 

Rose sighed audibly. ‘He hasn’t disappeared. I can track him through his security card. 

He’s building canals on Cray.’ 

Leel waved a dismissive hand. ‘Whatever. Before he went in for planetary transportation 

systems, he gave our people some information about the archaeologists on Teren. Apparently 

there’s some kind of argument going on between them – some sort of dispute between the 

different factions working there.’ 

‘I’ve had my people looking into that,’ said Rose. ‘One of them is acting as Bradley’s 

pressman. And apparently Bradley’s having some sort of affair with the woman professor. My 

people said also with the male professor.’ 

Leel’s face assumed an expression of disgust. 

‘But the Grade A on site is discontented. She isn’t talking to the professors. There’s been 

some sort of rift.’ 

‘She’s from Vairstown, isn’t she?’ said Leel. ‘Is it possible that Bradley’s own people are 

quarrelling?’ 

‘It’s possible. But I haven’t any way of getting information out of Vairstown to confirm it.’ 

‘What I’m wondering is whether it’s possible to persuade Vairstown to give us help against 

Bradley, and whether the Grade A at the Teren archaeological site would be prepared to give 

us any help at all – information or anything at all on Bradley – in return for our good will.’ 

Rose looked thoughtful. After a few moments, she said, ‘It’s possible they may. I’ll get my 

people to look into it.’ 

‘Good,’ said Leel, brightening a little. ‘By the way,’ she went on, ‘how is your little 

investigation going on?’ 

Rose sighed heavily again. ‘I’m afraid that Bradley is infiltrating my planetary Security 

operations,’ she said. ‘Everywhere that there’s been an upsurge in activity there’s been new 

blood coming in. And every one of the new people is either ex-Aversham’s, or has been 

involved in the past in drugs-running, or has some characteristic which leads me to suspect 

that Bradley has had his hands on them.’ 

‘What sort of characteristic?’ 

‘Known sexual deviancy.’ (Her partner winced.) ‘Sorry, but you did ask.’ 

‘I know I did. I just hoped you wouldn’t give that reply – well, and what should we do 

about this? What do you advise?’ 

‘At present – nothing,’ said Rose briskly. ‘At present all that’s happening is that Security is 

operating more efficiently. He’s doing our job for us again, and I don’t thank him for it, but – 

at present it’s doing us no harm. But I shall keep the situation under surveillance and if I see 

any problems arising – then we shall have to stop him.’ 

Leel wondered how they could stop Bradley, but she did not feel inclined to follow up that 

line of debate any further than necessary. She shook her head as if to clear it, and sat up 

straight in her chair. 

‘For the moment,’ she said, ‘it’s enough to move against his base. I’ll leave it in your 

hands.’ 

Rose got to her feet, and said, ‘Don’t work too late. You need to rest.’ 

‘Don’t tell me what to do,’ retorted the President, ‘you work longer hours than I do.’ 

‘The situation requires it,’ answered Rose, bowed her head as a gesture of respect to the 

President, and left the room. 

Leel remained staring into space after the Rose had gone, thinking furiously. So Bradley 

was getting into Security. What next? Planetary government? Could he get his favourites into 

office? She resolved to have more stringent checks made on everyone who was employed in 
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government or promoted to government office within sectors seven to nine. But there were so 

many inhabited worlds, and Bradley seemed to be everywhere… 

 

A few days later, the pirates of Oh swept into sector seven. They attacked an industrial estate 

on one planet during ‘factory shutdown’ fortnight, stopped some shipping and took prisoners, 

and destroyed a chemical plant. They then retreated again to Oh, loaded with booty and 

prisoners, to await the Federation’s reply. 

The Federal base Fairly was awaiting orders from Headquarters in sector nine. They 

expected to be told to launch an attack on Oh. They had been kept fully informed on the 

current situation by Gray, who was there at present with Ray and Carl, looking over the new 

ships – which so far had not seen battlefield action. They were discussing whether Fairly 

should take the ships out and fly them around a little, just as a military demonstration. 

Gray was busy checking the powerplants of the ships with Ray when he felt a sharp tug in 

his mind. He knew what that meant – someone, somewhere, was extremely anxious to see 

him – and he knew who it was and where they were. Slightly startled, he turned to Ray, 

saying, ‘Darling, someone’s calling me. I’ll be back in a moment,’ and, kissing him briefly on 

the lips, he stepped into space. 

For a moment he hung in the void, drawing in the energy of the stars, and wondering why 

Andrewes should want him now. Surely Rose had other things on her mind than pestering 

Andrewes, with an attack about to be launched? He drew himself together, and materialised in 

the woods of Teren, dressed as a student, then walked briskly down the hill and across the 

rough ground to the spaceship plant. 

A security guard walked over to meet him. ‘Good to see you, sir,’ he said, saluting smartly. 

‘The supervisor is in the cabin.’ 

Gray returned the salute crisply, every inch the commander except for his casual clothes, 

and walked down to Andrew’s headquarters’ cabin, where he knocked sharply on the door 

and entered without waiting for Andrewes’s reply. Andrewes was seated at his desk, running 

his hands through his hair as if in despair. He looked up in annoyance as Gray entered, then 

leapt to his feet with an expression of joy and relief on his face. 

‘Good to see you, sir!’ he exclaimed, and before Gray could speak, he seized his right 

hand, shook it vigorously, and went on: ‘Tell me, sir, for God’s sake – what the hell is 

McCrae up to?’ 

Gray, somewhat startled, scanned his face and read only his confusion, and said, ‘My 

understanding is that she’s organising a reprisal raid against the pirates.’ 

Andrewes’s face grew grave again. ‘I was afraid of that, sir,’ he said grimly. ‘So she is 

taking independent action – she hasn’t consulted the military – I thought she hadn’t.’ 

‘What is it, Andrewes?’ asked Gray, gently. 

‘She sent an order this morning,’ said Andrewes, going to his desk and picking up a visual 

wafer, ‘she wants all our ships to proceed straight to Admiral Rogers’s base, sir, for a surprise 

attack on Fairly Base in sector 7.9, in retaliation for their unauthorised truce with the pirates.’ 

Gray’s mouth fell open. His face was a picture of amazement. ‘Let’s see that,’ he said, in 

tones of thunder. ‘God, man, is she going to bomb her own people?’ 

‘See here, sir,’ said Andrewes grimly, putting the wafer into the slot in the front of the 

visual screen on his computer, and pressing a button. The screen brightened at once, and there 

was Professor Rose McCrae, issuing brisk orders just as Andrewes had stated them. 

‘So she hasn’t told the heads of military,’ said Andrewes, watching Gray’s furious face. 

‘She hasn’t told anyone,’ said Gray, between clenched teeth. ‘I see her game – it’s clever, 

it’s deadly – but to bombard her own people!’ 

‘I can’t do it, sir,’ said Andrewes firmly. ‘I can’t send our ships to bomb our people. But if 

I don’t, she’ll fry me.’ 
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‘Let me speak to her,’ said Gray. ‘Do you have a direct caller connection?’ 

Andrewes picked up his caller handset, which Gray saw was one of the new ones which 

linked into the new, improved interstellar caller network. Imperial technology did that, he 

thought to himself, so that McCrae can issue her deadly orders more easily, and I can combat 

them. Andrewes pressed three buttons on the handset and handed it to Gray without a word; 

Gray took it and sat down on the desk, legs dangling as a human’s would – this was 

uncomfortable for him, but Andrewes did not know his real identity and he did not intend to 

enlighten him. 

The caller rang out – then a quiet voice said: ‘McCrae.’ 

‘Professor,’ said Gray briskly – he knew he need not give his name, as McCrae knew his 

voice well enough – ‘I’m on Teren with Andrewes. He called me over this morning to discuss 

your latest orders – by what authority do you propose to bombard a Federal base?’ 

Andrewes watched and listened as the young commander spoke. His handsome face was 

drawn with anger. He clearly was not afraid of McCrae. Andrewes could hear McCrae 

expostulating at the other end of the call, but the young commander did not seem at all 

abashed. He merely waited for the general to finish, and then said, ‘That’s against all rules of 

engagement, Professor. Are you seriously intending to put yourself fully and irrevocably into 

the wrong? And what will you achieve, other than destroying Federal personnel and ships?’ 

Again Andrewes heard McCrae’s voice – distant, indistinct, too distorted for him to make 

out actual words. But he heard the young commander reply: ‘And I do not, Professor, and I 

say that you will not.’ 

A pause – then McCrae’s voice again. 

‘And are you questioning my authority, Professor?’ His tone was dry, ironic. 

‘As it happens, I do,’ he said in reply to McCrae’s next remark. 

‘If you wish to put it like that,’ he said shortly. 

Andrewes waited. The young commander listened to McCrae’s reply, then said, ‘And good 

day to you, Professor,’ put the handset back into its holder, and turned to Andrewes. 

‘She is standing by her order,’ he said angrily. ‘My ship’s in the woods – I’ll go and speak 

to Admiral Rogers. Don’t let those ships go, Andrewes. If she gives you any trouble, tell her 

they’re not fit to fly.’ 

‘They’re not, sir,’ said Andrewes quietly. 

‘Good man. I’ll be back.’ He slipped off the desk, shook Andrewes’s right hand briefly, 

and strode out. 

Andrewes walked after him, and watched him stride out of the base. He would have waited 

to watch his ship go up, but one of his subordinates came to ask his advice on a point of 

construction, and he had to tear himself away. 

 

Gray covered the ground back to the woods in a matter of moments, then – once under cover 

– flung himself through space to Admiral Rogers’s base. He had never been there before. It 

was a space station in orbit about a star in sector 9.5, in a sparsely-populated area of space. 

Few people in the Federal sectors knew its location, but Gray had found out from Ray Lewis. 

Even then, he had to actually locate it. Up until now, when he had stepped through the void 

to another point in space, he had generally been going to a place which he knew, where he 

had been before, and he knew consciously where he was going. He had not known 

Taratradene, but he had gone to approximately the right area and then paused to focus in on a 

location. This time he had a mathematical calculation in his mind, but he had never been to 

the place to which it referred. He launched himself with the calcuation in mind, then – without 

thinking, entirely subconsciously – reached out into that area and located the mental energy 

he was expecting to find, and focussed on it. After all, he had some idea what Admiral 

Rogers’s energy field felt like – he had sensed it before, when she had almost killed him in a 
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military engagement near Oh, and again when she brought her fleet to attack Teren. But he 

located her now without thinking, in a rage and in a moment – it was only later that he paused 

to think what he had done, and realised that he had located his enemy instinctively, as one 

would run up to someone in a room and speak to them. He then wondered where this 

‘instinct’ came from, and how he had acquired it … 

Admiral Rogers had been promoted to her present rank following her successful attack on 

Oh the previous year, when she had decimated the pirates’ forces and nearly killed Greh. He 

was under no illusions about her – she hated him and her intention was to kill him. But he 

knew she could not do so, and he guarded himself from damage by surrounding himself with 

a protective energy field. 

Bending time, he arrived in Admiral Rogers’s office ten minutes before he had spoken to 

Rose McCrae. The Admiral was discussing the forthcoming raid with her captains, who – 

Greh could sense immediately, even as he materialised – were not happy about the prospect of 

firing on their own comrades. 

Then Greh materialised at the opposite end of the table, facing the Admiral; tall, glowing 

slightly, his blond hair floating off his shoulders as if in a breeze (but there was no breeze), 

and dressed plainly, in deep blue overshirt, belted at the hips, and trousers and low-heeled 

ankle boots, smart but not trendy, as if he were one of the Admiral’s own subordinate officers 

off-duty. 

The Admiral recognised him immediately, leapt to her feet and fired her blaster at him. 

Greh was ready for her, and absorbed the ray into his own energy field; he glowed, and then 

reappeared, unharmed. He smiled sweetly at her and raised a hand in greeting. 

‘Admiral, I come in peace,’ he said calmly. ‘I have been informed of General McCrae’s 

orders regarding an attack on your base in sector 7.9 and I have come to urge you against it. 

Such an attack would be against your own interests and a powerful propaganda weapon in the 

hands of the Imperials. I beg you to reconsider.’ 

‘My point precisely,’ said one of the captains. 

‘How the hell did you get in here?’ exclaimed the Admiral at Greh. 

‘I transported myself,’ said Greh, simply. ‘I repeat – I come in peace, Admiral. I have 

come to urge you to act in your own interests. And if you attack, my forces will go to the 

assistance of your base, with which we have a truce, which we will uphold even if your 

commanders do not consider themselves bound by it. A point we shall waste no time in 

broadcasting to all the Federal sectors.’ 

‘General Bradley is right, Admiral,’ said another of the captains. ‘We have enough 

problems without handing the Imperials a propaganda coup on a plate.’ 

The Admiral sat down slowly. ‘Bradley,’ she said deliberately, ‘I have my orders – but as 

you are already aware of them, they are already redundant. I don’t take orders from enemy 

commanders, but I do listen to my own captains. I will tell McCrae that we must postpone this 

expedition. You may go.’ 

‘Thank you, Admiral,’ said Greh, smiling charmingly. He bowed and raised a hand in 

salute – and vanished in a flash of light. Admiral Rogers reached for the caller handset on the 

wall. 

 

‘How did Bradley find out?’ demanded Leel. She was pacing up and down the green office, 

her hands clasped behind her back. 

‘I don’t know,’ said Rose testily. She was seated in a chair by the window. Outside, the sun 

was streaming down and birds were cheeping and hopping along the branches of the Trerian 

trees. ‘Clearly he has some contact with Andrewes. I’d fry Andrewes if he wasn’t too 

valuable a man to lose. As it is I’m thinking of transfering him somewhere where he can’t do 

any more damage. But Andrewes didn’t call Bradley. No messages went out of the plant that 
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morning.’ She sighed in exasperation. ‘In short, I don’t know how Bradley found out – unless 

he can read minds at long distance.’ 

Leel paused in her striding and stared at Rose. ‘If he can, all our plans are worthless,’ she 

said in horror. 

‘I’m sure he can’t. At least, not all the time. He didn’t know until this morning. Someone 

told him – but I don’t know who.’ 

Leel put a hand to her forehead and said, ‘I must think. There must be some way around 

this. He’s acting as if he’s already in charge – ordering us about, telling us we can’t do this 

and we can do that –’ 

‘I’d noticed,’ said Rose icily. 

‘Then I suggest we pretend to go along with him, and concentrate on the Grade As in 

Vairstown. If we can win them over and get their support we’ll weaken his support base. And 

meanwhile we’ll watch him very closely. He’s infiltrated Security, so we need to get some of 

our people into his forces. And then we can keep an eye on him and watch out for our 

opportunity.’ 

‘My own thoughts,’ said Rose, ‘are to continue giving him free rein to carry on rebuilding 

sectors two to six, and concentrate on keeping control of sectors seven to nine. He’s got Ray 

Lewis and Carl Poulsson, but I know where they are and I can reel them in any time I want. 

Eventually we’ll have the chance to destroy or depose him – and then we’ll have sectors two 

to six back, revitalised and economically sound again.’ 

‘In other words, we use him to our own advantage,’ said Leel thoughtfully. ‘Yes – I think 

that is our best strategy. And we’ll be very quiet and cooperative and work on those Grade As 

here – he won’t suspect anything. He’s very clever, but not very cunning.’ 

‘No, he’s too straightforward,’ agreed Rose. ‘And he doesn’t believe we are clever enough 

to double-cross him.’ 

 

Back on Fairly Base, Greh was busy discussing long-range protection systems. He was 

anxious to prevent any further risk of attack on his allies. He was thinking furiously: clearly 

the President and McCrae could not be trusted an inch, and they would double-cross him at 

their first opportunity. He needed to forstall them before they attempted anything more of that 

sort. He must discover their most vulnerable point and go for that … 

But what was their most vulnerable point? Leel had absolute power. She ruled as head of 

the Federation, alone, with only a council of ministers to advise her, and notoriously she 

routinely ignored their advice and was proven to have been right to do so. No one could 

challenge her decisions. There was discontent in the Federation – individual planetary 

governors wanted more power, and many of her ministers did not respect her – but although 

they could cause trouble they could not seriously challenge her power. She was unassailable. 

Then he felt a quiver in the air around him – Memnon. She was singing a sweet love song, 

something she had adapted from a passage in the Lo Man Swee: ‘he seduces the whole galaxy 

with his beauty.’ He found himself smiling. 

Memnon – I must go to her … 

As soon as he left his meeting with the commander, he hurried out to find Ray and Carl. 

‘I’m going to Thorion,’ he said, ‘to see Memnon and Faroan. I need to discuss the situation 

with them.’ 

‘We’ll come,’ said Carl at once. ‘We’ll admire the scenery while you’re busy.’ 

 

Memnon was walking in the woods above the Sapphire Cape, singing to herself. She had 

flown over from Herluin in a star dancer, a spaceship like the one which Lord Faroan had 

taught her how to fly so many months ago. She had come to discuss the new medical facility 

that was being built on Herluin, and to be with him, her lover, and to give him her support in 
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Lord Greh’s absence. At present Faroan was in a meeting with the Priestess – they were 

arguing as usual, something about teaching young Rhuaans about art and science – and she 

had come out into the fresh air and sunshine. She had never liked the Rhuaans’ underground 

chambers: she found the Priestess’s meeting room oppressive, while Faroan’s assembly hall 

was too large and gloomy for her tastes. She preferred to be out in the light and life of the 

outdoors. She thought longingly of the Emron, who was all light and life … 

And all at once he was there, and two of his male humans with him. He dropped to his 

knees and threw his arms about her neck, and they touched noses lovingly together. 

‘I heard you call, darling,’ he said. 

She twirled her whiskers bashfully. ‘I’m glad,’ she said. ‘Emron, are you all right? You 

look anxious.’ 

‘I’m anxious about the Federation,’ he said. ‘Let’s go for a walk, and I’ll tell you about it.’ 

So the four of them wandered on through the woods, between the green singing trees, in 

the fresh spring air, in the bright sunlight and pools of cool shade, and he told her about the 

President. 

‘I can’t trust her an inch. Yet we’re not yet ready to take over the Federation. I need some 

way of undercutting her power.’ 

‘She’s a tyrant,’ said Memnon dismissively, ‘more than the old Empire ever was. She 

listens to no one, obeys no one. When all the planets have representative assemblies, and the 

sectors, and the Federation itself, then she will have to listen and obey – but now she can do 

exactly as she pleases, even if it harms the whole Federation.’ 

‘But even Bessideh doesn’t yet have an assembly,’ said Greh. ‘The elections aren’t until 

next week.’ 

‘But you could advertise it,’ said Carl. ‘You could spread it around.’ 

‘Tell Andy to tell the journals,’ said Ray, grinning at the thought of the conscientious Andy 

in ‘news-mode’. 

‘Then people in the Federal sectors will start to ask questions,’ said Memnon, excitedly. 

‘And when Bessiday has an assembly, and we make sure that it works, then we can make sure 

that the Federal sectors know. Then everyone will start to ask for one.’ 

‘Maybe not,’ said Greh. ‘There’s a lot of prejudice among the Sacred People against them. 

Errehn is dead set against them.’ 

Various rude noises were made around him. Memnon said simply, ‘I don’t think that 

Errehn and his people have much political sense, lord. And there are not many of the Sacred 

People in the Federal sectors. My own people, and some of the humans and some of the 

Gustu, will be very enthusiastic. And the President will be so busy dealing with their demands 

that she will not have time to give us trouble.’ 

Greh had to laugh at her enthusiasm. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Let’s go and talk to Faroan. If he 

can go to Bessiday to keep an eye on Ragnor and Sarah–’ 

‘He’ll be only too delighted, lord,’ said Memnon sadly. ‘He is quarrelling again with the 

Priestess. He says that the young people must learn science, and she wants to teach only the 

art of healing.’ 

Ray muttered something which sounded like, ‘Idiots.’ 

‘I’ll go and talk to them both,’ said Greh. ‘Perhaps the Priestess will be interested to learn 

about developments on Trer.’ 

‘We’ll wait here, lord,’ said Memnon. ‘I wish you luck.’ 

So Greh went in search of the Priestess and Faroan, in the Priestess’s meeting room, which 

was in the same complex of light, airy rooms where he had first awoken after Aoan had 

brought him to Thorion. Memnon always complained that the room was dark, but Marys see 

slightly different wavelengths of light than Rhuaans and humans, and Greh thought that the 

singing trees outside the building’s windows cut out the wavelengths of light which would 



 184 

have enabled her to see properly. In any case, when he entered the room he found Faroan 

seated on a cushion on the floor, looking exasperated, and the Priestess standing up, striding 

up and down and waving her arms about. She stopped short when she saw him and came up 

to him at once to hug him and say, ‘Greh! How are you? How goes the Empire?’ 

He returned her hug and said, ‘The Empire is going well – we’re rebuilding transportation 

on Creh, and a hospital is being built for the Marys on Herluin. But there are problems in the 

Empire. General McCrae and the President of the Federation have tried to double-cross me – I 

was warned by one of my friends, and so I was able to stop them, but I’m worried about what 

they might try next.’ 

‘Greh! That’s terrible.’ She was all concern. ‘We need more trained people in the Federal 

sectors.’ She meant her own acolytes, trained by herself on Thorion. ‘I’ll send you someone.’ 

Greh took a deep breath. ‘Horlerh on Teren is expecting a child. She’s finding it hard on 

Teren, separated from her people on Trer. She would value the support of an acolyte, I think.’ 

The Priestess smiled. ‘Of course! Our people on Trer have suffered so much. We should do 

more for them. I’ll select someone suitable – you can take them over to Teren next week.’ 

Greh relaxed. He had been worried about relations between the archaeologists and Horlerh, 

but if he could send Horlerh back to Trer to relax during her pregnancy, that would solve that 

problem. ‘How are things here?’ he asked. 

‘Fine,’ said the Priestess, but Faroan said, ‘The lady and I have a slight disagreement.’ 

Greh looked at the Priestess, who blushed a little. ‘We cannot agree on the syllabus for the 

young children’s schooling,’ she said. ‘Since the Lord Emperor slept, the emphasis has been 

on healing and balancing energies. Now he wishes to change this to include various technical 

arts.’ 

‘Like the children in other sectors,’ said Greh quickly. ‘When I was at school, I learnt 

about medicine and mathematics, literature and the sciences.’ 

The Priestess’s expression changed. ‘Really, Greh? I thought you would have concentrated 

on the spiritual arts.’ 

‘No,’ said Greh, ‘the sectors always teach the technical arts.’ 

‘Oh.’ She looked at Faroan, then back at Greh, lost for words. 

‘I think it would be best if our people also learnt them,’ said Greh, ‘otherwise the children 

will know more than our people.’ 

‘Which would never do,’ she said at once. ‘Very well, Greh. We must change the syllabus. 

I’ll arrange it,’ and she turned to Faroan. 

Greh breathed a sigh of relief. At least he had managed to turn aside that argument – but 

this was probably not the moment to mention his plans for representative assemblies. 

 

Some time later, when he and Faroan had rejoined Memnon, Ray and Carl on the hill-top, he 

explained to Faroan that he wanted to launch the concept of representative assemblies through 

Andy to the Federal journals. He had hoped to delay until they could see how the elections on 

Bessideh worked out, but if they could get the peoples of the Federal sectors talking about 

representative assemblies, it would distract the President and – perhaps – undermine her 

authority at little. Faroan listened, and agreed that it would be better to wait, but it was by no 

means certain that the assembly on Bessideh would be a reliable indicator for the success or 

failure of others. Every planet was different, and even if the concept turned out to be 

unworkable on Bessideh, it might work on a better-organised planet such as Creh. 

‘I think that we should be in Bessideh city on the day of the elections,’ he said, ‘and should 

visit the places where the election is taking place, to ensure that all goes peacefully.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Memnon. ‘We should all go.’ She looked at Ray and Carl, who nodded. They 

were both somewhat sceptical about the concept, but were prepared to help Gray and 

Memnon in their attempts to set it up. 
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‘Ragnor has been putting out broadcasts on the visual about it,’ said Greh, ‘and he says that 

his normal advertisers have been happy to have their ads running with the election material, 

and people have been watching, so at least they are interested. We need neutral places for 

people to vote, and Memnon says that the election has to be secret, so that no one feels under 

an obligation to vote for one person or another – they have to have free choice. So Ragnor is 

going to have a tent set up in every town, where people can come and write their choice on a 

piece of paper and put the paper in a sealed box. Bessideh is a lot bigger than other towns, so 

he’ll have several tents.’ 

‘How many votes does each person have?’ asked Ray. 

‘One,’ said Memnon. 

‘Suppose they want to vote again?’ 

‘They can’t.’ 

‘How are you going to stop them?’ 

There was a pause. ‘Good question,’ said Greh. ‘Any ideas?’ 

They brainstormed for five minutes. Faroan suggested stamping each person’s forehead 

with an ink stamp, ‘As we used to mark ownership,’ he said. No one asked him what he 

meant by that – Memnon remembered certain sections of the Lo Man Swee, and Ray and Carl 

decided that they’d prefer not to know. ‘Perhaps not the forehead,’ said Memnon, ‘people will 

object to being marked. Perhaps the palm of the right forepaw?’ 

‘The right hand? Fine,’ said Greh. ‘I’ll suggest it to Ragnor.’ 

‘How do you make sure that no one interferes with the votes?’ asked Ray. 

‘The box has to be opened in the official place, and if it’s been meddled with, the votes 

don’t count.’ 

‘How are you going to get all the boxes to Bessiday city without them being damaged 

accidentally-on-purpose?’ 

‘Ragnor has a little sky-yacht. We’ll use that to collect up the boxes.’ 

‘Is everyone going to vote at the same time?’ 

‘Yes, in the same twenty-four hour period.’ 

‘So you’ll need shifts of people at the voting tents.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh. ‘I agree, it’s going to be tricky. We’ll have to see how it goes.’ 

‘Then all the boxes will be opened together?’ 

‘Yes, and the results will be simultaneously be broadcast over the whole planet. Ragnor is 

really looking forward to that part. He’s never done anything so big before.’ 

‘So some people will be watching in the middle of the night.’ 

‘Yes, I know. I don’t know how that can be avoided.’ 

‘Stop worrying him,’ said Carl to Ray. ‘It will work! People will be so amazed that anyone 

tries to organise anything so big that they’ll go along with it just to see how it works. You’ll 

see.’ 

 

In the event, Carl was right – everything went much more smoothly than Ray had expected. 

The numbers of people who voted varied considerably across the planet – in the more rural 

areas, people said that they couldn’t spare the time to travel miles to vote, but in the urban 

areas people went out before breakfast or at lunchtime or after work to vote. Some 

enterprising hot-food and drink sellers set up by the voting tents in the towns, and turned the 

elections into something of a party. Fortunately, no serious fights were started; everyone was 

treating it as something of a joke and nothing to take too seriously. 

At the end of the voting day, Ragnor went out in his sky yacht and picked up the boxes; his 

news programme put out regular bulletins about the progress of his yacht as it travelled about 

the planet, and Ragnor took the opportunity to interview local people at each of his stops, to 

get their reactions to the election. Most people said ‘I don’t know what difference it will 
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make, but it can’t do any harm.’ He arrived back in Bessideh city with the boxes and took 

them to Daaneh’s palace, where a room had been set aside for the counting to take place. 

Under the eyes of Ragnor’s bouncers, the boxes were opened and the votes set out on 

different tables for counting. Volunteers from Bessiday city started counting them. 

Greh, Faroan and Memnon, Ray and Carl, wandered around the room keeping an eye on 

the counters. Memnon had to stop a few counts and explain to the counters what they were 

supposed to be doing; otherwise it worked reasonably well, but a few votes had to be 

discarded on the grounds that they were illegible. The votes were carefully stacked up and 

totals added. It took hours, but at last they ‘had a result,’ as Ragnor put it, and with the tele-

visual cameras of his own station on him, and the eyes of a million people (the population of 

the planet) on him – or perhaps not – he announced the winners for each town and/or region. 

Only the candidates for Bessiday city were present in the hall, but Ragnor had a caller in 

hand so that he could call up the winner for each town or region and ask them to comment on 

their win. A few of the losers also called the station and complained about the voting process 

– people hadn’t voted for them because it had rained, because it had been too hot, because it 

was too far to travel, because it was a busy time of year; the voting region was illogical (the 

town should have had two representatives allocated to it, or none; the country region was too 

big/ too small/ lacked identity) – but overall it was clear that the population of the planet had 

taken a considerable interest in the election and Ragnor was pleased with the result. The 

proportion of races elected mirrored the population of the planet: 70% human, 20% Gustu, 

10% Mary; there was a good mix of genders and ages, and a good mix of backgrounds. A 

number of his own people had been elected, and quite a few had not. He might have been 

inclined to sulk about this, but Gray said that it would strengthen the authority of the 

assembly because it showed the vote was genuine. While privately vowing to find out how to 

cheat next time, Ragnor admitted that this was an advantage. 

Sarah had been elected as representative for central Bessiday city, which was no surprise: 

she was well-known, well-liked and had had a lot of money behind her. She was ‘over the 

moon,’ as she put it (an incongruous expression on Bessiday, which has three small moons), 

and she rose to the occasion with an impromptu rendition of her famous song: ‘I’ve learned to 

walk on air/ since you’ve believed in me,’ and accompanied it with a dance with Gray. 

Ragnor’s visual cameras broadcast this to the whole planet. 

There was then a general party, with food and alcohol and various forms of ‘weed’, which 

went on until morning. All involved then went home to bed. The assembly would have its first 

meeting in a week’s time in the governor’s palace; Ragnor had a week to arrange 

accommodation for all the delegates in Bessiday city, and sort out their secretarial help, etc. In 

the meantime, Greh took his companions back to Thorion, where they discussed how the 

election had gone, and what problems they had seen, and how these could be corrected in 

future – but Greh was sure that Ragnor was already aware of the problems and was thinking 

about how to change things to his own advantage. 

While he was on Thorion he took the opportunity to spend some time in the labs with 

Faroan and his technicians, looking at the new heru cloth and the new materials they were 

designing – a better, flexible, stronger, transparent ‘metal-glass’, improved materials for 

making deep space transmitters, and a moisture-holding, heat-holding ‘metal’ which could 

possibly improve the incubation of Mary eggs. Meeting Tereah in the labs, he stopped to 

catch up with her plans: she told him that she had been discussing with Soba what the humans 

on Earth needed most and with Sarah what humans want most, and was now planning to set 

up a human relief scheme that would also get her lots of human pets. Talking of pets made 

Greh think of his own, and so he said his goodbyes and took Ray and Carl to Teren. 

When they visited Teren socially, Ray would either stay in his former caravan in the 

archaeologists’ camp or take Carl over to the spaceship plant, where Andrewes would 
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welcome them – unaware that Ray had changed sides. On this occasion, they came with Gray. 

Gray sauntered into the archaeologists’ camp dressed as a student; Ray wore his old work 

clothes and Carl dressed casually, but more smartly than either Ray or Gray. The students, 

who had been tidying up the site before the evening meal, crowded round them to ask for 

news. 

‘Bad,’ said Gray cheerfully. ‘McCrae wants to start bombing her own troops and blaming 

me for it. But I have a plan – where’s Andy?’ 

Lily White ran off to fetch him, and after a few minutes Andy came out of the kitchen hut 

with her, followed by the professors. They greeted Gray enthusiastically, and Gray explained 

about McCrae’s latest actions and his own counter-plans. 

‘So we need to grab the initiative,’ he said, ‘by using the fanzines to tell people about my 

ideal of government – the Mary’s original proposals which the Federation has conveniently 

forgotten. We need to tell them about their rights – they should have a voice in government, 

through elected representatives.’ 

‘Elected representatives,’ repeated Pippa, ‘what’s that?’ 

Gray sat down on the grass and began to explain. Everyone gathered round to listen. As 

Gray talked, Horlerh came walking up from the Flame to see what was happening. When she 

saw Gray she frowned and stepped back, but did not withdraw. She waited quietly until Gray 

had finished, then walked forward as the students began to talk. 

‘Did the old Empire have this?’ one of the male students asked. 

‘No,’ said Gray, shaking his golden head emphatically. ‘Arguably that was its greatest 

weakness. That was the greatest complaint of the Marys – that the subordinate races had no 

say in anything, were never allowed to make choices or choose for themselves. They 

remained effectively children forever because they never learnt to choose right from wrong.’ 

‘So that’s why –’ began Sandra Bey, but she was interrupted by Horlerh’s voice, strident 

and commanding. 

‘So you would let the children choose, Grehoan? But they are only children. We are set 

over them by God – it is our duty to take care of them. Would you shirk that duty?’ 

Sandra, Lily and Pippa began to whisper between themselves – Gray realised that Horlerh 

had just stated what Sandra had been about to describe. But he must answer Horlerh. He 

shook his head gently. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I would complete it. If the children never learn to 

choose they will never grow. Let them grow, and they will also stand before God.’ 

‘They cannot,’ retorted Horlerh. ‘That is our right – our right and our duty. Grehoan, you 

betray our people. You fornicate with lesser races and you propose to give away your power 

when you have it – you will hand us over to slavery again, to be ruled by these children –’ 

The humans looked on in amusement or amazement, hearing the arguments of the Great 

War played out before them. Greh’s hair was beginning to rise – he was clearly very agitated. 

‘No, Horlerh. I will rule – I will hold full power – but I will take advice from my children, as 

my predecessors never did, and so they will believe I rule for them, as they never felt in the 

past. I will be a parent to them, not a tyrant.’ 

Horlerh snorted, turned on her heel and strode away down the camp, back to the Flame. 

‘Hmm,’ said Mike Daims. ‘Interesting.’ Gray turned towards him with raised eyebrows. 

‘The reactionary traditionalist versus the radical progressive,’ said Mike. 

‘She’s been getting more and more disgruntled,’ said Aimee. ‘I wonder if we should 

replace her. Would the Priestess send us someone, Gray?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Gray. ‘She’d love to, and Horlerh ought to be back in Vairstown, in her 

condition – a Rhuaan woman should be on her home soil when she’s expecting a child.’ 

‘Oh, that’s it,’ said a dozen voices. 

‘But I’d prefer not to fall out with Horlerh and her family,’ Gray went on. ‘I’d prefer to 

take the Sacred People from the Federal sectors with me, if I can.’ 
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‘If they’re all like Horlerh, it’s impossible,’ said Mike. 

Gray was about to disagree – after all, Errehn was also from Vairstown – but then he 

remembered Errehn’s reaction to Memnon’s idea (that it was mad) and he thought dismally 

that the Sacred People from the Federal sectors were potentially a bigger obstacle to the re-

establishment of the Empire than President Leel. 

‘Cheer up, darling,’ Aimee said, laying a hand on his arm. ‘You were going to brief Andy.’ 

‘I think you over-estimate these Grade As,’ said Andy dismissively. ‘They throw 

themselves about like they own the place. But they don’t do any of the work.’ 

‘No, we do that,’ said Aimee, smiling first at him and then at Gray, who smiled wanly 

back. 

‘C’mon then,’ said Andy to Gray, pulling a paper notepad out of the breast pocket of his 

dockey-jacket and a biro from the inner pocket, ‘what’s this briefing? Let’s get going on this.’ 

Gray sighed, shook back his hair, and said, ‘The Federation government has betrayed the 

original aims of the freedom-fighters who rebelled against the Old Ones all those centuries 

ago. The rebels wanted a say in government – but who has a say in government now?’ 

So he set out his ideas for representative government, while Andy scribbled and made 

suggestions, and all the students joined in, gaining confidence as they saw that Gray took their 

suggestions on board. Occasionally the professors interrupted – Mike said: ‘Now, look here, 

this won’t work –’ and Aimee said, ‘How are you going to prevent bribery?’ and Ray and 

Carl made observations about how the election had worked, or not, on Bessiday. So step by 

step they thrashed out the bare bones of a sort of constitutional government for the Federation, 

with an executive Emperor or president at the head and a legislative, elected assembly 

advising her/him and initiating and approving legislation. 

Meanwhile, down at the other end of the camp by the Flame, Horlerh stood and brooded. 

She was aware that she had cut herself out of Grehoan’s plans, but she was so angry with him 

for betraying the sacred trust of the Rhuaans – to rule the galaxy alone on God’s behalf – that 

she did not care. She decided that Rehn must be informed at once, went to her tent and got out 

her long-distance caller, which used the energy of the Flame to throw communications across 

interstellar space from one priestess to another. 

Meanwhile, on Trer, Rose McCrae’s agents had made contact with Rehn and suggested 

that they ‘talk about matters to their mutual advantage.’ Rehn was not inclined to take 

McCrae’s agents seriously – she did not trust the human, and could only think that she was up 

to some new strategem to destroy the Rhuaans. Nor did she pay much attention to Horlerh’s 

rantings, except to consider that perhaps it was time for the young acolyte to be brought back 

to Trer, to the company of her own people. But when she saw a copy of the first Fanzine to 

run Andy’s latest briefing, she was more concerned. Electoral representation? How could the 

Sacred People rule by the advice of the lesser races? Was Lord Grehoan mad? 

She called him at once, and he came almost as soon as the thought had formed in her mind. 

Too often Rehn’s mother prevented him from coming; only with difficulty could he break 

through her intransient hostility to reach Rehn, except when Rehn called him directly. They 

greeted each other gladly as lovers, exchanged sweet nothings, he stroked her stomach and 

asked about the child she was carrying – her child and his – and she explained that all was 

well, and then asked him what in the Flame’s power he meant by his latest proposals. 

He explained the situation, and she listened. When he had finished, she said, ‘What does 

Errehn think?’ 

‘He says I’m mad.’ 

Rehn found she had to smile, but what she had to say was serious. ‘Grehoan, you must 

realise that for us of Trer this is all very alarming. For centuries we have dreamt of the 

restoration of the Empire and regaining our supremacy, and seeing our enemies beneath us. 

Now you are promising them power. We do not want them to have power. We will rule.’ 
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‘But you will rule. You will be governors and priestesses as before. The other races will 

only advise, and we can ignore them. But the important thing is to promise them a voice – at 

present they have none. Even your brother agrees that we have to offer them something they 

do not have and that they want – otherwise, why should they support us? ’ 

Rehn nodded slowly. ‘Yes, I understand – I don’t say my compatriots will agree, but I 

understand.’ She wondered whether to tell him that McCrae was making diplomatic advances. 

She decided not to. She was a priestess, she could cloak her thoughts – he need not know. She 

would not worry him with this. 

He looked at her piercingly and said, ‘Rehn, what is it?’ 

She was startled. ‘What?’ 

He regarded her with head held slightly to one side – his eyes were great and black. 

‘There’s something wrong – it’s McCrae. What’s she doing now?’ 

Rehn was thrown completely off balance. ‘What do you mean? I didn’t mention – I wasn’t 

going to tell you!’ 

He cradled her face gently in his hands, and stared into her eyes – deep, so deep, and she 

saw deep, deep down in the dark pools of his eyes, the stars themselves in their glory, and all 

the wonders of outer space … She was transfixed by his gaze – and he saw her mind, and her 

thoughts were his, and her memories were his, and he said softly: ‘She’s trying to seduce my 

own people from me; thank you for brushing her off. But I’m worried about Horlerh.’ 

He let Rehn’s mind go – gently, so gently – and she was left alone, bereft, distant from 

him, or so she felt, although he was still standing in front of her and his hands still cradled her 

face. She managed a faint smile; he returned it with a broad grin. 

‘Rehn, my brave priestess, my courageous warrior! What are we to do with Horlerh? She is 

carrying my child, but I think she hates me now – she can’t understand what I’m doing, or 

why.’ 

Rehn rallied her thoughts with an effort. ‘I’ll recall Horlerh,’ she said. ‘As she’s expecting 

a child, she should be in safety here, on her own soil, not on Teren. As for priestesses on 

Teren, let Thorion provide one – Thorion needs to see more of how things are here.’ 

He nodded and smiled, for this was exactly what he had wanted her to say. ‘Yes. The 

Priestess will send us a priestess for Teren, and Horlerh will come home to rest and grow 

strong for her lying-in. As for McCrae, now I see what she’s up to – she’s trying to divide us, 

my priestess, and destroy us by turning us against each other. But we must use her own 

weapons, and turn her people against her – and the way to do that is by using the same 

propaganda which destroyed the old Empire. Just as they demanded representation in 

government, so will we. And they won’t be able to give it – or, if they do, we’ll use it against 

them.’ 

His face was glowing with joy and mischief at the thought, and Rehn felt herself relax and 

smile in return. He drew her closer and put his arms about her, and she nestled up to him and 

returned his embrace. He knew she could not make love in her heavily pregnant state, but he 

kissed her warmly and she returned the kiss. At least, he thought, if everyone else in 

Vairstown turns against me, Rehn will remain faithful. But they won’t turn against me, now 

I’m aware of the danger from McCrae’s intrigues. 

 

Errehn was less happy about the situation when Greh returned to Oh – particularly when Greh 

announced that he was going to fetch the new priestess from Thorion, and that then he was 

going back to Trer to be at Rehn’s side when she gave birth. He had never been happy about 

Greh fathering his sister’s child, because if Greh was going to father any children he, Errehn, 

would have preferred to be the mother. And he wanted Greh to stay with him on Oh rather 

than go gallivanting about the galaxy. ‘You’ve only just come back,’ he said bitterly, ‘you 

can’t be leaving again already.’ 
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They were in bed – that is, in the room they shared when they were both on Oh. Errehn 

was sitting up, arms around his knees, radiating discontent. Greh was lying on the cushions 

which formed the bed, watching his angry lover with some amusement. 

‘Come with me, darling,’ he said. ‘Oroso can cope. The Feds won’t budge – I scared them 

last time they tried anything – the truce is airtight.’ 

‘I don’t want to come,’ muttered Errhen. ‘I want you to stay. You’re hardly ever here these 

days.’ 

‘I told you – the pirates have been getting out of hand. They don’t need me here now, and 

you’re doing my job so well that you don’t need me either. And the Empire does need me, so 

that’s why I’m not here.’ 

‘So we hardly ever see you,’ snorted Errehn. 

Greh regarded him sadly, and stroked his arm. ‘I’m sorry, darling,’ he said. ‘I know you 

wish it were you.’ 

‘Pardon?’ 

‘I know you wish it was your baby, not Rehn’s.’ 

Errehn sighed, and shook back his hair. He wished that Greh wouldn’t read his mind when 

he was thinking uncharitable, jealous thoughts. Greh put his arms about him and kissed him 

so passionately that Errehn was forced to respond. He returned the kiss, and they rolled across 

the floor, kissing and caressing. But when they separated, Errehn said: ‘If you love me, why 

are you never here?’ 

Greh eyed him warily. ‘I don’t like that “if”,’ he said. 

‘Why are you never here?’ asked Errehn again. 

‘I’ve told you – I have to rebuild the Empire. I have to visit places and meet people and 

persuade them to do what I want them to do. I have to make plans and recruit people to carry 

them out. I have to get a lot of people to make love to me because I need to raise a lot of 

power to do all this, and you know I can’t absorb as much energy through my hair as you do, 

darling, because it’s blond and not black, so I need to raise power in other ways. I know 

you’re jealous that I slept with your sister, but she asked me, and as priestess-apparent of Trer 

she had the right to ask anyone she wanted, and I was the first Dragon-blooded person she had 

ever seen. Horlerh is the same, except that I think it was too much for her to cope with. And I 

sleep with humans for company, and the Gustu give me power – and I love Anja and 

Memnon. Is there anyone I’ve missed?’ 

‘The archaeologists,’ muttered Errehn. 

‘They’re company. And I know you’d have liked to sleep with Aimee yourself.’ 

‘I wish I had,’ said Errehn. ‘You didn’t waste much time.’ 

‘The priestess says I must have a female partner – for company and to have dragon-

blooded children – and Aimee is partly dragon-blooded, and I do love her dearly.’ 

‘I like her too,’ said Errehn, softly, and they embraced, as if in recognition that they both 

shared this affection for another female. 

‘I know the humans are sweet,’ said Errehn when they pulled apart for breath, ‘and good 

for power-raising, and I suppose you need far more energy than I do, darling.’ 

Greh smiled and said, ‘Yes.’ 

‘But I wish – Oh, Flame, I wish – I wish you and I could be partners and none other of the 

People. I wish you didn’t sleep with my sister, Greh!’ 

‘Only when she asks me,’ said Greh gently. ‘Come with me to Vairstown, darling. Rehn 

would like to see you.’ 

Errehn sighed again, swallowed his jealousy, and said in a choked voice, ‘As you insist, 

darling.’ 

Greh kissed him hotly and rolled him across the floor in passionate embrace. 
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The next day, Greh took Errehn’s star dancer, and Errehn, off to Thorion to collect the young 

acolyte whom the Priestess had appointed as the new priestess of Teren. Faroan and Greh 

embraced with great love, and Faroan made a point of being friendly to Errehn, who was still 

very shy of the mighty Emperor – too shy even to be properly jealous of him. Faroan simply 

regarded Errehn as one of Greh’s pets – a Rhuaan, but only a minor one – and therefore of no 

real account, but it is always good to be kind and considerate to lesser persons. 

The Priestess also made much of Greh, but was less happy to see him with Errehn – she 

wanted Greh to find a female partner. She knew that Greh was female when s/he was with 

Faroan, and she was not very comfortable with this, believing that the constant gender change 

would damage him. A male might grow a womb, yes, and a female could produce sperm, but 

they did not change their complete physiology as Lord Greh did; they kept their essential 

gender. Young Yaro Ardeler was carrying a child, but to her eyes he still appeared male. She 

knew that the ancient Rhuaans used to change gender, but now she saw the effects of such 

changing on her dear Grehoan she was extremely worried that it was harming him. Yet for 

now she must put that problem aside: her first concern must be to spread her web of peace to 

the lost People in sector nine by sending a new priestess to Teren. Her young acolyte had been 

trained and briefed and had prepared herself in study and meditation; now she was ready to 

depart for her first posting. The Priestess and her acolytes, and many of the Sacred People 

who lived around the Sapphire Cape, came out to see the young acolyte off on her journey to 

Teren, with good wishes and cheerful waving. 

So Greh and Errehn, and the young Nayhn, clutching the white bag which contained all the 

possessions she had in the galaxy, set off across space to Oh, where she was disembarked for 

rest, relaxation, a decent meal and a night’s sleep – after first being introduced to the pirates 

and shown around the base. She also met a party of tourists, humans and Gustu, whom Peiriol 

was showing around. They asked her where she was from, recognising from her clothing, 

height and hair that she was ‘one of those Imperials,’ and she explained that she came from 

‘the Sacred Planet,’ at which all the tourists started asking Peiriol how they could get there, 

and Peiriol became rather confused. Eventually he said that there weren’t any tours there yet 

because it was off the normal shipping lanes, but he’d see what he could do. Several people 

asked Nayhn if she had any pictures of the Sacred Planet which they could see, and she had to 

admit, rather shamefacedly, that she hadn’t. She hated to disappoint them, but confessed to 

Greh later that she had never thought to bring any. ‘I didn’t realise how much looking means 

to them,’ she said. 

‘Don’t worry,’ said Greh, ‘it takes a while to get to know these people. You can send back 

to Thorion for some images.’ 

Nayhn was only too glad to retire to her sleeping quarters and get some sleep, and the 

following day they set off for Teren, where Greh had left Ray and Carl to ‘catch up’ with 

Andrewes and keep up to date with the spaceship project. 

They brought the star dancer down by the road entrance to the dig, and the profs and 

students came out to meet them. Some of the students had put together a meal of fish (out of 

tins) and fruit (local), and a group of them performed a dance for the new Priestess which they 

had been practising, based on what Horlerh had told them about the traditional dances of the 

Old Ones. They were glad to see that Horlerh’s information had been good, as Nayhn 

approved the dance. Poor Horlerh! – they thought, she had looked so ill when she left them 

for Trer, but very anxious to get back to her home planet to have her baby. They hoped that 

she would be OK, and meanwhile they had this new, taller, more glowing Rhuaan to tell them 

even more new, exciting things about the old days. 

After the meal and dance, Nayhn walked down the camp and bowed to the Flame, which 

leapt up and burned six feet tall – a good sign, Greh told the archaeologists. Mike wondered 
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how she managed the trick, and shrugged off Aimee’s explanation (from Gray) that it was an 

optical illusion. 

Ray and Carl came back from the spaceship plant on foot – Ray preferred to drive, but 

Carl, aware of the importance of physical exercise for anyone who spends a lot of time in the 

weightless conditions of outer space, nagged him into walking. They were in time to join 

everyone for supper, which Greh and Errehn cooked. Errehn sat by Greh during the meal and 

watched the students, trying to read their electro-magnetic fields and realising that the 

students were attracted by Greh but also far too scared of him to approach him. He also had a 

good look at Aimee and Mike, and found that he still liked Aimee and found Mike irritatingly 

pompous. Eventually Greh sent him off up the camp to talk to Nayhn – as the son of Trer’s 

Priestess, he had some knowledge of what was required of a priestess, and he could brief 

Nayhn on the customs of the Federal sectors. Greh sent Ray and Carl off to sleep in Ray’s 

caravan – in separate beds, as his lovers did not sleep together – while he went off, in two 

separate forms and with some time-twisting, with Aimee and Mike separately. 

‘How long can you stay?’ asked Aimee, as they both cuddled down into her bed in her 

caravan. 

‘Only until tomorrow,’ said Greh apologetically. I have to go to Trer for Rehn’s lying-in.’ 

He felt a jolt of energy emanate from Aimee, which indicated that she was startled and 

displeased. ‘Darling,’ he said gently, ‘you know she’s expecting a baby.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said regretfully. 

‘You said you were happy to be one of the harem,’ he reminded her. ‘But not to be more 

than that.’ 

‘Yes. I haven’t forgotten.’ 

‘So, darling, don’t be jealous.’ 

‘I can’t help it. It’s natural.’ 

‘Is it? To love me and want to have me in some special way – but refuse to marry me?’ 

He felt her bite her lip. ‘You would still sleep around,’ she said bitterly. 

‘Of course – but you would have special rights over me. And you could tell me not to sleep 

with certain people, and I would have to obey.’ 

‘Would you? Would you really?’ 

‘Yes. Now, will you marry me, Aimee?’ 

‘When you’re going to your concubine’s lying-in tomorrow? Pull the other one!’ 

‘She asked me to sleep with her,’ he said drily. ‘I had no choice.’ 

‘Oh, of course not!’ 

‘Aimee, you don’t know – she’s a priestess. She has the right to ask any male, and he can’t 

refuse her without a very good reason.’ 

‘Of course!’ 

‘Aimee – you’re driving me mad. If you care so much – Aimee, will you marry me? I’ll 

keep asking until you agree.’ 

‘Until I’m old and wrinkled? Until I die?’ 

‘Yes! And I can make you young again – I can restore your youth and make you immortal 

and ever-young.’ 

She shook her head. ‘My lord,’ she said formally, ‘you are my god and my heart, but 

forever is too long. Now stop nagging me – I thought we came to bed to be lovers.’ 

He sighed heavily and laid his head on her shoulder, and for a moment she thought he was 

weeping and felt a pang of regret – but he wiped his tears away on his hair and began to kiss 

her neck, and she relaxed into his embraces. 

How long, wondered Aimee, can I go on resisting him? In the end I’ll surrender – and he’ll 

have all of me, soul and body, and I’ll be his forever. I love him dearly, so why do I dread 

that? Yet I do dread it – I don’t want to belong to another person, I just want to be mine. 
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They parted on rather cool terms the next morning, which made Mike Daims curious to 

know what was wrong. He wanted to ask Aimee, but knew better. Instead he tried to distract 

himself by walking down the camp to admire the Flame and to ask Nayhn if she would like a 

hot drink. 

‘Yes, please,’ she said, ‘it’s cool here early in the morning.’ She looked at him quizzickly. 

‘You’re troubled,’ she said. 

Mike was startled – he was used to Horlerh, who as a Trer-trained priestess lacked the 

sensitivity of the Thorion-trained acolytes. ‘Oh, nothing,’ he said. 

She looked at him with compassion. ‘You should tell me – that’s what I’m here for.’ 

Mike shrugged as carelessly as he could. ‘Well – it’s my colleague Professor Neasden,’ he 

said lightly. ‘She and – um – Lord Gray seem to be annoyed with each other. And I wondered 

if they’ve quarrelled – because I’m very fond of Aimee myself, you see, so if they have –’ His 

voice trailed away in embarrassment. Nayhn looked gravely at him. 

‘The Priestess has told Lord Greh that he must take a female partner,’ she said slowly, ‘and 

he has chosen Professor Neasden, but she has refused him. The Priestess has told him to ask 

her again. If she has refused again, then this is distressing news for all of us. For Lord Greh is 

the one chosen to restore the Empire – but he needs help.’ 

‘Well, we all help him so far as we can,’ said Mike, a little irritably, ‘but it’s unfair of him 

to want Aimee all to himself. She is the inspiration to more people than him. Of course, I 

know he’s lord of the galaxy and all that, but in that case he has lots of women to choose from 

– while some of us only want Aimee.’ 

She regarded him solemnly, then said, ‘I see.’ She shook back her coal black hair and said, 

‘A hot drink would be very welcome, Mike Daims.’ 

Taking this as permission to go, Mike hurried back up the camp, annoyed with himself for 

giving so much away to the tall, majestic black-haired Rhuaan woman – far more 

commanding a presence than Horlerh, with an aura of power about her which made his knees 

tremble and reminded him of his maternal grandmother. 

Meanwhile, Nayhn stood staring into the Flame and thinking furiously. 

 

Greh returned from Trer that evening with Errehn, Ray and Carl. They were all cheerful and 

talkative. Nayhn walked up the camp to join the archaeologists and hear about Rehn’s safe 

delivery of a beautiful girl child, and that both were doing well and even Serehn had stopped 

saying that it would all end in tears, in her preoccupation with the child. 

‘The child has black hair,’ said Errehn jubilantly, ‘and skin like frost – she is a true-born 

member of the Sacred People. Even Mother has stopped complaining about dilution of the 

sacred blood.’ 

Nayhn listened to all this, nodding to herself. But she also noted how Lord Grehoan’s 

human males crowded close about him, and how the young male Errehn kept by him, and she 

noticed how he held himself, how he bore himself towards them, and she noticed how he 

addressed Mike Daims. She thought: ‘He is still too much Lord Aoan – she has left too much 

of herself in him. He is too much a female to take a female partner as the Priestess wishes.’ 

But then, as she continued to watch, he turned to talk to Aimee Neasden, and spoke to Lily 

White, and she thought: ‘No – he is all male.’ Then she was puzzled, for although the Sacred 

People are not sharply divided in gender, they usually lean towards one or the other. But Lord 

Grehoan seemed to be both … 

Both and neither … 

Then she realised what she had not seen before: he is neither and he is both. She is not – 

not one of us at all. She is something more … 

… This is what Horlerh saw, and it scared her … 
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… I must talk to Horlerh, she thought, as soon as she is fit to see me. I must know what he 

is – she is not one of us, she is a new species, something greater, and I don’t see exactly how 

to deal with her – I mean, how to deal with him … 

After they had eaten an evening meal, which Mike always called ‘tea,’ even when he 

didn’t drink any of that drink with it, Nayhn approached Greh and asked him to come down to 

the Flame: ‘I’ve been tidying up,’ and he agreed and walked down with her, while his 

companions remained at the site hut to help wash up. 

Nayhn had tidied the paving around the Flame’s pedestal, and cut the grass; Greh 

approved. As he stood looking at the Flame, she said, ‘Greh, has Aimee Neasden refused you 

again?’ 

‘Yes,’ he said sadly. ‘I don’t know how to persuade her. She loves me – she loves me more 

than she loves anyone else – but she does not want to marry me, no matter what I offer her. 

She says it’s impossible.’ 

She regarded him compassionately. ‘She is lovely,’ she agreed, ‘but there must be another 

companion for you somewhere in sectored space, Greh. Don’t despair. Somewhere is your 

equal – waiting for you.’ 

He glanced at her, sideways – and for an instant she thought she saw a thought go past, a 

thought so far from her that it was like a black hole in space. It was so utterly hostile to her 

that for a moment she thought he hated her; then she thought only that he was so far from her 

that she could not touch him; then she did not know what to think. The moment had passed, 

and he was looking again into the Flame. 

What is he thinking? Nayhn thought. Why can’t I touch her thoughts? The Priestess taught 

us how to read minds from a distance, without eye contact. But I can’t read Lord Grehoan’s 

mind at all – it’s blank, as if it’s behind a veil. He can hide his mind from me … 

‘Are you staying here long?’ she asked, and the words were scarcely out of her mouth 

when she realised how trite they sounded. 

He shrugged. ‘I’ll stay here a few days, then I’ll go and check up on my contacts in 

Security. I have to see a few people.’ 

She nodded. ‘Keep busy,’ she said. ‘I’ll work on Aimee Neasden for you.’ 

He smiled at her. ‘Thank you,’ he said. 
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11. Political Philosophy: A Practical Guide 

 

It was a month after this that Gray was at his mum’s for tea. He had brought Memnon with 

him to meet his mum. He had left Ray and Carl on Cray, working on the transportation 

project, and had taken Faroan to see what they were doing and find out what new technology 

the project needed, so that his bright young scientists on Thorion could get to work on it. Ray 

was not particularly enthusiastic about having Gray’s ‘husband’ along, as he found that 

Faroan’s physical presence always reduced him to a trembling jelly – the man just exuded so 

much power that it wore everyone out within a ten-foot radius. Carl, however, told him to 

stop fussing and get on with designing locomotives, while he made a point of getting Faroan 

out and about, meeting people and seeing things, and encouraged everyone to tell Faroan their 

woes. Faroan was a good listener, sometimes he could solve the problem, and sometimes he 

took it away with him and put others on to solving it. 

While his male partners were thus engaged, Gray took Memnon to meet his mother. 

Glenda Bradley, rather daunted at meeting her first Mary but nevertheless determined to be 

polite, and genuinely curious about the tall, furry, intelligent people, was engaging Memnon 

in conversation about Mary literature. 

‘My daughter Susie’s doing a dissertation on it,’ she explained. ‘A sort of long essay – all 

about freedom and political rights – it all seems quite subversive, for Susie.’ 

Gray laughed a little bitterly. In his arms, baby Sophie dozed happily. Memnon twirled her 

whiskers in a laugh. 

‘We Marys started the war against the Old Empire,’ she said, ‘but the war did not bring us 

freedom. And so now we are supporting the Emron’s battle for freedom, believing he will 

achieve what the Federation did not – freedom and justice for all.’ 

‘I wish Earth’s government would see it like that,’ said Glenda Bradley. ‘Graham has such 

trouble getting basics through to Earth, just because the government won’t allow trade with 

“rebels”, as they call them.’ 

Memnon flicked her ears in amusement. ‘They will come round in time,’ she said, ‘when 

they see that there is no alternative.’ 

The back door opened and a voice called: ‘Mum! It’s me!’ 

‘Susie,’ called Glenda Bradley, ‘I’m in the lounge. You’ll never guess who’s with me.’ 

‘Graham,’ said Susie’s voice, dropping a tone in disapproval, and they heard her kick off 

her shoes, slam the back door shut, and dump her coat and bag on the top of the washing 

machine. 

‘More than Graham, duck,’ called her mother, and they heard Susie’s stocking’d feet on 

the tiles of the kitchen floor, and the door from the kitchen opened and Susie’s head poked 

around the door. 

‘Oh –hh!’ she breathed, her eyes and mouth as round and large as saucers at the sight of 

Memnon. She stepped into the lounge, and hesitated. 

‘Mum – er – who’s this?’ she stammered. 

Memnon was equal to the occasion. She rose from her seat on the sofa, where she sat with 

legs tucked under her and tail around her hind feet, and, walking on her hind legs, approached 

Susie, then dropped on to four feet and touched her nose to Susie’s in greeting. 

‘I am Memnon, daughter of the Matriarch Junias of Herluin,’ she said. ‘I have come with 

your brother the Emron to visit you and your mother, Suz–ee.’ 

‘Emron?’ repeated Susie, blankly. ‘You mean Graham? He’s not an Emron!’ 

‘He is an Imperial general and bringer of freedom to all peoples,’ said Memnon severely. 

Then, flicking her whiskers, she added in a lighter tone, ‘I have been looking forward to 
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meeting you, Suz–ee, because the Emron tells me that you are studying our literature and now 

I hear that you are writing your dissertation on it.’ 

Susie nodded, almost lost for words. ‘Yes,’ she managed to say. 

‘Please sit down, Suz–ee, and tell me about what you have learnt,’ said Memnon gravely. 

‘I would be very interested to know what humans teach on our great works.’ 

‘I’ll get my bag,’ stuttered Susie. ‘I brought something to show Mum – just a moment – ’ 

and she ran back into the kitchen, returning an instant later with her college bag clutched in 

her hand. ‘This is my dissertation,’ she said. ‘I’d be very interested to hear what you think of 

it.’ 

Memnon led her to the sofa and said, ‘Please show me, Suzee,’ and Susie pulled out a file 

of papers and began to chatter about her favourite subject. Gray would gladly have listened, 

but his mother said, ‘Could you give me a hand with tea, duck?’ so he put Sophie down in her 

carrycot to sleep, and went to help his mother in the kitchen. 

Memnon and Susie talked and talked – until tea, throughout tea, and well into the evening, 

as Gray and his mother washed up and changed Sophie’s nappy and settled her down to sleep 

in her cot upstairs. Julie and David had gone out for the evening, so Glenda was babysitting 

all evening as well as childminding all day. At last Gray was able to sit down again with 

Memnon, just as Susie was saying, ‘I’ve done my own translation of that part – can I read it to 

you? You can tell me if it’s correct.’ 

Memnon flicked her whiskers and said, ‘Please do.’ 

Glenda Bradley sat down in her easy chair. She was about to address Gray, but her son said 

quickly, ‘Can I hear this, Mum? It’s Susie’s dissertation, and I know you’ve heard all about it 

but I haven’t yet.’ 

‘Sorry, duck,’ said his mother, chastened, and settled down gloomily, ready to be bored. 

Susie held a sheaf of papers in her hands and began to read: ‘Lo Man Swee: On the Nature 

of Tyranny. Chapter Five.’ 

‘Now, there are three points to make on this question. 

‘The first is, their arrogance. For they are so arrogant that they consider themselves always 

to be right and none to be right but they. 

‘And they believe God to have approved them as rulers of all, and to have approved none 

but them. 

‘And they believe themselves to be superior to all simply by birth as they are. 

‘And they believe outer appearance triumphs over inner goodness, so only those of their 

appearance can rule. 

‘And they hold their intellect to be above all things, yet although they can design a 

spaceship they cannot build it by themselves. 

‘The second is, that they can read the thoughts of others, and so none may think of treason 

without their being aware of it. 

‘The third is, that they can change the thoughts of others, and make those who hate them to 

love them. And with this they are so lustful that they seduce every creature which can be 

seduced and lie with them and bring forth offspring so that the whole of their Empire is 

contaminated with their blood. And they indulge normally in practices against nature and not 

considered normal by any other race, viz., males lie with males and females with females as a 

matter of course, which disgusts the minds of good folk. But with all this they distort all 

people’s minds so that none may be disgusted but all feel love for them. 

‘Now the next chapter is, how may such be overthrown?’ 

Susie looked up at Memnon. ‘What do you think?’ she asked anxiously. 

‘You have the sense,’ said Memnon, ‘but you have kept too many of the archaic forms.’ 

‘But it is archaic,’ protested Susie. ‘It’s twelve hundred years old.’ 
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‘Yes,’ agreed Memnon patiently, ‘but its message is not – its message is still with us today. 

So you should translate it as near as you can to modern language without sacrificing the 

meaning. For example, you have kept the accusative infinitive: ‘They consider themselves to 

be right.’ Now we would say: ‘They believe they are right.’ Do you see? It means the same 

but it’s easier to understand.’ 

‘But you lose the character of the text,’ objected Susie. 

‘No, you regain it. The author wrote it in modern language,’ explained Memnon. ‘It’s 

written in very strong, direct words, and if you try to hide that behind an archaic style you are 

misrepresenting his work, I think.’ 

‘But –’  Susie hesitated, and blushed. ‘The things he says – some of them are disgusting. I 

don’t think I want to make it too direct.’ 

‘You are a gentle woman,’ said Memnon quietly, ‘and the author of the Lo Man Swee was 

a very angry male – of course you find what he says hard. But that is the trouble of translating 

– you have to put aside your own feelings and try to convey the author’s feelings. And he was 

very hurt and very angry.’ 

‘Why was he hurt?’ asked Glenda Bradley curiously. She had heard so much from Susie 

about this book, but never anything about the author as a real person. 

‘His wife had been seduced by the governor of Halleh,’ said Memnon. ‘He was a native of 

Halleh, and he worked in the governor’s office, and so did his wife – and the governor and his 

wife had an affair and he was heartbroken. He was a clever male, and he wrote this book as 

his cry of grief, and had it published and it circulated widely, because it touched a raw nerve 

in many.’ 

‘What happened to his wife?’ asked Glenda. 

‘She came back to him and they lived happily together until the war began, when they died 

in the bombardment of Halleh. It has always seemed to me just that they died in the war 

which they helped to start,’ said Memnon thoughtfully. 

‘Oh,’ said Susie, her face dropping. ‘He was killed in the war?’ 

Memnon looked at her in compassionate amusement. ‘Why, yes, little human,’ she said 

gently, ‘but it was twelve hundred years ago. He would have died one way or another.’ 

‘Yes – of course –’ Susie scrabbled in her pocket for her handkerchief, and dabbed it at her 

eyes. ‘I’m sorry – I’m being silly – don’t mind me.’ 

Glenda Bradley shook her head in disapproval of her foolish daughter, but Gray 

understood how she felt. Susie had spent so long in the company of the Lo Man Swee that she 

felt she knew the author – he was a real person, almost a friend. She had come to feel that he 

was alive … ‘His body died,’ he said softly to Susie, ‘but he still lives in his book. And as 

long as the Marys survive, his book will be read and he will be remembered and he will live, 

so to speak, in his words.’ 

His mother laughed, saying, ‘Really, duck! You’re romanticising.’ Susie gave him a quick, 

strange look, almost accusing, and said: ‘Yes. That’s what I think,’ then wiped her nose and 

said as briskly as she could, ‘So you think I should put it in more modern language?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Memnon. ‘But otherwise – you have the sense and you have understood him. 

It’s a good beginning.’ She twirled her whiskers at her. Susie, who knew this was the Mary 

equivalent of a smile, smiled back shyly, and put her sheaf of papers back in her bag. 

‘I’d better be going,’ she said. ‘It’s been lovely to meet you, Memnon.’ 

Memnon’s whiskers twirled rapidly. ‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘and I have been delighted to 

meet you, Suz–ee.’ 

Susie refused to allow anyone to walk her to the bus stop. She went up to kiss the sleeping 

Sophie good night, kissed her mum, shook Gray’s hand, touched noses with Memnon, and 

hurried off into the night, her bag slung over one shoulder. 
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‘I think she’s working too hard,’ said Glenda Bradley. ‘I’m sorry if she bored you, Miss 

Memnon,’ she added. 

Memnon flicked her ears. ‘I was not in the least bored,’ she replied. ‘It was an honour and 

pleasure to meet her. What she is studying is of great importance and she understands well.’ 

Gray and Memnon stayed the night. Gray’s mum gave Memnon Susie’s old room, while 

Gray had his own, but in fact Gray slipped through space to share Memnon’s bed. As he held 

her close, Gray whispered, ‘You wouldn’t have complained like the author of the Lo Man 

Swee complained, darling.’ 

‘I think he was jealous,’ said Memnon crisply. ‘I think he fancied the governor himself.’ 

Graham laughed and stroked her beautiful fur. 

 

Horlerh, former priestess of Teren, was annoyed to receive a ‘call’ from Nayhn, her 

replacement on Teren. Didn’t the woman realise that she had just had a baby, and had been 

through a very traumatic time? And why did she want to talk about that deviant dragon-lord, 

Lord Grehoan? She told Nayhn shortly that she was sure that an acolyte of the great Priestess 

of Thorion could sort Lord Greh out for herself, and that she was far too busy looking after 

her daughter to talk to her. 

‘Lord Greh will be so proud of the child,’ said Nayhn, trying somehow to make 

sympathetic contact with the aggressive young acolyte. How damaged she is! she thought. 

She throws the Flame in all directions. What a terrible place Trer must be! 

‘He isn’t going to see my daughter,’ retorted Horlerh. ‘I won’t have her corrupted by his 

evil influence,’ and Nayhn felt the Flame jerk as Horlerh cut off contact. 

She steadied herself, taking deep breaths, and willing her electro-magnetic field to 

calmness. Well, clearly there is nothing to be gained by talking to Horlerh. I’ll have to work 

out Lord Greh for myself. And I had better inform Thorion that Trer is in serious need of 

balancing. If only it were not so far away from Thorion! 

 

While the Priestess worked for peace, Gray continued to undermine the Federation. Ferias the 

Mary flicked his whiskers at the golden-haired drug runner on the other side of his desk. 

‘Electoral representation?’ he snorted. ‘What’s that?’ 

‘The people choose their governor,’ said Gray Maisor sweetly, ‘instead of the Federal 

government.’ 

‘And? What about it?’ 

‘Instead of the government cronies getting power, the friends of the people get the power.’ 

‘Ha!’ snorted Ferias, clicking his claws on his desk. ‘Only one of them, lady.’ 

‘One governor,’ said Gray sweetly. ‘But you’d also have an elected assembly of 

representatives. And whatever you and they decide, the Federal government could not reverse 

– because it would be the will of the people.’ She sat down on the edge of the desk and smiled 

down at him. ‘Haven’t you read the classics, Ferias? Didn’t you do political theory at school?’ 

‘No,’ snorted Ferias. ‘I’ve got better things to do.’ 

‘Then I suggest you try it,’ said Gray. ‘Because if we had planetary autonomy, you could 

run this place as you liked and tell Security where to put themselves.’ 

‘I do already,’ said Ferias. 

‘I didn’t mean here-planet. I meant Federal. Haven’t you heard McCrae is cracking down? 

Heads are rolling in sector eight. And I mean literal heads.’ 

Ferias flicked his whiskers at her. ‘I heard that,’ he said lightly. ‘It won’t happen here.’ 

‘How can you be so sure?’ 

‘I’ve got the whole set-up sewn up.’ 

‘Have you?’ 
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‘Security’s in my pocket.’ He patted the purse which Marys carried on a strap slung round 

their shoulder and waist – Memnon’s brother Ipse wore one to carry his hand-held computer 

unit. 

‘Correction,’ said Gray sweetly. ‘Norrington is in your pocket’ – Norrington being the 

head of planetary security – ‘And  the governor’s a rubber stamp. But suppose McCrae kicks 

Norrington out and replaces the governor? Because that’s what she’s doing in sector eight.’ 

‘She can’t do it here,’ retorted Ferias. 

‘Don’t tell me what McCrae can or can’t do,’ snapped Gray. ‘I tell you she can, and she 

has. In nine point three the whole Security committee has been arrested and word has it 

they’re for the chair.’ 

Ferias flicked his tail uneasily. 

‘She says she’s destroying corruption and croneyism,’ said Gray. ‘If you don’t want to go 

the same way, Ferias, you better get moving.’ 

Ferias flicked his tail again. ‘Where are these classics?’ he asked reluctantly. 

Gray pulled a paperback out of her clutch bag and slapped it on the desk in front of him. 

‘On Freedom,’ she said. ‘I’ll be back later. Have a good read.’ Then she slipped off his desk 

and was out of the room before he could call her back. 

Ferias picked up the little book with a snort of disdain. He had always tried to avoid this 

sort of thing at school, and he had no great desire to begin now. He flicked a page open at 

random and his eye lit on a single sentence. 

‘How truly it has been written by the human Jean-Jacques Rousseau, that all creatures are 

born free but everywhere they are in chains. For we are denied the right to choose our own 

government; all is imposed on us from above.’ 

Hmm, he thought. I could go with this. And he began to read. 

 

Leaving Ferias and Taratradene, Greh flipped over into male form and went to find Simuel 

Manzen in a dimly-lit night club in sector 7.5. The Aversham’s sales representative whom 

Greh had first met and seduced at the launch of one of Aversham’s collections was always 

delighted to play host to his beautiful lover. The music was loud and the drink was cheap, and 

Greh quickly got Simuel drunk, wound his beautiful body about his victim and thoroughly 

enjoyed himself. He played with the human until the other was so utterly exhausted that he 

could no longer stand up. At last he carried Simuel home over his shoulder, laid him down on 

his own bed, and played with him some more until he also fell asleep, tired and happy. 

He always enjoyed visiting Simuel. The human was besotted with him and would do 

anything he asked. He could make love to him and draw all the energy out of the human that 

he could, and Simuel kept coming back for more. He would probably kill him eventually 

through sheer exhaustion, but he didn’t think that Simuel would care. 

He had also – through Simuel – been trying out the locally available weed supplies, and 

established that Herluin weed was already for sale on this planet but at a high price. If he 

could tap into the weed trade, he could increase direct sales and so increase revenue for 

himself and Nick van der Ruhe, and get a grip on the local criminal rings which peddled the 

stuff, as he had done on Taratradene and elsewhere. He could then start to exert influence on-

planet, well below McCrae’s detection level – by the time she realised that he had influence 

with the local criminals, it would be too late to stop him.  

And at the same time as pedding weed, he could sow the concept of representative 

assemblies. He would ask Simuel who supplied the weed in these parts – but he would have to 

wait for the morning, as Simuel was currently lost to the world. He slept peacefully, dreaming 

happy dreams of power … 

The following morning, Greh awoke with a terrible headache. Realising that he had 

overdone the weed again, he managed to stagger into Simuel’s kitchen and drink several pints 
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of water, then took a long, cool shower. By the time he came out he was feeling reconnected. 

He fetched a jug of water and a beaker from the kitchen and went to wake Simuel. 

Simuel took a lot of waking up, and Greh had to pour water over him as well as into him, 

and then carry him into the shower, dry him off and prop him up on the sofa, and feed him 

sugary foods until he recovered. Simuel was as affectionate as ever, but Greh had to admit to 

himself that he still needed Simuel and should probably slow down. 

‘Darling,’ he said, sitting down on the end of the sofa, ‘while you’re having breakfast’ 

(Simuel was munching on an ‘oat and fruit’ bar), ‘I’ve been wanting to ask you about the 

weed business hereabouts. Do you know who supplies the stuff we were smoking last night?’ 

‘No, but I can find out,’ replied Simuel. ‘Do you want to meet them?’ 

‘Yes.’ Let’s be honest about this. 

‘I’ll see what I can sort out,’ said Simuel. ‘We’ll have to be careful, of course.’ 

Greh laughed a little. ‘Do you ever wish you could make the laws?’ he asked. 

‘All the time.’ 

‘So do I. Did you hear about the governor’s advisory council on Bessideh?’ 

‘The what?’ 

‘It’s a new idea on Bessideh planet, in sector three. The people of the planet vote for 

representatives to form an advisory council. The council advises the governor on what the 

people want her to do. She can ignore them, but at least she knows what they think.’ 

‘That’s a good idea,’ said Simuel, thoughtfully. 

‘I thought so, too.’ 

‘And this is a new idea?’ 

‘It was set up within the last year.’ 

‘And does it work?’ 

‘So far.’ 

‘Brilliant.’ Simuel looked thoughtful. ‘I wonder how we could get that here,’ he said. 

‘You could talk to your boss.’ 

Simuel laughed. ‘You think she’ll listen to me?’ 

‘I’m sure she will. Please, darling?’ He looked Simuel lovingly in the eyes. ‘I’m relying on 

you.’ 

‘Anything for you, darling,’ answered Simuel, and they exchanged a lingering kiss – but 

Greh felt Sim’s aura flutter, and told himself that he mustn’t kill his lover yet. 

‘Eat your breakfast, darling,’ he murmured, ‘I wore you out last night.’ 

‘Anytime,’ murmured Simuel, but he went back to munching the ‘oat and fruit’ bar. Greh 

leant over and helped himself to one from the packet, which he had left on the floor next to 

Sim’s feet. 

‘Are you going to see Otilie today?’ asked Sim. ‘She’s been asking after you.’ 

‘Yes, I thought I’d go this morning.’ 

‘I’ll give her a call to let her know to expect you. She says she’s got some surprises to 

show you.’ 

‘I can’t wait!’ 

 

Of course he did wait – he saw Simuel off to his work at the Security centre, and then went 

into town to do some shopping, and tidied Sim’s flat. He played at being a housekeeper when 

he stayed with Sim – Sim needed a housekeeper. 

Only then did he set out to visit Otilie, who lived in a flat on the other side of town, 

overlooking the eastern park and recreation ground. She answered the doorbell with a cry of: 

‘Gray! Come in, darling,’ and shut the door quickly as soon as he was inside. He kissed her 

warmly and said, ‘Hi, Otilie – how are you?’ 
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‘Better for seeing you,’ she breathed. ‘Now – Gray – first things first – ’ and she led him 

by both hands to her bedroom. 

When they were both exhausted, he lay on his back and said, ‘How’s the business?’ 

‘Fine,’ she said, running her hand over his bare chest. ‘Why don’t you have any hair on 

your chest?’ she asked idly. 

‘Because I’m Grade A blood, darling – we don’t. How have you been using that money I 

left you?’ 

She smiled broadly. ‘Well, I’ve had the place decorated,’ she said, and he nodded. ‘Do you 

like it?’ she asked anxiously, and he said, ‘Yes – it’s very fresh and clean – a great 

improvement, darling!’ 

‘And I’ve bought some new clothes – I’ll show you!’ She jumped up and ran to her 

wardrobe. He sat up expectantly to watch. 

For the next half hour, she paraded her new acquisitions. ‘And I’ve had my hair done,’ she 

added, and he said: ‘I noticed – it’s very becoming.’ 

She finally put on her last close-fitting, rather revealing body suit, twirled for his 

delectation, tossed back her hair and said, ‘Well? Will it do?’ 

‘Yes,’ he said, laughing. ‘How are the clients?’ 

‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Sim’s been getting me good people.’ 

‘And have you got anything to tell me?’ he prompted. 

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Do you want to know how the weed is going?’ 

‘Of course!’ 

‘It’s good. They lap it up. One man wanted to know where I get it and I offered to supply 

him so he took a dozen boxes – I don’t know if he’ll come back.’ 

Greh nodded. ‘Now – that information,’ he reminded her. 

‘Let me show you my new routine,’ she pleaded. ‘I’ve been working on it!’ 

So he nodded, and she disrobed slowly and seductively. When she had finished and 

stretched herself out luxuriously, he slipped off the bed, naked as he was from their earlier 

lovemaking, put his arms about her and kissed her warmly. As she melted into his embrace, 

he laid her on the bed and made love to her again. 

When he had finished, he propped himself on his elbow and said, ‘Now, to business.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Are you impressed? Will I do?’ 

‘Of course,’ he said, kissing her chest. ‘But business. What have you found out for me?’ 

‘I’ve written it all down,’ she said. ‘Get up and I’ll show you.’ 

He rolled off her and she fetched a paper notepad from her chest of drawers and handed it 

to him. He flipped it open, crossed his legs under him as he sat on the bed and began to read. 

When he had finished, he said, ‘Very good. I’ll take these now’ – and he tore the written 

pages out of the notepad, folded them, picked his trousers off the back of the chair where he 

had thrown them earlier and put the pages in the back pocket – ‘and leave you with this’ – 

handing her back the pad. ‘It’s a pity you don’t have a code to write in – make sure no one 

sees it, all right?’ 

‘Of course not,’ she replied indignantly. 

‘How are you doing for money?’ he asked. 

‘All right,’ she said, but there was a note of doubt in her voice, and he reached again for his 

trousers and handed her a wad of Federal notes. 

‘That’s five hundred. You need to keep accounts. If this business grows you’ll need to 

know where all your money’s going. And don’t put it all in one bank account – spread it 

about.’ 

She nodded, grave now and giving him all her mental attention. She put the money away in 

a box in her chest of drawers. 

‘How are you off for weed?’ he asked. 
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‘I’ll need some more,’ she said. 

‘I’ll get it to you. Call Sim if you need anything else.’  

She nodded gravely. ‘What do you think? Will I do?’ 

His face broke into a broad smile. ‘Excellently, my fair Otilie. You’re perfect.’ 

She smiled back, delighted at his praise, and he held out his arms to her.  

‘Come here,’ he said merrily, ‘and I’ll pay you again.’ 

She fell into his arms, laughing madly, and he rolled her across the bed, kissing her body 

all over while she squealed and laughed and exclaimed, ‘Oh – Gray – you’re fantastic – oh!’ 

 

He left at last, an hour later, with kisses and embraces, and walked back to Sim’s flat in time 

to get the evening meal into the oven to cook before Sim came in. He then showered and 

changed into a brief wrap-round kimono robe, and was waiting laid on the sofa as Sim came 

into the lounge. 

‘Darling,’ he said, and stretched out an arm to his pet. 

Simuel dropped his brief case, kicked off his shoes and threw himself on to Gray and the 

sofa… 

At last Sim sat up, still caressing Gray’s smooth body. ‘What have you been doing today?’ 

‘I’ve been to see Otilie.’ 

‘Are you impressed?’ 

‘Very.’ 

‘She’s good, isn’t she?’ said Sim, proud of his mistress. 

‘She’s getting into the business.’ 

‘She’s been pulling in some big fish, and they tell her everything.’ 

‘I’ve got the information. She’s lovely.’ 

Sim smiled happily. ‘She’ll go far,’ he said. ‘The big fish eat out of her hand. She seems so 

sweet and innocent, but she’s clever and right on the ball.’ 

‘She’s excellent. Thank you for introducing me, darling.’ 

‘Oh, that’s nothing,’ said Sim, blushing. 

‘You don’t mind me pimping your girl?’ 

Sim blushed pinker. ‘Well – she wasn’t really mine – she’s a pro, you know – I just got to 

know her at a club – but she was looking to expand and with your money and our contacts 

she’ll go far.’ 

‘And we’ll pick up the pieces she leaves us,’ said Gray, giggling. 

Sim bent and kissed his stomach. Gray put his hands to Sim’s head and caressed his hair. 

‘Did you find out what I asked you, darling?’ he asked. 

‘Yes. I’ll tell you later,’ said Sim softly. ‘And I spoke to the boss. She’s interested.’ 

Gray smiled and continued to caress Sim’s hair. ‘I knew I could rely on you, darling.’ 

They made love on the sofa until Sim was exhausted and Gray was starving, when he 

called a halt, left his pet to recover and went to fetch the food from the oven. They sat on the 

sofa side by side, arms about each other, and ate fish stew out of a single dish, pausing 

occasionally to kiss. When the stew was all eaten, Gray took the dish back to the kitchen, left 

it to soak in the sink, and dragged Sim off to the shower. 

They romped around together until Gray remembered that he had come visiting with a 

specific purpose in mind. ‘Are we going out this evening?’ he asked gently. 

Sim opened his eyes. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Where are we going?’ 

‘You tell me, darling. Don’t you have someone to introduce me to?’ 

‘Oh – yes. Yes, we’d better get moving …’ 

An hour later, they were walking down the street side by side, both dressed in smart casual 

Aversham’s clothes in the latest style. Sim led Gray to a cellar nightclub a few streets away, 

showed his membership card at the door, and led his lover to the bar. 
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 ‘The supplier of that weed comes here,’ he told Gray, ‘he should be here soon.’ 

‘Meanwhile,’ said Gray, ‘I’ll have a fruit juice, please, darling.’ 

Sim bought the drinks. They stood in a corner, sipping their drinks and kissing. The music 

was sweet and low. More men came into the bar … 

Sim touched Gray’s elbow. ‘He’s here,’ he said. ‘Come on.’ 

Gray drained his drink, left the empty beaker on a table, and followed Sim to the bar, 

where a tall man, a native of the planet from his looks, leant on the bar chatting to the 

bartender. Sim approached and said, ‘Mr Everetts? Simuel Manzen. We haven’t met, but I 

work for Rais Saltzfrau.’ 

‘Ah, Rais,’ said the other. ‘Delighted to meet you, Mr Manzen. What can I do for you?’ 

‘I have a friend who’d like to meet you on a business matter,’ said Sim, and Gray stepped 

forward. Everetts opened his eyes wide at the sight of the blond-haired youth, beautiful and 

provocatively dressed. 

‘Mr Everetts,’ said Gray sweetly, ‘I understand you supply weed here-planet – Herluin’s 

finest.’ 

‘Perhaps I do,’ said Everetts. ‘Perhaps I don’t.’ 

‘Perhaps you buy via a middleman,’ said Grah. ‘Perhaps I deal direct with Herluin.’ 

‘Perhaps I value my contacts,’ said Everetts. 

‘Perhaps I could make it worth your while to put me in touch with them,’ said Gray. 

‘You don’t beat about the bush, do you?’ said Everett. 

‘I don’t have much time,’ said Gray. ‘I have to be back at base tomorrow evening.’ 

Everetts looked him up and down. ‘You’d better come upstairs,’ he said. 

Gray nodded and kissed Simuel. ‘See you soon, darling,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be all 

right.’ Sim nodded. He knew his lord and god could take care of himself. 

Everetts turned and walked away from the bar – and Gray followed him. They went 

through a door, up some stairs, down a corridor and stepped into a small room. Here Everetts 

shut the door and looked at Gray. 

‘I’ll see what you’re made of,’ he said. 

Gray smiled provocatively and began to undress, exuding passion and desire through his 

energy field as he did so. His hair began to rise and move about his head, and Everetts found 

that his mouth was watering, and his eyes were glued to the beautiful youth’s every 

movement. When Gray’s eyes turned on him and latched into his mind, Everetts fell into his 

net of desire without a murmur. 

He could not remember afterwards what happened – he thought perhaps that he lost 

consciousness. Perhaps he fainted in the beautiful youth’s arms? He felt as if he’d been 

whirled through a tornado of passion, sucked dry by a heatwave of desire, left worn out and 

empty – he came to himself lying on the threadbare bed of the room, with the beautiful youth 

sitting over him, stroking his back. He rolled on to his back and looked up at him. 

‘You’re beautiful,’ he murmured. ‘Where did that security man find you?’ 

‘I found him,’ said Gray. ‘Now I want to meet your supplier, Everetts.’ 

Everett hesitated – did he want to let his boss see this dream of desire? Gray’s black eyes 

plumbed his mind, and Everett found himself saying, ‘All right – I’ll take you to meet him.’ 

Gray smiled in delight and kissed him – and Everett found himself falling back into that 

whirlpool of passion. It was half an hour before they went to find Everett’s supplier, but the 

wait was well worth it, Gray considered. 

 

It was a thoroughly satisfied and very contented Gray who made his way back to Sim’s flat 

the next morning, leaning on Sim’s shoulder, as Sim leaned on his. They both fell into bed 

without undressing and fell asleep where they lay. 
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Gray awoke with a raging thirst – he had inhaled too much weed in that club, he told 

himself with annoyance – still feeling as if part of himself was away in the void, tearing his 

human pets apart and putting them back together again. And they let me do it! And they beg 

for more! And I’m so full of their energy I could burst – it feels great, it feels like being a god, 

they all worship me, they love me feeding off them and I love to feed … 

He remembered with something of a pang what Mike Daims had said about parasites. I’m 

not a parasite, because they love it too. We both benefit, he told himself, and tried to get up, 

and felt Sim behind him, just stirring. He rolled over and kissed his pet, and pulled him into 

his embrace. 

‘Darling,’ muttered Sim, ‘Stay with me.’ 

‘Mmm,’ murmured Gray, and kissed him hotly. 

They were still making love an hour later, when he felt a voice in his head: Aoan. ‘Greh! 

Where are you? I can’t reach you on Oh. No one knows where you are.’ 

‘Bother,’ he said, struggling to sit up. Aoan’s call always had the same effect on him – he 

wanted to run to her at once, but he must say goodbye to his pet properly. ‘Sim,’ he said to the 

human, who was reaching out for him in embrace, ‘General Aoan is calling me. I’ll have to 

go. I’m sorry – I’ll be back soon –’ he put his arms around his pet and held him close and 

kissed him. 

‘Darling,’ murmured Sim, ‘don’t go.’ 

‘I’ll have to go, darling. I can’t say “no” to Aoan. I’ll see you soon, darling. I promise. Call 

me, darling – call my name –’ then he kissed Sim again, and, in kissing, faded from Sim’s 

arms, and was gone. 

Sim found himself alone on his bed, late for work and with a terrible hangover. Gray 

always had this effect on him. His lord came and gave him heaven for a few days, and then he 

went away and the pain was terrible. But in a few days he would call him again, and Gray 

would return, his golden sex god, the lord of the galaxy, and give him heaven once more. He 

knew that Gray was wrecking his body and his career and his life, but he didn’t care. I’m 

addicted, he thought. He’s made me addicted to weed and sex and himself, and I can’t escape, 

and I don’t care. He’s worth it – every moment of it. Then he managed to haul himself upright 

and stagger off to the shower. 

 

Greh materialised in Aoan’s centre of operations on Gustu. It was in fact her pre-Great War 

military headquarters, rather hastily rebuilt and occupied by herself, Anja, and a detachment 

of Gustu pirates from Mithidry and Rhuaan troops from her base on Halleh. It was classic 

Rhuaan government architecture: white exterior walls, single-storied with floor to ceiling 

windows, and trees growing all around. The interior had high ceilings; walls and ceilings were 

painted with a pattern of intertwining branches and leaves. Aoan’s office was large enough to 

use as an audience chamber, but at present she was sitting at one end of it and the rest was 

screened off behind a row of large pot plants. The floor was paved with white stone, with 

occasional piles of brightly-coloured cushions. The pot plants stood in clear sided pots, so that 

their root systems could be clearly seen (thus, Aoan always said, reminding her to water 

them); they were of various types, but all had luxuriant green foilage with large leaves, 

churning out oxygen and sweetening the air of the room. Aoan sat on a purple-and-gold 

cushion by her computer slab, on which she had just been trying to contact Greh on Oh.  

Aoan had been based on Gustu since she made her peace treaty with the Gustu government 

and agreed to return to the planet as governor. She did not often leave the Gustu planet, still 

not fully trusting the Gustu to let her return if she left them. However, she now had a stable 

government there, and Greh and Faroan visited her every day. Usually Greh took them both, 

although Faroan could transport himself if necessary, with an effort. Aoan knew the theory – 
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Greh and Faroan had explained it – and she had even done it once, with Anja, but said that it 

was exhausting and there was really no need: ‘I prefer the comfort of a space ship.’  

Now Greh paused long enough in the void to shake off the effects of too much weed the 

previous evening and restore his aura, and materialised dressed as a Rhuaan lord in deep blue 

tunic and cloak, but Aoan noticed the sparkle in his eyes and greeted him with: ‘So, whose 

bed did I drag you out of?’ 

Greh was temporarily startled into embarrassed silence. In a second moment, he had 

brushed the shock aside, and threw himself on to her, into her arms, wrapped his arms and 

legs about her and rolled her across the floor in passion. 

Several minutes later, Aoan fought her way out of his embrace, laughing madly, rolled 

away from him and got to her feet, brushing herself down. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’m very 

happy to see you, Greh. I’m glad you came.’ 

‘I don’t see you enough,’ said Greh. ‘I need to see you for more than just an hour every 

day, darling. I need you all the time. I’m missing you very badly.’ 

She was serious for a moment, her eyes haunted. ‘And I’m missing you,’ she said, ‘but for 

now I have to put Gustu first.’ 

‘And are you winning?’ 

She nodded. ‘Yes, I think so. It’s going smoothly now. Anja is out this afternoon at a 

meeting of the Bureau of Commerce.’ (Knowing how pregnant Anja was by now, Greh 

wondered whether this was wise.) ‘We’re trying to finalise those trading agreements with the 

Imperial planets.’ 

‘There are some problems with Earth.’ 

‘Yes. Some rubbish about our trading Imperial goods. We’re putting them straight on that 

– the President is sending an ambassador to Paris. But what I wanted to talk to you about is 

Bessideh.’ 

‘What about it?’ Greh suddenly realised what the problem might be, and cursed himself 

mentally for not having told her before. 

‘What’s this about an advisory council?’ 

Greh got up from the floor and dusted himself down, by way of buying time. ‘Is it causing 

you problems?’ 

‘No – in fact they’re being amazingly co-operative. I gather your friend Sarah is in charge 

of it. Negotiations are twenty times quicker than they were last time Gustu tried to negotiate a 

trade deal. Has Daaneh abdicated?’ 

‘No,’ said Greh, straightening up. ‘It was Memnon’s idea.’ 

Aoan gave him a long look, and Greh saw her hair begin to rise up off her shoulders. ‘All 

right,’ she said, ‘there’s something wrong with this, when you start trying to shift the blame 

on to Memnon. What is it? Don’t keep me waiting.’ 

Greh had to smile despite himself. ‘It’s a representative assembly,’ he said. ‘All the 

peoples of Bessideh voted for a local representative – each one covering so many people in 

the population. They meet in the governor’s palace and discuss matters relating to the 

planetary government, and then they advise the governor. She can ignore them, or go along 

with their ideas, or do what she likes. But, knowing Daaneh, she’s completely delegated trade 

and commerce to the assembly.’ He paused, then – seeing that Aoan was temporarily lost for 

words – added: ‘I’d no idea it was working so well. That’s good to hear.’ 

Aoan took a long breath. ‘And this was Memnon’s idea?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Why? I assume it wasn’t just because Daaneh is an imbecile and totally unsuited to the 

task, which we both knew already.’ 

‘No – that’s why we decided to try out Memnon’s idea on Bessideh first.’ 

‘First?’ 
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‘Yes.’ Here it comes, he thought, and braced himself. 

‘Did I fight and lose a war, and wait a thousand years and return from death to have you 

give away our power?’ demanded his lover. ‘Did I sit on a dead planet for months with my 

army, separated from those I love, have I been here on Gustu, working night and day to break 

down the power of the Federation, only to have you hand it out to every idiot who happens to 

live on a planet we rule? What in the name of the Empire do you think you’re doing? Did 

Wiroan choose me, and choose you, to restore the Empire, for you to disintegrate it before we 

have hardly begun?’ 

She paused for breath, and Greh managed to say: ‘No, darling, you didn’t. And I’m not 

giving away our power.’ 

‘So what are you doing?’ 

‘I’m keeping the children happy. They revolted before because they wanted to choose for 

themselves, and we never let them choose – we never trusted them to choose for themselves. 

We never let them grow up, darling. But the Federation soon stopped allowing them to 

choose, so they were no better off. You know we don’t have the personnel to conquer the 

Federation by force – you’ve said often enough that we’re holding the six sectors on good 

will, a myth and a smokescreen. We can’t possibly conquer the Federation by force, so we 

have to persuade them. I’ve seduced them with exciting stories of bandits on the frontier and 

Aversham’s visuals and Sarah’s singing and Nick’s weed, but I need more than that to 

persuade them to welcome us in. We have to give them something they want, that they don’t 

have now.’ 

‘What about medical care and education? They’re very happy with that on Bessideh.’ 

‘Yes, but they have those already in the Federal sectors. We need something they don’t 

have – and they don’t have representative government. Memnon suggested it and Faroan and 

I agreed, and we decided to try it out on Bessideh first. It seems to work on Bessideh, so we’ll 

try it on Creh or Herluin. Aoan, are you all right – ?’ 

Aoan’s expression was of utter incredulity. ‘Faroan agreed?’ 

‘He agreed,’ said Greh, ‘provided we tried it out on our own planets first.’ 

Aoan was thinking furiously. ‘I would never have expected Faroan to give away power,’ 

she said. ‘So I assume he doesn’t expect to lose any power.’ 

‘No,’ said Greh. ‘He expects to have more power, because he expects that only loyal 

people – people who love us – will try to get elected. And they will persuade their people not 

to oppose us, and so government will be much easier and more efficient.’ 

‘Ah,’ said Aoan. ‘So he thinks it will be a two-way relationship. That’s interesting.’ She 

was silent for a moment. Greh decided to be considerate and not read her mind as she was 

thinking. 

‘Supposing that our enemies get elected?’ asked Aoan, thoughtfully. 

‘If we work hard to persuade people not to vote for them, they won’t,’ said Greh. ‘The 

Bessideh elections were very interesting in that respect. People do respond to being asked for 

their vote. We’ll have to make some regulations about candidates not being allowed to bribe 

the electorate.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Some people bankrupted themselves trying to get elected.’ 

‘And were they?’ 

‘Yes, but they were in the bankruptcy court the following week.’ 

‘Ah.’ Aoan thought for a little longer. ‘Supposing our enemies get elected whatever we 

do?’ 

‘Well,’ said Greh carefully, ‘it might be that they have legitimate grievances, which we, as 

good governors, should redress; so then we should redress them. Or it might be that they are 

simply troublemakers, but if they are in a minority they can be overruled. If not, a little force 
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might be required – a few arrests, or something on those lines. But I would think that these 

problems can be handled, with practice. The important thing is that government will be much 

more stable. People won’t assume that the only way to redress grievances is to revolt. They 

can seek redress through their representatives.’ 

‘I see,’ said Aoan. ‘So, is this what you’re doing with that pet of yours – the one you were 

with when I called? Trying to set out these assemblies?’ 

‘Yes, I’m trying to sow the seed of the idea. When the idea takes root, people will start to 

agitate for an assembly. When elections happen, I’ll have planted my people as candidates 

and will try to get them elected. Then I’ll have representatives in positions of power on each 

Federal planet.’ 

‘Provided they also represent the people who voted for them,’ observed Aoan, ‘otherwise I 

imagine they’ll quickly lose their positions.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘And meanwhile you’re having lots of fun with your pets. But it’s affecting your aura, 

darling.’ 

‘Is it really that obvious?’ 

‘Yes, it really is.’ 

Greh tried to reach out with his mind into his own electro-magnetic field, and realised that 

he didn’t know how to do it. ‘How is it obvious?’ 

‘Bluntly, it’s a sort of greenish-yellow colour rather than a healthy deep blue.’ 

‘Ah.’ 

‘You haven’t been seeing enough of Faroan,’ observed Aoan. 

‘I haven’t been seeing enough of you!’ 

‘Well, you’re here now. What are you waiting for?’ 

Greh took the hint and threw his aura, his arms and his whole self about her, and pulled her 

into the void … 

As they whirled together in the utter disintegration of love and self-giving, and he felt 

Aoan all around and about him and knew himself to be altogether around and about her, and 

felt the complete ecstacy of her love and being utterly known and utterly accepted, he realised 

that the Priestess was completely wrong. Aoan was his partner, as Faroan was; he did not 

need another partner. He did not need Aimee Neasden, or Mike Daims, or any of his human 

pets – he had his partners for eternity, among the Sacred People. 

That was, provided that they would continue in existence, as he would – that they would 

not grow old and die. As for himself, he felt himself growing young with every minute, but 

did they feel the same? 

‘Only when I’m with you, darling,’ came Aoan’s thought. 

‘So do I make you young?’ 

‘You renew me, as I renew you. We need to be together, darling – and with Faroan. How is 

he? Have you seen him today? I still don’t think I dare leave Gustu for any length of time – 

although things are stable here now, I don’t trust them to stay stable if I go away.’ 

‘I’ll bring him over. But I wish you would come to us.’  

‘Soon,’ mused Aoan. ‘Now that I’m sure everything is stable here.’ 

‘If we can be together, darling – if you can learn how to step through space, and how to re-

create yourself constantly, rather than growing old – then we can be together forever, and we 

can rebuild the Empire and continue to build it, and govern it in peace and justice –’ 

‘With your assemblies to irritate us.’ He felt Aoan’s laughter ripple through him. 

‘I hope they won’t irritate.’ 

‘If they are like the Gustu council meetings, they will. I think that Anja should be free in a 

moment, darling. Come back and see her now.’ 
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He agreed at once, and they materialised again in Aoan’s office, kissing each other warmly 

for a few moments – and then Greh realised that Anja was coming, and turned to face the 

door as she entered. A fragile little figure with a great round stomach stopped short on the 

threshold when she saw him, then cried: ‘Lord!’ and leapt into his arms. 

‘Anja,’ he murmured, and held her very tight. ‘darling.’ 

‘Errehn said you’ve been seeing some human woman on Teren,’ said Anja reproachfully in 

his ear. 

‘I’m so lonely without you, darling,’ he said contritely. 

‘It’s all right,’ said Anja, kissing him hotly. ‘You don’t need to see her any more. Our baby 

will be born this week; you must stay and see her born.’ 

Behind Greh, Aoan smiled broadly. She was happy for Greh to have human pets, but she 

thought he had too many. As for the Priestess telling him that he should make one of them his 

permanent partner…! Truly, this current Priestess had no idea what she was doing. 

 

End of Part One 
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Part Two: Rose McCrae 
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1: Sophie is five 

 

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 

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-
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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 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 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.’ 

‘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.’ 
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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 Mick 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, 

because she was a former pirate, even though she and he had a child, darling 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 a little, ‘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 away 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 

half off one shoulder; with tight-fitting trousers and ankle boots. He looked beautiful. 

The other lads crowded round him – there were five of them 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, 

while his ears were kissed and his buttocks and shoulders caressed. Voices spoke around him: 
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‘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 1 am, 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, and certainly not the Federal governor. There were so many 

different social systems, cultures and languages, that no one person could control them all. 
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Bradley 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. 



 234 

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 niece. 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.’ 
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‘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. 
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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.’ 
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4. Achilles’ heel 

 

Graham did not see Sophie Walker for a month after this; he fell in with 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.  

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. It 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? 

While he was thinking this, 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 elected representative 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 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. ‘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.’ 

The five ‘lads’ went as instructed to their room upstairs, showered and changed their 

clothes. Goldie asked the others 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. The human smiled tenderly at him. 

‘How are you, pet?’ asked Bob. ‘You’ve been asleep for six hours.’ 

‘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. 

‘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.’ 
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‘Come down and have something to eat.’ 

Over a light meal in the club bar, 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, thinking furiously about how best to turn McCrae’s 

latest actions to his advantage. 

 

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?’ 

‘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 can 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.’ 

Mick 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 10 pm) 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. Telling her guards to wait outside 

the door, Leel 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. 
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‘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 set about making love to her, until she found she had to respond, whether her mind 

would or no. When at last they lay exhausted in each other’s arms, 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 – 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. 

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?’ 
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‘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 

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. 
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‘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 10 pm, 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. 

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. 
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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. 

 

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. 
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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 10 pm 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. 

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 
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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. 

‘Will you cry like that when Rose dies?’ 

‘Probably,’ said Greh. 



 273 

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 Daaneh, 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 

Daaneh – who may have mentioned it to the Priestess. Daaneh 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. 

Again, on another planet: ‘Leel insists that this candidate has that consistuency. And that’s 

an ultimatum.’ 
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‘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.’ 

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. 
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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. After that he went to visit 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!’ 

‘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.’ 
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‘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.’ 

‘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 … 
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‘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 10 am, 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.’ 

‘What difference would it make?’ 
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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 … 
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‘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. 

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? J. was very bewildered. He kept saying, ‘He’s acting very oddly, Errehn. Is he all 

right?’ 

‘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? 
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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. 

I’m so happy, Gray realised, just being with her! Sharing her bed – sleeping together, 

showering together, dressing … sharing breakfast … sharing the Official Vehicle to the 

government office … we can’t kiss or hold hands while we’re together on government 

business, but it doesn’t matter. It’s enough just to be with her – her brilliant mind, her vibrant 

spirit … her powerof will, her clear judgement … 

Once in the privacy of Rose’s office, however, they kissed warmly; then Rose went to the 

map of Trer City which hung on the wall opposite the window, 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 

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 
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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.’ 

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 
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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 10.00 pm 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 playing 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. 

‘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. 
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‘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?’ 

‘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.’ 
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‘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 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.’ 

‘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?’ 
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‘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; 

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. 
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‘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 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?’ 

Graham sighed. ‘I can see I’ll have to do more here. I was hoping not to have to force the 

issue, but just take over government by stealth – but clearly it isn’t going to work.’ 
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‘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 are they accusing him 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 

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.’ 
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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 cheery, 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. 

Once within the library, they 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. 

 

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. 
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The officer was reading documents at his desk, and did not react 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. Then his reaction was immediate: ‘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.’ 

‘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. 



 296 

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 10 pm 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. Until these pirates had started 

running Federal goods to Earth, he and his colleagues in the Federal government office had 

been making a lot of money from taxes on on-planet trade, and he had no intention of 

allowing interstellar trade to destroy his on-planet interests. He tried to circumvent the 

President’s accusations 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. 
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‘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. 

‘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 other 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.’ 

 

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. 
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‘What game?’ 

‘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 her 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. 
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She’d had a suspicion of this when Bradley’s pirates went quiet, or even the morning Bradley 

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’ve 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, 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. 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 Federal 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. 
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Fischen kept giving Gray sideways glances. At last he said, ‘So what is Mr Bradley’s 

relationship with Professor McCrae, Admiral?’ 

‘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 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 were operating, 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.’ 



 304 

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 lots of pictures. There was a funfair in the park around the 

Assembly building; 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 8 am 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.’ 
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‘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.’ 

 

End of Part Two 
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Part Three: Sophie Walker 
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1. Sophie is fourteen 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

or whatever it is.’ 

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

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

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

them. 

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

day.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

agreed like a shot.’ 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

why. 

 

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

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

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

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

enjoyment at being in her company, and through interspersing his days with trips to see his 

various officials and colleagues. He had become so skilled at ‘stepping across time’ as he put 

it that she hardly noticed his absences, but she knew he went to Gustu planet every day to see 
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the little Gustu woman who had come to the signing of the peace treaty between the Galactic 

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

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

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

list Rose had them placed there. 

She knew he also went to other planets because her own agents reported back to her that he 

had been there and had conducted business, either Federal government business on her behalf, 

or his own ‘Imperial’ business, which Rose had told her agents to keep her informed of but 

not to interfere. ‘It’s how he runs things,’ she said, ‘and it works; so as long as it works and 

doesn’t upset our interests, leave well alone. Just keep me informed, so I can prompt him if I 

need him to do anything.’ So, for example, she had got Gray to send some of his own people 

into the troubled eastern European republic of Volyn rather than using the ineffective EU 

troops, and the area was now much more peaceful – albeit under the control of a criminal 

gang leader. Still, as Gray said, as long as the gangster kept the peace and got people to pay 

their taxes to Earth’s government, he was no worse than any other form of administration.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

make restitution to innocent bystanders. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Federal shipping company. 

But she knew that her husband got bored, and that it wasn’t very often that they could get 

away together; so when he said that he’d like to go to his niece’s birthday party, she agreed. 

‘But do take care,’ she said. ‘She’s only a child, and easily led. She’s not one of your girls, 

darling.’ 

‘I know,’ he said. ‘She’s had a sheltered life.’ 

‘Instead of going with her to the cinema, why don’t you treat her to a trip to Gustu, to see 

her cousins? I’m sure they’d like to see her.’ 

Gray grinned sheepishly. ‘Yes, they would. But I’m not sure how Sophie would react to 

them.’ 

‘Try asking her, dear. She has to meet them sometime.’ 

Gray thought of his three dear children on Gustu – Lysa, Krissie and Bernie (short for a 

much longer Gustu name that Gray could hardly pronounce). They were sweet-tempered 

darlings, and he loved them wholeheartedly, but he feared that Sophie would be jealous. She 

liked to think of herself as her uncle’s own special child, and although she knew that he had 

children on Gustu and on Trer, she never mentioned them to him. 

Rose eyed him critically. ‘I really think that it’s time she met her cousins,’ she said firmly. 
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Gray knew that tone of voice, and said, ‘Yes, I know. I’ll talk to Anja.’ 

He did so, and Anja was cautiously approving. ‘I wouldn’t want our children to go to 

Earth,’ she said. ‘Those humans are so untrustworthy. But you could bring Sophie on a visit 

here.’ 

‘Her parents won’t like it.’ 

‘You see her all the time without telling her parents. I’m sure you can manage to bring her 

here without telling them!’ 

Lysa was wildly excited at the prospect of meeting Sophie at last, and had all sorts of ideas 

about what she might like to do or see on Gustu; but Gray counselled caution. He rather 

thought that Sophie would not want to come. She liked being the centre of attention, and 

would not like to think that others might come before her. 

He mentioned the idea to Sophie on the day before her birthday. ‘I wondered if you’d like 

to come over to Gustu, duck, after your birthday, and meet your cousins. They’ve heard so 

much about you and are dying to meet you.’ 

Sophie nodded. ‘OK. Not now, because I’m busy with my party.’ 

‘I thought the day after tomorrow. In the evening, just before you go to bed – I can take 

you over and bring you back and your parents won’t notice you’ve gone.’ 

She wrinkled up her nose. ‘Do I have to? Can’t they come here? They could come to my 

party.’ 

‘I think you’d like their house. And they invited you first.’ 

Sophie frowned. ‘Thank them very much from me, but I’m too busy just now. I’ll come 

when my birthday is over.’ She was a little annoyed with her uncle, trying to distract her from 

her birthday arrangements when she was right in the middle of them. ‘Are you still coming to 

the pictures?’ 

‘Yes, duck. I’ll meet you there.’ 

‘Thank you!’ She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. 

 

Sophie’s friends all arrived in good time for the party, carrying presents. She opened them 

with squeals of glee: a bracelet, perfume, combs, bath gel, a fancy hair grip, and make-up. She 

thanked everyone enthusiastically. Auntie Susie had arrived before the party started and 

helped Sophie’s mum and dad to lay the table and set out the buffet, and then the adults 

withdrew into the kitchen and let the children eat their meal without supervision – although 

David left the door into the dining area ajar, so that he could keep an eye on proceedings. 

After the children had eaten, they moved into the lounge and set up the music player – one of 

the newer models, fully pre-programmable with limited-travel sound and inbuilt light effects 

– so that they could dance. The adults washed up. 

Sophie had warned her friends not to talk about the Imperials. Bill was a great fan. He had 

big posters of General Aoan and the Emperor on the walls of his bedroom and a full-length 

poster of Sophie’s Uncle Graham over the head of his bed. Sophie was jealous: her parents 

would never let her put posters on her walls, let alone posters of her uncle. Bill was always 

saying that he was going to join the Imperial fleet when he grew up. He had been writing to 

General Aoan since he was old enough to write a letter, and she wrote back. He had shown 

Sophie the letters, but Sophie wasn’t interested. General Aoan was nothing next to her uncle. 

Elma also had posters at home – every one of Sophie’s uncle. She’d been saying since she 

was four years old that she was going to marry him. She has every Graham Bradley souvenir 

ever produced, thought Sophie furiously, and I don’t have anything! 

Still, as Elma said, ‘Never mind your mum and dad. Mine are always going on about 

classical music. We can talk about it on Saturday.’ They were all looking forward to Saturday 

tremendously. The film was only a comic adventure story, but it was an excuse for an evening 

out together. They would be responsible for getting themselves into town by bus and back; 
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they were going to the 6.30 pm showing, so they would have a meal in town (‘tea’) before the 

film. The girls had already decided where they were going to eat: it would be their big 

adventure. 

When the music player was set up and their favourite music was programmed in, they set it 

going and Sophie got all her friends to dance. The lounge wasn’t very large for a group of 

twelve, but after a while the group broke up into pairs. Sophie found herself dancing with 

Bill. She liked Bill – he was a good laugh when he wasn’t talking about the Imperials. They 

all danced for an hour, then had a break for a drink and cake, and then danced again, this time 

taking in turns to sing along to the music. Then Auntie Susie came in and persuaded them to 

play some party games ‘to cool off after your exercise’ – ‘twenty questions’ and ‘charades’. 

There was one last ‘goodnight’ dance. Then it was late, and they had to clear up and the six 

guests who weren’t sleeping over set off to their homes with many ‘goodnight’s and ‘happy 

birthday’s. Sophie helped her mum and aunt to sort out the sleeping arrangements for the 

other six. The three boys were going to sleep in the guest room in sleeping bags, while Sophie 

was going to have Anne, Sally and Elma sleeping on her floor on blow-up camp beds. 

Once they were all ready for bed, and the girls were all in their room, laid out and 

supposedly about to go to sleep, Elma said: ‘Soph, I thought you fancied Graham Bradley.’ 

‘I do! But Mum and Dad won’t let me have any posters of him. They hate him!’ 

‘That’s horrible!’ cried Anne. 

‘They don’t understand. Parents never do,’ exclaimed Sally. 

‘It’s because they’re police,’ said Elma dismissively. ‘Well, I’ve brought you a present I 

couldn’t give you before – hide it under your mattress or somewhere – here it is.’ She handed 

Sophie a large envelope. 

Sophie undid it by the light of her bedside lamp. She opened it and drew out a folded sheet 

of paper, unfolded it and breathed: ‘Oh!’ 

Facing her, larger than life, was her uncle: beautiful, desirable, half-smiling into the 

camera. It was head and shoulders only, so one had only a half impression of his hair – but it 

was him, her heart’s desire … 

‘Oh, Elma, thank you.’ 

‘I thought you’d like it. My mum says your gran tells her your mum gives you a hard 

time.’ 

‘Yes.’ Sophie looked again at the poster. Oh, Uncle Graham! If only you were here! But 

she had already warned him not to come tonight. Oh, I miss you so much! 

She folded up the poster, put it back in the envelope and put it under her pillow. Anne 

began to chatter about school and a certain awkward teacher, and the conversation wandered 

back and forth until they all fell asleep. 

 

On Saturday evening, the six children found their way to the cinema after buying themselves 

a meal in a ‘fast food’ restaurant, the sort which Sophie’s parents always said wasn’t good for 

her, and which her Auntie Susie said was a false economy: ‘You think it’s cheap food, but it’s 

expensive in the long run.’ Well, thought Sophie, tonight I don’t care. They had a lovely 

meal, and she had the special desserts she’d always admired through the window whenever 

she’d been walking past, and then they had a lovely walk through the centre of town, looking 

in all the shop windows and talking about what they saw. They got to the cinema with lots of 

time to spare, although then they had to queue for tickets. Bill started saying about how in the 

Federation people could book cinema tickets on the computer in advance, but Sophie ignored 

him. Bill was always going on about how technology was better on other planets. She didn’t 

believe half of it – he only said it to annoy her, she thought. 

The queue was a long one – out of the door and part of the way down the street – but that 

only showed what a good film it must be. There were other films on, of course, but they were 
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old ones which everyone who wanted to see them would have seen before. Sophie and her 

friends took their places in the queue and settled down to wait. 

It only took about a quarter of an hour for them to reach the front of the queue. Sophie paid 

for the tickets – a special treat from her mum and dad, although her mum had said that Auntie 

Susie had also contributed. Sophie didn’t believe this, as Auntie Susie never contributed to 

anything unless it was religious, and this wasn’t a religious film. While she was getting the 

tickets, Elma and Anne went and bought a big packet of sweets for them to eat during the 

performance, and then they all went into the auditorium and found six empty seats in a row 

together. In fact there were nine empty seats together, and by urging the others along Sophie 

managed to get her friends arranged so that there were two empty seats on the other side of 

Jack at the far end, while she had one empty seat between herself and the aisle. So, when her 

uncle arrived, he’d have somewhere to sit. She was really pleased with herself about that. 

Elma passed the sweets around, and they all settled back to enjoy themselves, with much 

giggling and shuffling about. Then the lights started to go down, and various people said 

‘shhh,’ and they turned their attention to the screen.  

Except for Sophie, who was looking out for her uncle. Where was he? He’d promised to 

come, she told herself. He had to be here. And then – here he was. She didn’t ask whether 

he’d walked in, or simply appeared – she turned to him in the dark and gave him a big, 

welcoming smile, and saw him smile back. She knew it was him, because she could see his 

hair glow. 

Gray realised that he was glowing, and made an effort to look human. Glowing hair would 

only get him thrown out of the cinema for disturbing the other clients. He gave Sophie a 

happy smile, and bent to kiss her forehead, and said silently into her mind: ‘Happy birthday, 

duck. How did the meal go?’ 

‘It was lovely!’ 

He was glad, and she felt his gladness. Then: ‘We’d better watch the film, duck, or people 

will stare.’ He took her right hand in his left and squeezed it, and she gave him another happy 

smile and turned back to the screen. 

It was a good film, and Sophie enjoyed it, but she enjoyed it all the more because her 

wonderful uncle watched it with her. They squeezed each other’s hands when it was exciting, 

they laughed together when it was funny, and they leaned their heads on each other’s 

shoulders when it was quiet. But as the film ended, she heard her uncle’s voice in her head: 

‘I’ll have to leave you now, duck – I’ll see you later,’ and she realised he’d vanished. She 

almost cried out in her disappointment, but managed to swallow back her cry, and wiped her 

eyes quickly as the credits came up on the screen. 

Elma, who had been sitting next to her, said: ‘Wasn’t that great?’ 

‘Brilliant,’ agreed Sophie. 

‘I thought he was great,’ said Anne, referring to the hero. 

‘Yes, that amazing leap!’ 

‘I’ve read he does his own stunts.’ 

They began to move out of the auditorium, and so out of the cinema and into the street, 

discussing the film avidly, reliving their favourite moments, and Sophie was able to hide her 

own special excitement under the general excitement of the occasion. 

They now had a ten-minute walk down to the bus stops at the end of Charles Street. The 

group spread out, with Elma and Anne at the front, followed by Sally, Sean and Jack, then 

Sophie. Bill, who had been walking with the other lads, dropped back to walk with Sophie. 

‘You all right?’ he asked, looking closely at her. 

Did it show that she had shed a few tears? ‘Yes,’ she said, brightly. ‘Great film, wasn’t it?’ 

‘It was OK. The special effects weren’t up to much.’ 

‘I know – they’d be better in the Federation.’ 
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‘They could be better here. I’ve seen better in visuals from Bessiday.’ 

Sophie snorted. ‘Oh, well, if you must watch that rubbish!’ 

‘Now your mum and dad aren’t here to spy on us,’ Bill went on, ‘we can talk about 

important things. Look!’ – and he produced a piece of paper from inside his jacket. 

‘What is it? Oh!’ Sophie took it in her hands. It was a signed photograph of General Aoan, 

brand new and glossy. ‘When did you get it?’ 

‘It arrived today.’ Bill put it away again. ‘I wrote and asked for it.’ 

‘You’re always getting things,’ said Sophie sadly. 

‘It’s a dead shame you can’t have anything of your uncle’s. Elma said she gave you a 

poster.’ 

‘Yes.’ Sophie suddenly felt her scalp stiffen. There was danger – but her uncle was 

somewhere around, watching them. She looked about her, but couldn’t see him. They were 

approaching the big junction with Humberstone Gate. Few other people were about – it was 

early evening, and the rest of their group was now well ahead of them. Coming towards them 

was a group of youths, tall and rowdy, out for a night on the town. Sophie stiffened in alarm. 

‘It’s OK,’ said Bill, ‘they won’t do anything,’ but his voice was alarmed. 

The youths drew nearer – they saw the two youngsters hesitating and laughed. Sophie felt 

her stomach contract. Would they hit them? Would they take her bag? It was a new one, a 

birthday present from her mum and dad, and she was so proud of it … 

Then she felt a hand on her arm and her uncle’s voice said, ‘Don’t stop, Soph – keep 

walking.’ 

She glanced to her left – she saw him, he was still with her, still here, her glorious uncle! 

Of course he was in disguise – he didn’t look glorious. His hair was tied back, his trousers and 

overshirt were not new. But she gave him a brilliant smile, and he said gravely, ‘Come on, or 

you’ll miss your bus.’ 

The youths walked past them without giving any trouble when they saw the adult with the 

youngsters. Bill looked at the stranger and didn’t recognise him, although something at the 

back of his mind told him that he ought to know who this was. So he didn’t like to ask, for 

fear Sophie would mock him, especially as she clearly recognised the newcomer. She said, 

‘Oh, I’m glad you’ve come! They scared me,’ and the stranger smiled as adults smile at 

someone they’re fond of but who is much younger than them, and said: ‘I thought I’d better 

keep an eye on you – first time out late on your own.’ 

They walked rapidly now, the newcomer setting the pace, and they caught the others as 

they crossed Humberstone Gate. Sophie said, ‘Bill, show us your autographed picture again,’ 

and Bill reluctantly showed it. The stranger said, ‘That’s a good reproduction. How did you 

get this? I haven’t seen this one before,’ and Bill replied as boldly as he dared, ‘I wrote to the 

government office on Gustu and asked for it.’ 

The stranger handed it back and said, ‘You’d better look after it; it’s valuable,’ and Bill 

thanked him and put it away in his inside coat pocket. 

Sophie said, ‘Mum won’t let me have pictures,’ and the stranger said, ‘So Mum told me. 

Don’t go upsetting her, Soph, will you?’ 

‘Oh, can’t I?’ cried Sophie, as if teasingly, and the other replied, ‘No, she is your mum, 

Soph!’ 

 Bill badly wanted to know who this was. The stranger reminded him so much of someone 

– but who? And he seemed so familiar with Soph, as if he were a brother – but Bill knew that 

Soph didn’t have a brother. 

Gray, who had realised who Bill was – Aoan had frequently mentioned the friend of 

Sophie’s who wrote fan mail to her – decided to take pity on him by paying him some 

attention. ‘Do you have a lot of pictures of the General?’ he asked, knowing full well that Bill 

did. Bill jumped at being addressed directly and then replied, ‘Yes – loads.’ 
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‘He’s got a whole roomful. It isn’t fair,’ declared Sophie, and the stranger smiled at her – a 

very unbrotherly expression, thought Bill, and suddenly, for no reason he could define, he 

disliked this stranger. 

‘I’m going to be an Imperial fighter-pilot when I grow up,’ he said loudly, trying to 

impress or scare the stranger. But the other only nodded, almost as though he already knew 

this, and said, ‘How’s your maths?’ 

‘Good.’ 

‘Are you doing higher physics at school yet?’ 

‘Next year.’ 

‘You’ll have to go off-planet,’ the other said. ‘Have you thought about how you’re going 

to pay for it?’ 

‘I’ve got it all worked out,’ said Bill proudly. ‘I’ve got my subjects worked out and I’m 

going to apply for a scholarship. I wrote to the Gustu government office and they said they 

would offer me a place if I got good enough grades.’ 

Gray had to smile fondly at him. Aoan was right to have encouraged this young man – he 

was just the sort of recruit the service needed: focussed, determined and organised. ‘Good,’ he 

said, ‘I’m impressed! Good luck – you deserve to succeed, when you’ve put so much into it.’ 

‘Soph should go off-planet too,’ said Bill. They were approaching the bottom end of 

Charles Street now, and their bus stop. The rest of the group, just in front, was chattering and 

laughing and hadn’t noticed the addition to their company. 

‘Why?’ asked the stranger, as if curious. 

‘Her parents make her life a misery. If she went off-planet she could see her uncle, but her 

parents won’t let her.’ 

Gray looked at Soph, hoping that she would take note of this – and noticed her mouth set 

in a stubborn line. ‘I don’t have to,’ she began, but he interrupted. 

‘I think Bill’s right,’ he said. ‘You keep on persuading her,’ he said to Bill, and then: ‘This 

is your bus stop – I’ll leave you here. See you, Soph,’ and he gave her a peck of a kiss on the 

forehead and walked away up the street the way they had come. Sophie watched him go with 

a pang of annoyance – she didn’t like to be told where she should go or what she should do. 

Even though he loves me and I love him, he shouldn’t boss me, she thought. Bill watched the 

stranger do with mixed feelings – relief that the competition had gone, but puzzlement as to 

who he could be, and gratitude at his support of his plans for Sophie. 

‘Soph,’ he said, ‘who was that?’ 

‘Oh – someone,’ said Sophie, in an annoyed voice. ‘I wish he wouldn’t boss me,’ she said 

aloud. 

‘A friend of your mum’s?’ asked Bill, guessing wildly. 

‘Might be,’ sniffed Sophie, thinking to herself how like her mum her uncle looked when he 

gave her instructions. 

Bill relaxed. Obviously the stranger was a family friend who had come to keep an eye on 

her for her parents. Of course he’d be fond of Soph (who Bill thought was almost perfect), but 

he was hardly competition. 

The bus came, and they all piled in and travelled back to New Parks, chattering and 

laughing all the way. Bill sat by Sophie and held her hand, and she didn’t stop him. 

 

‘Oh, there you are, Soph. I was getting worried,’ said her mum as Sophie came in through the 

back door. ‘Good film?’ 

‘Yes, great.’ 

‘It’s time you were in bed. Hurry along now.’ 
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So Sophie hurried. When she was ready for bed, she got under the bedclothes and turned 

out the light by the bed, but instead of lying down she sat up and called her uncle’s name in 

her mind: Uncle Graham! 

At once he was there, and sat down on her bed, and gave her a kiss on the forehead. She 

turned her face up to him, hoping he’d kiss her lips, but he always kissed her forehead – never 

her lips, she thought with disappointment. 

Thank you for coming to the pictures, she said silently, looking into his eyes and thinking 

the words rather than speaking them. And thank you for coming along afterwards. Those big 

boys scared me. 

They were trying to scare you. But you were OK. Bill was trying to be very brave, to 

protect you. Do you like him? 

He saw at once in her mind’s eye that she did like Bill, but didn’t really understand him. 

He’s a good laugh. He likes me. He likes you, too. I thought he’d recognise you, but he didn’t. 

No, I made sure of that. But he almost did. That’s a good image he’d got of Aoan. 

She shrugged; she agreed that it was a good picture, but she didn’t care about General 

Aoan, compared to her uncle. Shall I show you my poster, the one Elma got me? she asked. 

Yes, please. 

She got up and pulled it out of its hiding place under her mattress. He smiled at it. I 

remember them taking this. It came out better than I expected. 

I wish I could have something of yours, to look at and think of you! 

You know your mum and dad would be furious if they found it. Put it away now, so that 

it’s safe. 

She put it back carefully, and got back into bed. Oh, Uncle Graham! I love you so much! 

Kiss me goodnight. She put up her lips to his, but he offered her his cheek, and then kissed 

her forehead again. Goodnight, duck, his thought came to her. 

Oh, kiss me properly! Why don’t you kiss me properly? 

He smiled at her. Ask Bill to do that. 

I don’t want Bill! I want you! 

He grinned at her. Don’t forget I’m taking you over to Gustu tomorrow evening, so don’t 

get undressed. 

She scowled at him. I don’t think I want to go. I’ve got other things to do. 

I’ll see you tomorrow, duck, he said, and kissed her again, more lingeringly, and left her. 

She remained staring at the spot from which he had vanished, her heart aching, her lips 

burning for the kiss he hadn’t given her, her mind in turmoil. Oh, why do we have to go to 

Gustu? Why can’t he just stay here? 

 

Rose was glad to see her husband back, because she suspected that he couldn’t handle his 

niece. For all his amazing, demi-god powers, he was unable to deal with his emotions. People 

he loved could twist him around their little fingers – which was why he was still hanging 

round that middle-aged archaeologist on Trer, and around that fitness fanatic on Taratradene, 

and with various dubious businesspeople and politicians whom he had got to know during his 

efforts to undermine Federal government – which had, ironically, led only to his 

strengthening it. She enjoyed the irony, but often wished that he would drop some of his less 

desirable associates. In particular, she wished he would drop that long-haired ‘trendy’ Grade 

A (a.k.a. the Imperial race) from the Vairstown slum district of Trer, who turned up 

periodically with one or other piece of moral blackmail in hand. She had persuaded her 

husband to put him in charge of the exploration of sector 10, and this kept him out of the way 

for months at a time, but then he would return full of ideas about ‘us’ and ‘our relationship’ 

and Gray would be an emotional wreck for a few weeks until she (Rose) managed to get 

Errehn posted somewhere else again.  
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This evening, Gray came back in an upbeat mood, having successfully escaped from his 

niece’s attempts to seduce him. Rose actually knew more about Sophie’s plans than Gray did 

himself, because the daughter of one of her agents was currently at school with Sophie and 

was managing to keep half an ear on her conversations with her friends. The daughter’s 

presence at the school was a complete coincidence – Rose had expected the child to go to 

Wyggeston School instead – but very convenient. It meant that she knew that Sophie was still 

telling people that she was going to marry Graham Bradley when she grew up, and that they 

were going to have a big house in Thurcaston and keep horses. Rose knew that this was all 

complete moonshine, but clearly the little minx had dishonourable intentions on her uncle and 

would cause a scandal if she had the slightest opportunity. 

Gray, predictably, thought she was exaggerating. So far as he was concerned, thought Rose 

testily, Sophie was a little angel, so she was all the more anxious to press him to take Sophie 

to pay a visit to Gustu. ‘It will widen her horizons, dear. She must be growing up very 

parochial. Has she ever been anywhere outside Leicestershire?’ 

‘She goes on holiday to Skegness every year.’ 

Rose nodded briskly. That ancient seaside town was the traditional holiday location for the 

Leicester workforce. ‘It’s time she travelled a bit further afield. Wasn’t there some plan of her 

taking a role in administration?’ 

Gray was puzzled. ‘Was there?’ 

‘Anja said something about her being a diplomat.’ 

Now it was Gray’s turn to eye his spouse cynically. ‘I don’t remember telling you that, 

darling.’ 

‘You know you don’t have to, dear. One of my agents on Gustu will have told me.’ 

 Gray laughed and kissed her. ‘All right! I don’t need to remember anything, because your 

agents will remember it for me. I’m taking Sophie to Gustu tomorrow evening. But she’s not 

very anxious to go. She thinks she’ll be outside her power zone, and she doesn’t like that.’ 

‘Do her good,’ said Rose briskly. ‘How was the film? I assume you did watch some of it?’ 

‘Yes! We all watched the film. It was pretty good – strong on storyline, poor on special 

effects of course – being produced on Earth.’ 

‘It isn’t from the usual producers, is it?’ Rose noted. ‘An Australian studio. Convenient for 

the desert, I suppose.’ 

‘Yes.’ Most films were made in the big film complex in Mumbai in India: Desert Hero 

was unusual in being made in Australia. 

‘Not one of your companies, dear.’ 

‘I don’t have much influence in the media on Earth. My media agent’s from North 

America, and their media networks were flattened in the Great War.’ 

‘Yes, they certainly took a battering. I wonder how Europe and Asia escaped.’ 

‘By having a more mixed population, I think. The rebels didn’t bomb areas where Gustu 

and Marys lived.’ 

‘And they didn’t live in North America?’ 

‘Too cold in the winter, and strict anti-immigration rules.’ 

‘Ah.’ Rose nodded. As the long-term partner of a Gustu woman (President Leel), she 

couldn’t understand racial prejudice.  She realised that some humans saw things differently, 

but saw no reason to have any sympathy with them. 

 

The following evening, Gray went to collect Sophie. He found her sitting on the edge of her 

bed, wearing her best clothes and clutching her precious new handbag. She greeted him rather 

defensively. ‘Hello, Uncle. I’m ready.’ 

He tried to respect her feelings, said, ‘Hello, duck; you look lovely,’ as he took her hand to 

transport her across space, and was startled when her defensive face broke into a big smile 
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and she cried: ‘Do I? Oh, thank you!’ and kissed him on the lips. It was as well that he had 

already spun her into space, otherwise her parents would certainly have heard her. As it was, 

he returned her kiss with more warmth than he had intended, and re-formed them both in the 

central courtyard of the government palace in Gustu City, on the planet of Gustu. Sophie let 

go of him as she felt her feet touch the ground, and looked about her – at the brightly-lit area, 

the light blue sky above, the slightly odd shade of sunlight, the strange plants and flowers, the 

stonework which had slightly the wrong colour and texture …she took a deep breath to steady 

herself, and realised that the air smelt and tasted slightly lemony. She coughed, and then 

sneezed, glowered at her uncle for being the cause of her discomfiture, and scrabbled in her 

bag for a handkerchief. 

‘Ugh – that was horrible.’ She blew her nose. ‘I feel sick.’ She looked around her again. 

‘Where are we? Where is everyone?’ 

‘They’ll be here in a moment, duck.’ She saw her uncle’s hair drift up about his head and 

wave about – she knew that meant that he was listening to someone, or speaking to someone 

she couldn’t see. This made her feel inferior, and so even more uncomfortable than ever. ‘I 

thought they’d be here’ – she began, and then Lysa, Krissie and Bernie erupted into the 

courtyard. 

For a moment, Sophie thought that they were human children. They looked almost exactly 

the same as humans, except that they were slighter, a bit shorter than humans of their age and 

had rounded faces. Then the tallest one spoke and Sophie realised that she was speaking that 

awful Federation language which she had hated learning at school. How embarrassing! How 

could her uncle do this to her? 

Gray realised, almost too late, that his niece’s command of languages was average for an 

English girl – that is, appalling – and did something he had never previously done to one of 

his relatives. Sophie felt a sharp jerk in her head, which made her cry out and clutch at her 

ears, and then she found she could understand what the strangers were saying. ‘Ow!’ she 

cried, but any further complaints were drowned out by the strangers’ delight. 

‘Sophie! How lovely of you to come! We’re so glad to see you!’ – and before Sophie, 

reserved English girl as she was, could take evasive action, her eldest cousin had thrown her 

arms about her neck and kissed her warmly. 

‘How wonderful to see you at last,’ said Lysa, staring into the human girl’s eyes with 

delight. ‘Aren’t you pretty! What a lovely dress! I’m so glad you could come. I’m Lysa.’ 

‘Hi,’ said Sophie, kissing her back rather formally. ‘Thank you for inviting me. You have a 

pretty dress too.’ 

‘And this is Krissie and Bernie.’ The other two children came up and hugged Sophie, 

kissing her in their turn. Sophie, who had never encountered the custom of kissing as a 

greeting, was almost frozen in embarrassment but managed to say, ‘Hi.’ 

‘Would you like to see round our house?’ asked Lysa. ‘Daddy says you’ve never been off-

planet before. We’ve never been to Earth, either, so you can tell us what it’s like.’ 

‘OK,’ Sophie managed to say. Daddy? she thought. How can my lovely uncle be their 

daddy? Although she knew in her head that her uncle had children on another planet, and that 

these three were her cousins, she had never believed it at heart – and now she met them, she 

still couldn’t comprehend it. They don’t look anything like me. They can’t really be my 

cousins. 

‘Come on, then!’ cried Lysa, grasping Sophie’s right hand in her left, while Krissie took 

her left in her right, and Bernie ran ahead, crying, ‘Let’s go to the swimming pool.’ Sophie 

managed one lingering, long look back at her uncle before she was swept away. Gray 

considered hurrying after her to make sure she was all right, but decided to let his children act 

as hosts for a change, and went to find Anja. 
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‘Oh, she’ll have a lovely time,’ said Anja, when Gray confided his fears on his niece’s 

behalf. ‘Just let them be, darling. They can show Sophie how civilised people live.’ Gray 

forbore to remind his wife of the slum-like conditions in which she had been living on 

Mithidry when they first met, and settled down with her on a pile of cushions to watch a 

report on the visual about the rare wild life of the northern climes of Gustu planet. He 

deliberately didn’t stretch out his mind to find out how his children were getting on with the 

moody, self-willed human girl he had brought to visit them. He just waited, and worried, and 

hoped for the best. 

It was a couple of hours before Bernie appeared in the doorway and said, ‘Sophie says 

she’s had a nice time and now she wants to go home.’ 

Gray jumped up at once, to Anja’s annoyance. She saw her husband’s hair fly up about his 

head and thought: he’s checking on his niece. Honestly! Doesn’t he trust our children to treat 

her well? But she was wrong – Gray’s concern was whether Sophie had treated her hosts well. 

‘Is everything all right?’ he asked Bernie. 

The young Gustu boy nodded his head. ‘Yes, it’s fine. Sophie doesn’t like our music but 

she does like Lysa’s clothes, and Krissie wants a bag like Sophie’s.’ 

Gray’s hair relaxed, and Anja felt herself breathe more easily. She suddenly realised that 

she had been worrying that the violent human child would attack her children. Really, Anja! 

she told herself, how silly can you be? Of course she’s like Gray – she wouldn’t hurt anyone. 

She got to her feet to follow Gray and Bernie to Lysa’s room, where the children had been 

playing a numbers game and comparing notes on their school experiences. Sophie was 

annoyed to discover that Gustu children are much better at maths than humans, but pleased 

that she was better at telling jokes and word play. The children parted amicably, although they 

were clearly very tired and had been working hard to keep on good terms all evening. 

‘Thank you for coming,’ said Lysa formally, ‘do come again soon.’ 

‘Thank you for having me,’ said Sophie. ‘Perhaps you’ll be able to come to see my school 

sometime.’ 

‘I do hope so,’ said Lysa politely. Then she gave Sophie a kiss on the cheek, and Krissie 

and Bernie did likewise, and Sophie said, ‘goodbye’ to everyone; Gray took her hands in his; 

and Sophie found herself back in her bedroom. 

‘Oh, at last! I am tired!’ she said, and lay down on her bed. ‘How long have we been 

gone?’ 

‘About five minutes.’ 

‘Is that all? How come?’ 

‘I can bend time across the galactic arm. You’d better get to bed now, duck.’ 

‘Not until you’ve kissed me goodnight.’ She put her handbag down on the bed and 

gestured to him to come close; then reached up her arms about his neck and kissed him hotly 

on the lips. Gray meant to pull away, but she held him too firmly – he couldn’t get away 

without hurting her, so he returned the kiss, then sat down on the bed next to her, and kissed 

her again. 

A while later, Sophie whispered, ‘Uncle Graham, do you love me?’ 

‘Of course I do, duck.’ 

‘I don’t mean like that! I mean like this.’ She ran her tongue across his lips and pressed her 

body against him. 

‘I’m your uncle, duck,’ he reminded her, and she retorted: ‘Lysa says you love everyone.’ 

‘Yes, but in a brotherly sort of way.’ 

‘She says you have lots of special friends. She called them “pets”. She says that you rule 

everyone by loving them.’ 

‘She’s exaggerating, duck. She’s just trying to wind you up, because she knows how fond 

you are of me.’ 
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‘I don’t think she is.’ Sophie eyed him archly, and Gray was suddenly aware that his niece 

was on the verge of being a young woman. ‘Would you love me like that?’ 

‘I’ll love you best by sending you to bed. It’s late, and you’ve got school tomorrow.’ Gray 

made a tremendous effort of will, got off the bed and stood over his niece. ‘Goodnight, Soph.’ 

‘It isn’t a good night without you,’ she retorted, but he smiled and said, ‘I’ll see you soon, 

duck,’ and vanished. 

But Sophie did not go to bed. She lay back on her pillow, eyes open wide, and said aloud: 

‘You kissed me, Uncle Graham.’ Then she smiled and said, ‘And I think you meant it.’ 

 

Ray, Carl and Memnon noted that Gray was a little thoughtful over the next few days, and 

they took it in turns to probe gently to find out what was on his mind. It was Rose who 

eventually gave them the clue, during her regular weekly meeting with Ray to discuss the 

proceedings of the strategic planning unit. Ray had given her a full description of the unit’s 

plans for introducing rail services on suitable planets throughout sector seven, and its plans 

for bridge building on the craggy and stormy planets of sector eight point five-two, and he 

was packing away his notes and saying ‘I think that covers it for this week, ma’am,’ when 

Rose said, ‘How much have you seen of Gray for the last few days?’ 

Ray jumped. ‘I’ve seen him around,’ he said. ‘He wasn’t in the strategic planning meeting 

yesterday – he had to go over to Bessiday. Why?’ 

‘You need to keep an eye on him,’ said Rose. ‘I think that’s your job, isn’t it? Tracking 

Bradley?’ 

Ray reddened. ‘Not really, ma’am,’ he said. ‘I know you decided that, but you never 

discussed it –’ 

‘He employs you as a sort of emotional support,’ said Rose. ‘Well, you need to concentrate 

harder. He’s daydreaming over that niece of his. She’s lining herself up to get him into trouble 

– and when he’s in trouble, the government will be in trouble. Get on to it.’ 

Ray straightened up in his chair. ‘Yes, ma’am!’ 

‘Good.’ She waved a hand in dismissal. ‘You’d better get on with it now.’ 

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Ray got up quickly and went. 

He found Memnon in the office which the three had designated as their own when they 

came into the government with Gray, and which they now used as general base, common 

room and – when life was particularly busy – dormitory. Currently Memnon was sitting at a 

low desk with a Mary-style computer in front of her, working out a new structure for the civil 

service on Trer. Ray thumped himself down on the floor next to her, making her jump and 

putting three new secretaries into the education office. 

‘Are you all right?’ she asked, deleting the secretaries. 

‘McCrae’s worried about Gray’s niece,’ said Ray. ‘Young Sophie. I knew that girl was 

trouble.’ 

Memnon flicked her whiskers at him. ‘What do you mean, trouble?’ 

‘She thinks Sophie is trying to seduce Gray.’ 

Memnon flicked her whiskers again. ‘It’s normal with Rhuaans.’ She meant the Imperial 

race of Thorion. ‘Dragons always marry dragons.’ 

‘Well, it isn’t normal with humans! And everyone thinks Gray is a human. Sophie’s been 

saying since she was a kid that she’s going to marry Gray, but she can’t.’ 

‘So, why worry now? If she’s been saying it for years –’ 

‘Clearly McCrae has some new information.’ 

Memnon flicked her tail. ‘Well, what can we do? We can hardly keep him away from his 

niece.’ 

‘We can make sure he has lots of other distractions,’ said Ray grimly. 
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‘Ah, yes.’ Memnon turned back to her computer. ‘Yes, there certainly are plenty of people 

who want to see him.’ She ran her claws through the swirling lights. ‘We can send him to 

Teren to talk to his publicity officer –’ 

‘Andy keeps saying he needs new material,’ said Ray. 

‘Yes. And he can look in at the spaceship plant with you and look at the engineering 

trainees. He likes doing that, because he thinks the whole place is his baby.’ Rather than close 

down Andrewes’s spaceship plant, Greh had turned it into a training centre for young human 

and Gustu engineers. They were learning how to design spaceships using Rose and Ray’s 

chemical-based system of propulsion, rather than the Rhuaans’ out-of-this-space-time 

continuum system. Memnon felt a little ambivalent about the possible competition to her 

mother’s spaceship plant on Herluin, but so far the alternative system hadn’t been a real 

commercial competitor. The advantage was that, unlike the Herluin vessels, no Rhuaan brains 

were needed to build the power-plants, so the factory could operate independently – and Ray 

had great hopes of making it commercially viable by concentrating on producing innovative 

designs. Thinking of humans made Memnon think of something else, and she added: ‘And he 

hasn’t been to see the slug recently.’ 

‘Who?’ 

Memnon’s tail bushed out in embarrassment. ‘Sorry, I meant Mr Aversham. Another 

person he needs to see is Priestess Rehn of Trer, and she always calls Mr Aversham “the 

slug”.’ 

Ray nodded. ‘OK. I thought he’d talked Aversham out of making him do advertising 

shoots.’ 

‘He tried, but Mr Aversham was very upset. He’s never accepted it and he keeps calling 

this office and trying to make an appointment.’ 

‘I think he should avoid Aversham. Can we send him over to Cray to sort out transport 

systems?’ 

‘I think he’s probably going there anyway,’ said Memnon. ‘And we could get him to take 

us to Thorion. I haven’t been there for ages, and I want to talk to their people about whether 

the Emperor has to be resident on Thorion.’ 

Ray was startled. ‘What are you planning?’ 

‘When the Emron takes over, he won’t be resident on Thorion. So we need to work out 

contingencies.’ 

Ray frowned. ‘I’d assumed that Gray would be president and the old emperor would stay 

on Thorion.’ 

Memnon nodded. ‘Something like that. But I’d like to make it fit into the old Imperial 

system. Otherwise there may be problems with the Priestess, and I’d prefer to avoid that.’ 

She’d prefer to avoid problems with the Priestess, thought Ray ironically. The little furry 

scientist-cum-songwriter from Herluin would prefer to avoid having to get into a quarrel with 

one of the greatest intellects in the galaxy. Well, wouldn’t we all? And the real irony of it was 

that Memnon would probably win the argument. 

When Carl came in, around midday, for a bite to eat between meetings, the two engaged 

him in discussion on how to keep their beloved lord out of trouble and, specifically, out of his 

niece’s clutches. They put together a plan to try to ensure that he would always be too tired, or 

too busy, to spend more than a few minutes each day with her. ‘And much as it sticks in my 

throat to say it,’ said Ray, ‘we’ll push him in the way of every young female and male in the 

galaxy, if it only keeps him away from young Sophie.’ 

On Thorion, the Emperor Faroan’s thoughts were on the same lines. It was not that he was 

jealous of Sophie or saw her as a threat to his relationship with Greh – he was sure of his 

wife’s undying devotion. No, the fact that the Priestess saw Sophie as a reasonable mate for 

Greh prejudiced him against the young human, in addition to the fact that as a human, Sophie 
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could never be more than a pet for Greh. Faroan could not imagine – or preferred not to try to 

imagine – why the Priestess thought that Sophie could be turned into a dragon-Rhuaan in the 

same way as Greh had been. That had been a chance, something that Aoan had brought about 

as she came out of cara. It couldn’t be replicated. What was more, although Faroan had never 

met Sophie, he had seen her in his wife’s mind’s eye and saw that she was immature and not 

exceptionally intelligent. She was not another Greh; she might have dragon-Rhuaan blood in 

her, but she was not a dragon. He felt that his wife had quite enough pets already. 

He knew that the Priestess wanted Greh to father Rhuaan children, but Greh was currently 

far too busy to be a parent. And when Greh had time to think about parenthood, Faroan was 

sure that Greh would be a mother … not a father. She would bear their own children, not 

father children on Sophie. 

So, when Memnon persuaded Greh to bring her, Ray and Carl to Thorion, and she had a 

quiet word with Faroan about Greh and Sophie, she was delighted to discover that the 

Emperor agreed with her. Greh should be quietly distracted from Sophie. He should not be 

openly discouraged from seeing her … he should simply be directed elsewhere. 

Aoan and Anja, however, saw matters differently. They had plans to draw Sophie into the 

Imperial administration, to give her a role in government, to use her talents – whatever they 

were. They wanted to incorporate Greh’s family into the Empire, as far as they could. And 

they also foresaw that Sophie could be useful in stabilising Greh when Rose died, as they 

knew that she must do soon. 

 

None of these people, of course, spoke to Sophie herself. And Sophie continued to daydream 

about her uncle as she had always done. 

She felt that the next two years would never end. When she was sixteen, she could marry 

her uncle legally, but until then she just had to wait. Yet she wanted so much to be alone with 

him, to kiss and embrace him, to feel his hot lips on hers, and his warm, strong body, and feel 

utterly secure in his arms … 

But she couldn’t. She had to go to school each day, talk to her friends, come home, talk to 

her parents, do her homework, and pretend that life was normal. Which it was, she told 

herself, but she was not normal – she longed – moped – yearned with all her heart for him, for 

her golden uncle, her heart’s desire … 

He came every evening when she was in bed, as he always had come. He used to tell her 

stories when she was young, and then when she was older she used to tell him about school, 

but now she preferred to talk about ‘us’, and he would listen as she described her fantasies: a 

house in Thurcaston, with horses to ride, and a yacht on the sea, to sail around the planet. He 

noted that she didn’t fantasise about leaving Earth, and sometimes he talked to her about her 

cousins on Gustu, but although she listened when he talked about them he could tell that she 

wasn’t very interested. She preferred to dream about things she knew, not the unfamiliar. 

He’d asked her what she wanted to do when she grew up, and when she said: ‘I’m going to 

marry you!’ he said, ‘Yes, but you’ll need to do something too – you’ll get bored if you don’t 

have a job,’ but she just said, ‘I’m going to look after you,’ and smiled happily at him, and he 

smiled back and didn’t say anything more about it. 

She called him ‘My darling,’ to herself, and sometimes to his face, which made him laugh 

fondly, but he didn’t tell her not to. Calling him that made her feel that she was asserting 

ownership. Elma still said that she was going to marry him, and Sophie had been around to 

Elma’s house many times and seen all her posters and books and magazines and had to bear 

Elma’s chatter about how she loved Graham Bradley and he was so, so sexy and how he’d 

loved so many women but she, Elma, would get him too! Then she would say to Sophie, 

‘What about you?’ 

‘Me?’ 
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‘Yes – aren’t you going to have him? Aren’t you making plans? I’m going to get off this 

planet the moment I can and go to find him.’ 

Sophie would get very cross when Elma said that. ‘Of course I’m going to find him,’ she 

would say, and Elma was satisfied. Sophie never told Elma that she saw her much-desired 

Graham Bradley every evening. Let her find it out later, she thought. She’ll find out when I 

get him! 

Still, she was grateful to Elma for the poster, which she treasured and kept under her 

mattress. 

She begged her uncle to meet her at other times, other places, but he refused. ‘We mustn’t 

let anyone know we’ve been meeting, duck,’ he said. ‘No one knows but we two. Everyone 

would be furious.’ 

‘I don’t care,’ she protested, but she didn’t push the point – she just kept returning to it. 

He’d give in eventually, she knew. 

Greh knew that he was going to give way, but told himself that he could keep resisting 

Sophie until she was sixteen. His darling Rose kept him busy, and away from Sophie – and he 

couldn’t upset Rose by giving way to Sophie while she was still underage. He knew that Rose 

would know, and she would be deeply hurt and angry with him. So he controlled himself, and 

was careful to spend only a few minutes each day with her. Anyway, there seemed to be so 

many other things to do. Ray, Carl and Memnon were so busy, and wanted his advice and 

opinion on everything they were doing. He was glad that they were busy – and they seemed to 

be doing so much good work – and he didn’t stop to plumb their minds to find out why they 

were suddenly so anxious to have him at their elbows. After all, they all adored him, didn’t 

they? So of course they wanted him around … 

In centuries to come he would learn to be more suspicious, but these were early days. 
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2. Never leave me 

 

Gray and Rose were walking from the government block over to the Assembly Hall one 

winter’s morning, to address the Assembly. They were both warmly dressed against a biting 

wind. A detachment of security guards walked with them – Oroso and Ledern were among 

their number, dressed smartly in the uniform of Federation Security, but with a cutlass slung 

at the left hip and chunky rings on their fingers to remind outsiders that they were still pirates 

at heart – the rings could double as knuckle-dusters. Representatives from the journals trotted 

along behind the small party. Rose and Gray walked hand in hand, chatting lightly of this and 

that. 

Suddenly, Rose stopped. Gray stopped with her, alarmed. Something was wrong with her 

electro-magnetic field – she was grey – he cried: ‘Rose!’ and she looked up at him, her face a 

picture of puzzlement, then fell forward into his arms. 

Gray screamed. The guards surrounded them. One of the journalists pulled out a caller 

from her pocket and called a doctor. Others pulled out their callers and took visual images for 

their news reports. Gray cradled his wife in his arms. She hardly breathed – her face was grey. 

His hair rose up in a golden cloud as he poured healing energy into her. His eyes sought hers 

– he could see into her mind and saw neural synapses shattered, energy lines turned, bent, 

broken; she had had a stroke. 

‘Greh!’ Aoan was at his side. He didn’t ask where she’d come from – he only said, ‘Help 

me – she’s dying. I need a web of peace.’ 

‘Oh, Greh’ – Aoan threw out her arms, surrounding them with light – the guards, the 

journalists were cut out – but they both knew it was no good. 

‘I knew this was coming,’ whispered Greh, ‘I didn’t know what to do to stop it happening 

– she always lived so fast – she was in control, she was on top of everything – I loved her for 

it …’ 

‘I know.’ Aoan was holding him in her web of light, and supporting Rose – as Greh felt his 

universe shuddering all about him, Aoan was holding him up.  He bent his head to kiss his 

wife’s face: ‘Oh, Rose – oh, my darling…’ His face was wet … he could hardly see except for 

her face, her lovely dark face, that clever mouth, those knowing eyes … ‘Oh, Rose! My 

darling, speak to me.’ 

She could not speak. Would she ever speak again? He held her close and held her in his 

own bright pool of energy, held up by Aoan’s web of light. He could feel Aoan’s supportive 

mind, her very existence supporting his own, and it crossed his mind to wonder how she had 

known and how she had come so quickly. 

I always hear you, her mind spoke to his. I felt your scream of agony. I think the whole 

galaxy must have felt it. I knew that this would happen soon, that it could happen at any time, 

and I came the moment I heard it. 

But you hardly ever step across space! You say it hurts too much. 

Yes, well – some things matter more than a bit of pain. 

He touched his lips to Rose’s face. Oh, Rose – my dear heart, Rose McCrae, the only 

person I ever feared and who won my love and service completely, forever … Rose, speak to 

me, darling … 

… but she was only human. He had known she must die, but it was always going to be a 

death in the future, not now – now that the future had come, now that the time was here, he 

was desperately afraid. Oh, Rose; what will we do without you? I know what you do, and I’ve 

done it myself – but with you always at my side. Now I’ll be alone, you won’t be beside me, 

guiding and encouraging, my dry, calm, warm, loving Rose … 
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‘Rose, my darling,’ he wept, and kissed her cool face, and called her name again and again. 

Aoan, watching him, felt her heart sink. She knew, and she knew Greh knew, that there was 

no hope – the human woman was still alive, but her body was too weak to recover, too weak 

to be repaired. And between now and the time that Greh could come to terms with this loss 

there must be a long, long time of grief and pain. She was heartily ready to curse all pets, but 

she knew that Rose had given Greh the key to the Federation, and without her they could not 

have won the war so easily. She bent her head so that her hair fell over Greh’s bent head. 

‘Greh, my cara – we can cope, we can govern the Empire, I will help you, Anja and I will 

help you, and Memnon and all your humans – and Faroan will help you, you will not be alone 

...’ 

The human doctor had arrived, pushing everyone aside, urging Greh to let her take Rose’s 

pulse, and then ordering Rose to be taken at once to intensive care in Trer City hospital. She 

looked into the face of the beautiful bandit who had become Rose’s right hand man and saw 

his utter despair and grief and said, ‘You’d better go with her.’ 

She didn’t have the faintest idea who the other woman was, the tall dark-haired one in the 

purple dress, who at once said, ‘Yes, you’d better go, Greh,’ and all but carried him into the 

ambulance beside Professor McCrae. The doctor scrambled into it with them, the doors were 

shut and they sped away.  Aoan was left standing in the park, surrounded by the security 

forces and the journalists, who all looked at her expectantly. 

‘Well, ma’am?’ said Oroso, hopefully. He knew that Aoan was always good for some 

excitement. 

Aoan eyed the Gustu sardonically. He knows what I’m doing here, she thought to herself. 

Fine. ‘Which of you can get to the President quickest?’ she asked. 

‘Me, ma’am,’ said Ledern, saluting crisply. 

‘Then go and tell her what’s happened. She’ll want to go to the hospital to see her friend.’ 

She waved Ledern away; he went at a run. ‘Oroso, where’s Memnon? Go and get her and tell 

her to meet me in the Assembly Hall. I’ll want three secretaries, all with recording 

equipment.’ 

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Oroso set off after Ledern. 

Aoan turned to the rest of the group. ‘As you know, the Head of Security has just been 

taken ill,’ she said. ‘I gather that she was on her way to the Assembly Hall to address the 

Assembly.’ That much she had lifted from Gray’s mind as he knelt cradling Rose in his arms. 

‘Yes, ma’am,’ said one of the other Gustu guards, taking his cue from Ledern and Oroso. 

He wasn’t quite sure who this was, although he thought he could guess. 

‘Then we’ll go there. Follow me.’ Aoan turned on her heel and set off across the park for 

the Assembly Building, the guards trotting to keep up with her, and the journalists all but 

running after them. One managed to sprint ahead and held his caller (set to record) up to his 

mouth, as if to record an interview. 

‘We’re on our way to the Assembly to report that the Head of Security has been taken ill,’ 

he said. ‘But who is going to replace her?’ – he held out his caller to Aoan for her answer. 

‘I am,’ said Aoan clearly into the caller. 

‘And who are you?’ 

‘I am Aoan Sommerer,’ came the reply, and all the Gustu guards cried, ‘All hail the 

general!’ 

‘The general?’ repeated the journalist. ‘General of what?’ 

‘General of the Empire,’ said Aoan, crisply. ‘Delegated to stand in for Professor McCrae in 

her illness. Now, don’t get in my way – I have to make an announcement to the Assembly.’ 

And, as they reached the building, she swung in through the main doors, her entourage of 

security guards and journalists trotting to keep up with her, and strode down the corridor 

towards the Assembly auditorium. She knew the way – hadn’t she seen it many times in 
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Greh’s mind? A security guard on the door moved to halt her, but she brushed him aside, and 

the guards with her hastened to explain: ‘It’s General Aoan! McCrae is ill.’ Aoan didn’t stop 

to listen; she was in the auditorium, standing on the stage looking up at tier upon tier of seats, 

each seat with an elected Assembly member, representing all the major populated planets of 

the Federation. A Mary woman had been speaking: presumably she was leader of the house. 

When she saw Aoan she hesitated, then said: ‘Has something happened to Professor 

McCrae?’ 

May Wiroan bless the woman, she’s got common sense! thought Aoan. ‘Yes,’ she said, 

addressing first the leader of the house and then raising her head to address the whole 

Assembly, ‘The Professor has been taken ill suddenly. She’s gone to the hospital. Greh 

Bradley and the President have gone with her.’ 

‘So who is in charge?’ asked the Mary woman. She was taller and more graceful than 

Memnon, with silky grey fur. Aoan guessed she was in late middle age, full of experience and 

well versed in political theory. 

‘The Assembly will continue to discuss and make decisions for the Federation,’ said Aoan, 

‘and I will stand in for my colleague Greh and supervise your proceedings.’ Then she sat 

down on the floor, her purple dress around her knees. The delegates were startled; when 

Professor McCrae came to the Assembly, she normally sat on a chair at the front, and Gray 

Bradley did the same. But the guards gathered around Aoan, behind her and at either side, and 

the journalists grabbed chairs at the front of the auditorium, where they could see and hear 

everything, and Aoan gestured for the leader of the house to continue with what she was 

saying; so she continued, and the delegates went on with business as if – almost as if – 

nothing had happened. 

So, thought Aoan, I am presiding over an elected Federal Assembly! I never thought I 

would do such a thing, but it doesn’t seem to be too demanding. And it’s interesting to see 

what the children (she meant the Gustu, Marys and humans) can do. And no doubt Greh will 

contact me as soon as he can. Meanwhile, I’ll let government carry on as it should. So she sat, 

upright and alert, and listened to everything that was said, only intervening if the discussion 

became aggressive or insulting; and the delegates went on with their debates, feeling that they 

had to be on their best behaviour. For even though most of them had no idea who Aoan was, 

her bearing and air of authority indicated that she was a person not to be trifled with. 

 

Meanwhile, Rose and Gray had arrived at the hospital. Rose was rushed away to intensive 

care. Gray went with her as far as he could – but he was not allowed into the sterile intensive 

care room, where he had to wait outside the door, reaching out with his mind to assure 

himself that she was not dead, pouring his energy into her from a distance, concentrating on 

keeping her alive. He sat in a waiting room outside the intensive care room, watching a 

monitor which showed an image of Rose in bed, and the various figures showing her heart 

beat, and her brain activity, and her body temperature … 

A Gustu woman burst into the room. ‘Gray!’ cried Leel. ‘What happened?’ 

He looked up; when she saw his face, she was seated at his side in an instant. 

‘Is it so bad?’ 

He nodded. ‘She isn’t dead, but she’s very ill – oh, Leel’ – 

He wept on her shoulder. She tried to comfort him, but the tears ran out of her eyes faster 

than she could brush them away. 

 

It was the start of a long waking nightmare for Leel and Gray. Rose was not dead, but she was 

only just alive. She remained in intensive care, and Gray spent every moment he could at her 

side – Leel, Rose’s dear friend since her youth, shared Gray’s vigil at Rose’s bedside. Aoan 

simply took over government, and no one questioned her right to do so; no one thought about 
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it. Aoan was there, she took over responsibility, she got Memnon to ensure that a record was 

kept of everything, and she got Gray’s people, and Leel’s own officials, running around the 

government buildings on her business. She re-programmed the government computers so that 

they could latch into the interstellar caller system and interact with the computers on Gustu 

and Thorion (with some delay) so that even though she had no proper communication device 

on Trer, she could still contact Anja and Faroan. No one could deny that Aoan got things 

done, and with her in charge several things got done (such as reform of work expenses for 

government officials) which should have been done years before. 

Gray saw hardly anyone except Leel, Rose (who remained unconscious), Aoan and his 

own people who came to report to him. Occasionally they asked him for his opinion, but they 

quickly discovered that he was in no state to make decisions and so simply made their own 

decisions and told him about it afterwards. He did not even go to his clubs – he appointed 

deputies and managers to keep an eye on his various businesses. Anja brought the children to 

see him, and they all sat by Rose and talked to her quietly, but there was little sign that she 

even knew that they were there. Still, said Gray, there was hope. He went to visit Sophie 

occasionally, but she could see that he was very distressed about ‘his special friend being ill,’ 

as she described it to herself, and didn’t press him to stay. 

Rose lingered for six months. At last, one morning, while Gray sat at her side, praying for 

her recovery and pouring his energy (such as it was) over her, she opened her eyes and said: 

‘Goldie? Are you there?’ 

Her voice was hoarse, but the words were clear; he almost cried out with joy. ‘Yes, darling, 

I’m here.’ 

‘Stay there. Don’t go.’ 

‘No, no never.’ 

She smiled faintly, and he took her right hand in his – she held it tightly. 

Leel arrived five minutes later to find them like this. Rose opened her eyes again and 

smiled at her. ‘Leel, dear friend,’ she said, then was silent. 

She never spoke again. She was pronounced dead the following morning. 

Leel was very distressed, but Gray was distraught. He managed to get through the state 

funeral – Aoan and Anja stood by him throughout, although sometimes they were forcibly 

holding him upright – but afterwards he shut himself up in the bedroom of Rose’s house and 

would not come out for a whole day. Eventually Anja, Lysa, Krissie and Bernie stood outside 

and called to him to come out, until their loving cries penetrated the thick fog of Gray’s grief 

and he unlocked the door. 

‘Daddy,’ said Lysa, ‘we all know you loved Lady Rose a tremendous lot, but we love you 

too. It’s sad for us that you’re sad, and all the people in the Federation are sad as well. You 

have to let us feel sad with you. Don’t try to stop us. Don’t lock us out.’ 

Greh’s answer was to engulf Lysa in his arms and burst into tears again. 

Anja shook her head in exasperation. If he was going to break down like this every time a 

human he loved happened to die, he was going to spend a lot of time grieving. ‘We’ll have to 

have a formal period of mourning in the Federation,’ she said to Aoan. ‘That might help him 

and the President to get through it.’ 

Aoan was only too happy to organise solemn marches, concerts of deep and meaningful 

music and a festival of art to celebrate the life of the determined, black-skinned human 

woman who had kept the peace in the Federation for so many decades and had loved and 

supported Greh. Assembly members made speeches in memorial of the much-lamented 

Professor McCrae, and new spaceports, bridges, schools and hospitals were named after her. 

Rose might not have been loved by the masses, but she had certainly made her mark on 

affairs, and she would be remembered.  
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All in all, the political disruption caused by Rose’s illness and death took a year to settle 

down in the first instance, although the ramifications were far-reaching. Leel remained as 

President, but Greh became Vice-President and Head of Security. He took the opportunity to 

retire a few of the more elderly commanders of Security on the grounds that a new manager 

needs new people, but really because they had been giving him and Rose trouble for years. 

Now that he was in charge of Security it was more difficult for him to slip off to run his 

criminal networks – he managed to do so, but it made him very busy, even though he twisted 

time. He made Aoan his second-in-command. Leel had initial doubts about this, in view of the 

general’s past history; but acquiesced as it became clear that Aoan had become essential to 

efficient government. Memnon deputised for Aoan, and Ray and Carl continued in charge of 

strategic planning. Greh moved out of Rose’s house – he couldn’t bear to stay there now that 

she was gone – and moved into a new house, on a single level, nearer to the government 

offices. Memnon and Aoan moved in with him, and Ray and Carl used it as a base. All of 

them were very busy, and no one had any grounds to complain that Greh spent more time 

playing with his pets than working for the Federation. 

Greh went into the Assembly most afternoons to report on government policy and to 

answer questions; he also attended committees of the Assembly. He met Leel every day, as 

Rose had before him, and he controlled the whole of the Security network over the whole 

Federation. He soon found that it was easier to let Security know about his criminal activities 

and vice versa, so that each could work around the other. When he was too busy to go to the 

Assembly, Aoan would go, or Memnon. Aoan kept everyone in fear of their lives – it was 

commonly said that her big black eyes ensured that all the delegates were on their best 

behaviour. Memnon terrified no one, but everyone was impressed by her calm confidence and 

clear diction. 

Meanwhile, Errehn was back from sector ten. He had returned from a tour of duty during 

Rose’s last illness, and had been disgusted that Greh was too distracted to give him proper 

attention. Having grown up hating McCrae, he couldn’t be sorry at her illness, not even on 

Greh’s behalf, and he went back to sector ten quickly. When he came back at the end of his 

next tour, it was to find President Leel still in control, but Greh now as her deputy. Errehn 

was indignant. Why didn’t Greh simply overthrow the President and make himself emperor? 

‘Faroan is emperor, darling,’ answered Greh. 

‘But you’re greater than he is, darling.’ 

‘The President is still the President. The people of the Federation are happy with that.’ 

‘They are not! Our people in Vairstown would support you.’ 

‘I need the support of the Gustu, and they support the President.’ Greh smiled at his young 

lover. ‘Cheer up, darling! We won the war, we have peace, living conditions are better for 

everyone, and even your mother is happy.’ 

Mention of his mother reminded Errehn of his sister Rehn, and that reminded him of 

something else. 'Darling, we were going to have children when the war was over. And now 

it’s over.’ 

‘Is it over? The Empire and the Federation are still separate.’ 

‘You just said we’d won the war. The fighting is over.’ 

Anja came into the lounge of Greh’s house at this point and found the two Rhuaans 

together. She was immediately on her guard; she knew that Greh loved Errehn, but Aoan 

thought he was irresponsible and a disruptive influence – and Anja trusted Aoan’s judgement. 

 ‘The war of violence is over, but the war of peace has just begun,’ she said, picking up on 

Errehn’s words. ‘We all have important duties to perform, rebuilding the Empire.’ 

Errehn frowned at her. He didn’t care for his lover’s choice of co-habitees, regarding Anja 

as a thrall, a bonded slave or concubine. ‘We planned to have children, darling,’ he said again 

to Greh. 
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‘I haven’t forgotten,’ said Greh, ‘but wait a little, please? – until I’m feeling more stable. 

At the moment I miss Rose all the time, constantly, and I couldn’t bear to grow a child – 

without her here beside me.’ 

Anja scowled at Errehn: her scowl said, ‘What are you doing, upsetting our lord? Let him 

rest.’ Errehn sighed and took the hint. ‘I’ll see you later,’ he said, and left the house, furious 

with himself for being unable to persuade Greh, with Anja for butting in, and with Greh for 

still loving that terrible human woman, that tyrant who had made his young life a misery. 

Greh might forget how terrible she had been, but he, Errehn, would never forget. 

 

Greh was a little more coherent with Sophie than he was with the rest of his close friends. He 

made a special effort for her, but she knew he was very distressed. She tried to cheer him up – 

she hugged and kissed him, and wore her prettiest clothes to make him smile, and stroked his 

hair and said, ‘Oh, Uncle Graham, I love you so much!’ Then he would smile at her and she 

felt as if she had made him feel better for a little while. 

Her fifteenth birthday came in April, and her parents allowed her to take her friends out for 

a meal at a café in town, unaccompanied. She would have liked her uncle to have come, but 

he pointed out that he wouldn’t be able to explain what he was doing there, and her parents 

were bound to find out. So it would be better if he didn’t come. 

She was sorry. She had really enjoyed seeing him at the cinema the previous year, and the 

evening seemed drab without him. Bill made things worse by going on about the Imperial 

Fleet and General Aoan, and Elma chatted on about ‘the great Graham Bradley,’ and Sophie 

just felt miserable. 

Now that she was fifteen, she could validly go into town by herself, shopping with friends. 

So she hatched a plan to meet her uncle in Leicester one Saturday morning, and after some 

hesitation he agreed to meet her. After all, he told himself, what harm could it do? She was 

lonely, he was grieving – they could cheer each other up. 

She took the bus into town, telling her mum that she was going shopping with Sally and 

Anne. In fact Sally and Anne had gone shopping and had asked Sophie to join them, but she 

had said that she couldn’t because her mum wanted her to clean her room. So now she took 

the bus, half an hour after Sally and Anne had gone, and got off on High Street, and went into 

the Shopping Centre to meet her uncle at the ice-cream stall. 

She had dressed especially for him. She had put on a smart skirt, very short, and a lovely 

blouse, just a little bit see-through. She was wearing a very light weight bra, just visible 

through the blouse. She had her new zip-up jacket, and she’d done up her hair carefully in a 

sort of bun, tied round with a silk scarf. She was wearing her best necklace, and she’d put on 

some makeup so that she looked older than she was. She was carrying a new handbag, which 

her gran had given her for her birthday. 

She bought herself an ice-cream, and sat down at one of the tables to wait for her uncle … 

Greh had set out to meet Sophie, materialising in a quiet part of the Shopping Centre where 

no one would see him appear. As he walked down a quiet passageway and into the main 

concourse he noticed a woman wearing a red dress, standing looking into an empty shop 

window. Puzzled as to what she might be looking at, he slowed as he came alongside her – 

and she turned to look at him, and met his eye. 

For an instance, as their gaze met, he felt that he was looking into the depths of deep space. 

He could see galaxies forming and novae spinning. He was looking at eternity, at creation and 

destruction. And then the moment was gone, and he was looking into the face of a woman, a 

woman he had never formally met but whose face was utterly familiar to him, a woman he 

had last seen on the day he met the creator-god Wiroan and his sisters and brothers. 

It was Wiroan’s human wife, Julie Smythe. 

‘Don’t do it, Graham,’ she said. She had a Leicester accent. 



 337 

‘Don’t do what?’ His voice was hoarse – with shock? Guilt? 

‘You know. What you’re planning. Don’t do it. She’s only a kid.’ 

‘She’s not a kid. She’s a young woman.’ 

‘She’s a kid, and a very irresponsible one. She’ll get herself and you into trouble, Graham. 

Don’t do it. Turn around now and go back.’ 

She was staring intently into his face. He could have said: ‘What’s it got to do with you? 

Why do you care?’ but he knew what it had to do with her. It was Julie Smythe who had first 

given him his commission to go to the stars and find Aoan – he didn’t know it at the time, but 

he had realised later that she had spoken to his heart through that broken statue in Town Hall 

Square. It was Julie Smythe whom he had seen on the beach somewhere on Bessiday, with 

her two friends, telling him that he would be emperor hereafter. And now here she was again, 

showing him that she was still watching over him and directing his actions. 

‘How did you get here?’ he asked instead. 

She shrugged. ‘Aoan asked my husband to keep an eye on you.’ 

‘Your husband – you mean Lord Wiroan?’ 

‘Yes, I mean Wiroan. So I said I’d come. It isn’t often I get back to Leicester now.’ 

‘Where are you now? Where do you live? How are you still alive? Your statue is so old, 

and the policeman said it was millennia ago.’ He meant the policeman who had come up 

behind him in Town Hall Square on that day when he was looking at the broken statue, and 

explained what it was all about. 

‘I live with Wiroan and my friends, outside time and space. We watch over creation – 

that’s what we’re for. And I’m watching over you and anxious that you shouldn’t wreck your 

future, and Sophie’s, by having sex with her while she’s still under age. So don’t do it.’ 

‘She’s waiting for me.’ He could feel Sophie’s anxiety, wondering where he had got to. 

‘I can go and tell her that you’ve been detained.’ 

‘No! I’ll go. She’s my niece – my responsibility.’ 

‘OK.’ She gave him a severe look. ‘But don’t even think of trying anything, Graham. I’ll 

be watching.’ 

And then she was gone. He stood for a whole minute, staring at the space where she had 

been – and then he walked on down the concourse to meet Sophie. 

She jumped up when she saw him, face alight with joy. He found his steps quickening – he 

was with her, he was hugging her, he was kissing the lips she raised to his – he could feel 

Julie Smythe’s voice in his mind: Don’t do it. He said, ‘Hello, Soph. You’re lovely this 

morning.’ 

‘Do you like it? I dressed up for you.’ She was smiling happily into his face. What could 

he say? How could he deny that sweet young girl anything? 

‘Let’s go for a walk,’ he said. ‘Can you walk as far as the park?’ 

‘Of course. I’ll walk anywhere with you.’ 

He laughed a little, as if it were a joke – but he knew it wasn’t. He took her right hand in 

his left, and they walked up High Street, cutting down back streets and then negotiating the 

traffic around Westgate, until at last they were walking on the spring grass of Castle Gardens, 

hand in hand. 

‘Uncle Graham?’ 

‘Yes?’ 

‘Are you very sad just now?’ 

‘Yes.’ He paused, wondering what to say to her about his grief. ‘I miss Rose very much.’ 

She took a deep breath; she had to know this. ‘Was she – very special? Like your wife?’ 

‘Yes.’ She might as well know. ‘We were married. I was her husband and she was my 

wife.’ 
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She caught her breath, then let it out slowly. ‘I see,’ she said, and in those two words he 

heard and felt all her childish love for him, and his own heart reached out to hers. 

My heart is broken, and her heart is so full of love – can she help to heal my heart again, or 

at least ease the pain? 

He turned to her and took both her hands in his. ‘Sophie,’ he began, ‘I loved Rose very 

much. But I love you too – I’ve loved you since I first set eyes on you, since you were a tiny 

baby. Sophie, my dear, I know you’re too young now, but when you’re sixteen will you marry 

me?’ 

‘Yes,’ she breathed, then cried: ‘Yes! Yes, yes, yes, Uncle Graham,’ and threw herself at 

him, and he caught her and held her close and kissed her and kissed her as if he would never 

stop … 

Don’t do it, Graham. 

‘Oh, Uncle Graham, I love you, I love you so much – I want you so much – I lie in my bed 

longing for you – I wish you’d make me yours, and you’d be mine, forever …’ 

Don’t do it, Graham. 

‘Darling Soph, I love you so much – but we can’t do anything until you’re sixteen.’ 

‘Why? What’s so special about sixteen?’ 

‘It’s the law.’ 

‘What’s that got to do with it?’ 

‘Because – Soph, I am the law now. So I can’t break it. I can’t break myself – I can’t do it, 

Soph. We have to wait.’ 

‘What do you mean? You can’t be the law!’ 

‘But I am,’ he repeated, and she pulled away from him and stamped her foot. 

‘You say you love me, but you won’t do anything! Well, if that’s how you feel, you don’t 

have to!!’ – and she span away from him and ran away across the grass, sobbing aloud, 

leaving him baffled and speechless. 

Well done, Graham. You’ve escaped her. 

‘I’ve escaped,’ he said aloud, ‘but I don’t think I wanted to escape.’ 

In the sudden silence of the garden, a sparrow chirped in the cherry trees. 

 

Sophie burst into her house through the back door, her hair awry and her face covered in 

tears. Her mother was cooking and didn’t look up, simply remarking: ‘Did you have a good 

time in town, duck?’ 

‘No,’ choked Sophie, and ran to her room to cry her eyes out.  

 

Memnon flicked her whiskers at Greh when he materialised in the ‘common room’, as Carl 

called her office in the government buildings. ‘I see something went wrong this morning,’ she 

remarked. 

Greh sat down on a cushion on the floor and said, ‘I went to see Sophie. I don’t know what 

to do, Memnon. She’s so much in love with me – and I need love, just at the moment.’ 

‘Love?’ said a voice, and Errehn came into the room. ‘What’s that you’re saying, Greh?’ 

Memnon made ‘be careful’ gestures with her tail at Errehn, but the young Rhuaan ignored 

her. ‘What’s this about love?’ he asked. 

‘It’s Sophie,’ said Greh, heavily. ‘She wants me to sleep with her, and I had to turn her 

down.’ 

‘She did what?’ Errehn’s face had suddenly gone bright blue. 

‘She asked me to sleep with her. What does it matter to you, Errehn? – she’s a human, not 

a Rhuaan.’ 

‘She’s of dragon’s blood. Flame, Greh, don’t you ever stop? Aren’t you ever satisfied? 

How many partners do you have? Whatever happened to fidelity?’ 
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‘I’m very faithful to everyone!’ 

‘You slag!’ – and Errehn raised a hand and slapped Greh’s face. Then he stormed out. 

‘Hmm,’ said Memnon, looking at the door as it slammed shut behind him, ‘I think he 

needs to go back to sector ten.’ She looked at Greh, who was feeling his cheek tenderly. ‘Are 

you all right, Emron?’ 

‘I think so,’ said Greh. ‘I was going to ask you whether you thought I could bring Sophie 

here, but I don’t think she’d be safe, with Errehn about.’ 

‘No,’ agreed Memnon. ‘Could she go to Gustu?’ Anja and the children had recently 

returned to Gustu from supporting Greh on Trer: the government of Gustu needed Anja, and 

she didn’t like the Trerian schools. 

‘I think she finds Lysa and Krissie hard work.’ 

‘She could go to Thorion. The Priestess could look after her.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh, brightening. ‘She’s always approved of Sophie. I’ll do that.’ 

 

Sophie remained in her room all afternoon, lying face down on her bed, weeping. Her mother 

concluded that she had quarrelled with her friends. At four o’clock, Gray came to find Sophie. 

He sat by her bed and kissed her hair. She rolled over and saw him, uttered a howl and threw 

her arms about his neck. He fell on to her bed next to her and held her close and kissed her, 

and at once forgot why he had come, and kissed her again … 

About the same time, David Walker came in from work. Julie said, ‘Soph’s in a funny 

mood. I think she’s had a row with her friends. She didn’t eat any lunch and she’s been crying 

in her room all afternoon.’ 

‘Oh, I’ll go and get her out,’ said David, and strode towards the door. 

Gray heard him coming just before he opened the door, and sat up, saying, ‘Your dad’s 

coming.’ Sophie uttered an ‘oh!’ and sat up. David burst in and saw them both sitting on 

Soph’s bed staring at him, their clothes in disorder, Gray’s face defiant, Soph terrified. 

‘Bradley!’ bellowed David. ‘I told you before to keep your hands off my daughter!’ 

‘Don’t worry, Walker,’ retorted Gray, ‘I’m taking her away. The sight won’t trouble you 

ever again.’ 

David caught the sneer in his voice. He saw Bradley’s hair rise, and he knew what it meant 

– and he acted fast. 

‘No!’ he shouted. ‘No! Don’t take Soph!’ and he leapt forward and grabbed his daughter 

around the waist. 

Sophie sobbed, ‘Let go, Dad,’ but Gray stopped the disintegration process and scowled at 

David. 

‘She wants to come with me,’ he said. ‘What’s your problem, Walker?’ 

‘She’s my daughter,’ retorted David. ‘If you take her I’ll have the law on you, Bradley.’ 

‘I am the law,’ sneered Gray. ‘Haven’t you heard?’ 

‘Then I’ll have the journals – the telly – every right-minded person in the galaxy, Bradley, 

I’ll kill you myself, if it’s the last thing I do.’ 

‘Which it will be,’ retorted Gray. 

‘Soph,’ said David desperately, holding tightly to his daughter, ‘Don’t go with this man – 

he’s evil.’ 

‘I love him,’ sobbed Sophie. ‘I love him, I love him!’ 

David felt a tight knot of fear deep in his stomach. What had Bradley done to his pure, 

lovely daughter? She was only fifteen. ‘I’ll kill you, Bradley! I’ll break every bone in your 

body!’ 

Then Julie, hearing the noise, rushed in – and saw her brother. ‘Graham!’ she exclaimed, 

then: ‘What the hell are you doing here? How did you get in?’ 

‘You know he walks through walls, Jules,’ said David ‘He’s come to abduct our daughter.’ 
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Julie’s face became scarlet. Her eyes flashed fury. She seemed to grow three inches – she 

advanced on her brother and dealt him a savage slap on each ear, which – as Gray hadn’t been 

expecting the blow and hadn’t shielded himself – left his head ringing. Sophie’s wail of 

‘Mum! Don’t hurt him! Leave him alone!’ did nothing to mollify her parents. 

Graham shook his head to clear it. He was still holding on to Sophie’s right hand – he 

could still vanish and take her with him, but he would probably take David too. He would 

have to negotiate. 

‘Sophie wants to come with me,’ he said. ‘I’m taking her to Thorion.’ 

‘You child abuser!’ screamed Julie. ‘Leave my daughter alone!’ 

Graham turned to kiss Sophie, found himself looking into David’s murderous eyes and 

stroked Sophie’s face instead. She smiled tearfully at him, and in that smile both her parents 

saw their worst fears fulfilled. Sophie had never looked at anyone else like that – so tenderly, 

so sweetly – it was love. 

‘I’ll kill you, Bradley,’ spluttered David. 

‘Why was Sophie crying earlier?’ demanded Julie. 

‘I wanted him to take me with him and he wouldn’t,’ answered Sophie defiantly. Her tone 

in addressing her mother was pure disdain – so different from her tone to her uncle, thought 

Julie despairingly. 

‘That’s better from you than I expected, Bradley,’ sneered David. 

‘I changed my mind,’ said Gray, ‘as Sophie’s so upset.’ 

‘She’s only a child!’ exclaimed Julie. ‘She isn’t old enough to make her own decisions.’ 

‘I am,’ retorted Sophie. ‘I told you ages ago, I’m going to marry him as soon as I’m old 

enough,’ and she threw her arms about her uncle’s neck. As her father was still holding her 

around the waist, this had the effect of bringing David and Graham face to face across her 

slight body, each looking daggers at the other. 

‘You’ll change your mind,’ exclaimed her mother, ‘as soon as you get out and meet real 

men.’ 

‘I don’t want them,’ – and Sophie kissed her uncle, then howled as her father hauled her 

back. ‘Dad! Stop it! Let me go!’ 

Julie stifled a sob. Was her lovely daughter – her beautiful girl whom she had never known 

how to look after and to whom she had never been a perfect mother, yet she was hers and she 

loved her nevertheless – was her lovely daughter to be snatched from her by this amoral 

monster? She was under no illusions about her brother. She knew his reputation; she was sure 

that he was going to abuse Sophie, and she was horribly convinced that he would soon get 

bored with her and abandon her in a brothel on some faraway planet… 

Sophie looked reproachfully at her uncle. Wasn’t he going to take her away after all? And 

then she became aware that her mother was crying … and she felt rather awkward. She didn’t 

like to see her mother crying. Her father looked very grim. She suddenly had the vague idea 

that she was doing something wrong. 

She looked back at her uncle. He squeezed her hands and said, ‘I know it’s going to be 

very difficult, duck, but perhaps you should stay here for now.’ 

She looked into his eyes, and said silently: But I’ll still see you? 

Yes, just like normal. 

She sighed deeply, bit her lip and lent her head on his shoulder. He stroked her hair … 

‘Bradley, I’ll kill you for this.’ 

Gray looked at David, and then at Julie, who was trying to stifle her sobs, wiping her eyes 

with the sleeves of her jumper. He said, ‘All right. Sophie will stay here now. When she’s 

sixteen she can decide where she wants to be. But if you lay a finger on her while she’s with 

you, I’ll kill you, Walker’ – this last to David. 

‘I wouldn’t harm a hair of her head. Unlike you, Bradley.’ 



 341 

Gray kissed his niece’s forehead, and said, ‘I’ll go, then, but I’ll be back. You can’t keep 

me out, Walker, and I’d advise you not to try.’ Then he gave Sophie another kiss on the 

forehead and said silently: Courage, duck. I’ll be back later, when you’re in bed. 

She sniffed, nodded and kissed him – and let him go. They parted with such tender smiles 

that David wanted to scream. As Gray vanished in a flash of light, Sophie burst into tears 

again. David tried to cuddle her, but she fought him off. 

‘You – I hate you! You sent him away! Oh, Uncle Graham!’ and she burst again into 

floods of tears. 

‘Soph, how could you do it?’ cried her mother. ‘How could you – your uncle – and he’s 

such an evil man – you’ve seen the telly – you’ve read the journals – oh, Soph!’ 

‘Shut up, Mum, he’s not evil, I love him, he’s the loveliest person in the galaxy, he’s kind 

and loving and he loves me and he looks after me –’ 

‘How long have you been seeing him, duck?’ asked David, gravely. 

She shook her head. ‘Not telling you.’ 

Her parents exchanged agonised glances. They both thought: has he ever stopped seeing 

her? 

I’ll kill him, thought David again. He got to his feet. ‘Look, Soph, go and wash your face 

and smarten yourself up, and come and have some tea. You must be done in.’ He took a deep 

breath and let it out. ‘I know I am,’ he said, and headed for the door. 

Julie hesitated. ‘Oh, Soph!’ she cried – but her husband took her arm and pulled her out of 

the room. Sophie heard him say: ‘We need to talk,’ and the door shut behind them. 

The moment they had gone, her uncle reappeared, with a finger to his lips. 

‘Quick!’ she hissed. ‘We can go now.’ 

He shook his head. ‘Better not, duck. They’ll only say I abducted you and cause no end of 

trouble. When you’re sixteen you can come with me legally – I can marry you in public and 

no one can complain.’ 

She nodded emphatically. ‘Yes, that’ll show them!’ 

He kissed her sweetly, and she eagerly returned his kiss. 

In the kitchen, David and Julie were holding a council of war. 

‘She’s only a kid,’ Julie kept repeating, ‘a little kid!’ 

‘Not so little now, duck,’ said David. ‘She’s fifteen – if she were one of those alien types, 

she’d be married by now.’ 

‘Oh, David! How could he do it? My own brother!’ 

‘You know what he’s like, duck.’ 

‘Yes – but I did hope – that he wouldn’t treat his own family like that. Oh, what can we 

do? We must get her away from him.’ 

‘Yes,’ said David firmly. He leaned against the cooker and folded his arms. He had always 

been a tall man, and now – in his late thirties – he was growing broader as well, a mountain of 

a man compared to Graham’s golden slightness. ‘Her trouble is, duck, that she’s never been 

out and met people except her school mates. I suggest we take her out more. I’ll take her 

down the station and introduce her to some of the lads. They’ll show her what real men are 

like – funny, outward going, with respect for law and order. They won’t try anything on – 

they’ll give her a view of real life.’ 

‘Yes. And perhaps I should take her down the gym – she needs to take more exercise.’ 

‘And we need to keep your brother occupied. I’ll get the super to have his mates 

investigated again – that’ll give him something to think about, rather than hanging round 

Soph.’ 

So it was decided, and meanwhile, in their daughter’s room, their daughter and her uncle 

were locked in loving embrace. Until, that is, Gray felt a ringing in his head, and pulled away 

from Sophie sharply. 
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‘What was that?’ she demanded. ‘I heard something!’ 

‘That’s Aoan calling me. I’ll have to go, duck.’ He turned to give her a farewell hug, but 

she interrupted him. ‘Is this that General Aoan that Bill’s so fond of?’ 

‘Yes. She’s very impressed by Bill’s letters. He’s been writing to her for years, hasn’t he?’ 

Sophie scowled. ‘So he keeps telling me. He thinks General Aoan is marvellous.’ 

Gray grinned, and in that grin Sophie saw that she had been right to be jealous of General 

Aoan. ‘Yes, she is.’ 

‘You don’t need to run off just because she calls you.’ 

‘Actually, I do. I’ve left her in charge, and if she’s called me it’s because something’s 

come up I have to deal with. Go and have tea with your mum and dad, duck, and call me 

tomorrow evening.’ He gave her a loving hug, and vanished. 

Sophie scowled. First he asked her to marry him, then he wouldn’t sleep with her, then he 

wouldn’t take her away, then he ran off to see that General Aoan. Did he really love her? She 

thought he did, but if he loved her surely he would want to stay with her all the time? She got 

reluctantly off her bed and went to the bathroom to wash. 

Half an hour later, Sophie walked into her parents’ living room for tea, radiating defiance, 

dressed in old jeans and an old jumper. Her mum said, ‘Now, Sophie duck, how would you 

like to go out this evening? There’s that good film on in town I know you’ve been wanting to 

see.’ 

‘I’m not going out with you,’ spat Sophie, as she sat down at the table and put her elbows 

on the table, head in hands. 

‘Not with us, duck – why don’t you ring up some of your friends and ask them to go with 

you?’ 

Sophie thought quickly. She could call Uncle Graham and ask him to come too. 

‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll do that.’ 

‘Go and do it now, duck,’ said Julie, ‘and then I’ll serve up tea.’ 

So Sophie ran to phone Anne, Sally, Elma, Bill, Jack and Sean. She also called her uncle in 

her mind: Uncle Graham! Meet me in the Odeon at 7.30, like you did for my fourteenth 

birthday! 

She felt his gentle touch in her mind, a soft ‘Yes, Soph,’ like a breeze, like grass yielding 

to her touch, and she was happy. 

 

Bill, however, was not happy. Sophie wanted to sit away from him, and he wanted to sit next 

to her. At last he got Sally and Jack to move along, and he sat on her left. Then that friend of 

hers turned up and sat on her other side. Bill snapped, ‘You again! Where did you come 

from?’ 

Sophie and the stranger ignored him. They smiled at each other – the stranger squeezed her 

hand – Bill could have screamed. ‘Hey, she’s my girlfriend, if you don’t mind,’ he said 

boldly. 

Sophie rounded on him. ‘I’m not your girlfriend.’ 

‘You are.’ 

‘I’m not. We’ve never been out – you’ve never kissed me or anything.’ 

‘That’s because I respect you. And I haven’t asked you out because we always all go out 

together.’ 

‘How’s your training, Bill?’ asked the stranger. 

‘It’s OK! No thanks to you for asking.’ 

Then the lights began to dim – everyone cried, ‘Shhh, shhhh,’ and the film began. 

Bill tried to hold Sophie’s hand, but her back was turned to him. He looked at her and 

realised with a stab of horror that she was kissing that bloke. Who the hell was he? He had 
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thought that her parents wouldn’t let her see anyone, they were that strict with her, with her 

dad a policeman and all. He hissed, ‘Hey – none of that. No nookey.’ 

Sophie detached herself from her friend. ‘Bill – shut up,’ she hissed. ‘Go away.’ 

‘I won’t. I didn’t come here to – I came out with you. Don’t let him do that.’ 

‘Shut up.’ 

Bill got to his feet. ‘I won’t.’ He spoke to the stranger: ‘You – outside.’ 

‘Sit down,’ several people hissed. 

The stranger turned to Bill. ‘Come out, then, and let Soph watch the film.’ 

‘No,’ said Sophie. 

‘Yes,’ said the stranger, kissed her on the cheek, got up and left the auditorium. Bill 

squeezed past Sophie and followed him. 

The stranger led the way down the passage to the door, Bill following. Bill expected to find 

himself in the open area at the top of the stairs, but instead they went down the passage, 

through a door at the end, and out into bright sunlight. As it had been evening when he went 

into the cinema, Bill stopped short with shock. He stared even more when he looked at the 

stranger and recognised him. 

‘You’re – you’re Soph’s uncle,’ he said. ‘Graham Bradley.’ 

‘Yes,’ said the other. ‘And you’re wasted on Sophie, Bill. When I told Aoan that I was 

coming to see Sophie this evening, she told me to bring you back with me. She’s worried 

about the company you’re keeping.’ 

‘What, Soph? But she’s perfect!’ 

Bill was interested to see Graham Bradley’s face twist. ‘Well – she’s very sweet, but not 

perfect. Bill, you’ve got a fan here that I’d like you to meet. She should be somewhere 

around: ah, here she comes. Lysa, this is Bill Townsend.’ 

Bill blinked and looked about him. He realised that not only was he in bright sunlight, but 

he was standing in a courtyard, surrounded by green plants, and beyond the plants a fine 

building – and out of a door in said building had just stepped the most beautiful girl he had 

ever set eyes upon. 

‘Who?’ – he began, then stopped, lost for words. 

‘This is my daughter, Lysa. Lyssie, come and meet Bill. He’s shy.’ 

Lysa came across the courtyard, a dazzling smile on her face, and spoke in English. ‘Hello, 

Bill. Aoan has said such lovely things about you. She shows me your letters, and I’ve been 

longing to meet you. You want to join the space fleet, don’t you? I’d love to be your friend.’ 

She stopped in front of Bill, and held out her right hand. ‘Welcome to Gustu.’ 

Bill shook her hand and muttered something which might have been, ‘Thank you very 

much.’ 

‘Lysa, show Bill round the palace. I’m sure he’d love to see it,’ said her father. ‘I’ll be with 

Aoan and your mum when you’ve finished. I’ll have to take Bill back home, but you’ve got 

about an hour.’ Gray usually reckoned to be able to twist time by an hour across the galactic 

arm. 

‘Come on,’ said Lysa to her guest, ‘come and look round,’ and she took Bill’s right hand in 

her left and led him away. 

Gray went to find Aoan and Anja. He was feeling a little ashamed of himself, partly for 

abandoning Sophie (but I’ll go back to her almost the moment I left, he told himself), and for 

winding Bill up, but mostly because Aoan and Anja had given him a thorough tongue-lashing. 

Sophie was only a human, she was his niece, she was far too young for him, he had plenty of 

pets already, Rose would have been ashamed of him, and he had enough to do without 

inventing troubles for himself. ‘I know you’re grieving over Rose,’ said Anja, ‘but, darling, 

you know these humans only live a few years. You always knew she was going to die soon. 

And we all love you. You don’t need to go getting young humans into trouble.’ 
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‘You can’t make Sophie into a pet,’ said Aoan. ‘We need your relatives in government, not 

in your bed. And if she had any sense, she’d be planning to be Bill Townsend’s partner, not 

yours. That young man is seriously impressive. Where is he?’ 

‘I expect he’ll be at the film with Sophie,’ Gray had said. 

‘Then bring him over here. I want to meet him. He can meet Lysa too – she’s been dying to 

meet him for ages,’ said Aoan. 

So Gray had brought Bill over, and introduced him to Lysa, and now he made his way to 

find his sister and his wife, feeling somewhat chastened. He knew that Sophie was not as 

brilliant, or brave, or lovely as Aoan or Anja, but she did love him dearly in her own way, and 

he felt that she was his own special love, whom he didn’t have to share with anyone else. And 

the look on her face when she realised that he’d been married to Rose, and hadn’t told her, 

had almost broken his heart. He had seen then how much she longed to marry him, and he 

wanted to make her happy, to make it up to her somehow, to bring a smile to that stricken 

face … 

Aoan was sitting with Anja in the lounge, going through government papers, with the 

computer slab next to them – each had a hand in the dancing lights, checking data, sending 

instructions, authorising this and confirming that. They both looked up as he entered and 

welcomed him with big smiles: ‘Gray! You’re back safe. How are Bill and Lysa getting on?’ 

asked Aoan. 

‘I think Bill’s completely smitten.’ 

‘Good,’ said Aoan. ‘Lysa will show him how good a girl can be.’ 

‘What did Lysa think of Bill?’ asked Anja. 

‘I think she liked what she saw.’ 

‘That’s a relief! Sit down, darling. We were just packing up for the evening.’ 

Gray thought that they didn’t look like anything of the sort, but he was happy to sit down 

on the floor cushions with them, and put the slab aside and help them put their papers away, 

and chat and fool around a little – a tickling match, a bit of a romp, some erotic playtime – 

until they heard the children coming, and tidied themselves up just before Bill and Lysa came 

in, hand in hand. 

‘Mum, Dad!’ cried Lysa. ‘Bill and I want to get married.’ 

Bill said nothing. He just stood and smiled at Lysa, utter devotion in his big brown eyes. 

‘Oh, dear – you’re a bit young,’ said Anja, coming over all mother-with-responsibilities, 

having been the mad young lover just moments before. 

‘We’re not! Bill’s going to come here to train, and we’ll set up home together.’ 

‘Sit down,’ said Aoan. ‘We’ll talk this through.’ 
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3. What happened to Bill 

 

Sophie was annoyed with her uncle. He disappeared for half the film, but at last he and Bill 

came back about a quarter of an hour from the end. Bill sat down on one side of her and 

stared at the screen, and her uncle sat on the other side. Her uncle put his arm around her and 

kissed her, and she settled back into his embrace, but she was aware that Bill seemed a bit 

spaced-out. He hadn’t even greeted her when he came back. The thought of this distracted her 

from her uncle, and she didn’t really enjoy the rest of the time in the cinema. 

After the film was over, her uncle disappeared with a ‘See you, Soph,’ and she was left to 

get herself and the others home. The rest were in a really good mood, laughing and joking 

over the film (which had been a good one – she was glad they’d come to see it) – except for 

Bill, who didn’t say anything much on the way home. She asked: ‘Are you OK?’ and he just 

nodded and said, ‘Yeah.’ That was all she could get out of him. He didn’t have a black eye or 

anything, so she assumed that her uncle had just talked to him and explained the situation.  

She was relieved that Bill wasn’t bothering her, but on the other hand she was hurt because 

he’d stopped bothering her. He used to keep seeking her out and telling her things about 

General Aoan that she didn’t want to know, but now he hardly spoke to her at all. That 

evening he hardly even said ‘Good night’ when they got back to New Parks, and over the next 

few days he never even spoke to her at school. After school they used to walk part of the way 

home together, but now he just vanished straight after class and she had no idea where he’d 

gone. 

Bill’s mother also noticed that Bill wasn’t acting normally. He seemed to be in a 

permanent daze, and he wouldn’t tell her what was wrong. One morning she marched him off 

to the local G.P.’s surgery on an early ‘emergency’ appointment, and asked the G.P. to tell her 

whether Bill had had a fall on the head. The G.P. shoo’ed Bill’s mum out of the consulting 

room and asked Bill where he’d been recently to get so spaced out. 

‘I went to the cinema. I met someone.’ 

‘Who?’ 

‘I met someone Sophie Walker knows.’ 

‘Don’t you remember what happened?’ 

‘Not really.’ 

‘Did they hit you?’ 

‘No. Not really.’ 

The G.P. examined Bill, shining a light into his eyes, then checked his reflexes and could 

find nothing wrong. She decided that Bill must have had some sort of shock. Bill’s mum then 

decided that he must have been attacked at the cinema, and went to the police. 

Sophie’s dad had taken her down to the police station on the day after the big row, ‘to 

show you what life’s really like, Soph,’ and she had enjoyed herself so much chatting to the 

young policemen that he took her back again later in the week. She was not alarmed when one 

of her dad’s colleagues asked her to come into a side room, ‘Just for a little chat,’ but when he 

started asking her about the trip to the cinema earlier in the week she got worried. 

‘Who was with you?’ asked the policeman. 

‘Anne, Sally, Elma, Bill, Jack and Sean.’ 

‘Did another person join you later?’ He noticed that she grew alarmed at the question. 

‘No.’ 

‘Bill said that they did.’ 

‘There was someone we know from school. It wasn’t anything. We didn’t talk to them.’ 

He couldn’t cross-examine her as he would have liked – she was Dave Walker’s daughter, 

and if she told Dave, there’d be trouble. But he was satisfied that she was lying. 
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‘OK, duck,’ he said. ‘That’s all I wanted.’ 

 

He spoke to Dave later. ‘Your daughter went out to the cinema earlier this week with some 

mates.’ 

Dave was surprised. ‘Yes, she did. What about it?’ 

‘Apparently there was some sort of argument and one of the lads was hurt. Did Sophie 

mention it?’ 

Dave shook his head emphatically. ‘No.’ 

‘I asked her too and she denies it happened.’ 

‘So, it never happened.’ 

‘But her friend says it did. And he’s in a bad way. In a permanent daze. His mum’s very 

concerned.’ 

‘So? Sophie wasn’t there.’ 

‘Her friend says she was.’ 

Dave frowned. ‘I’ll have a word with her about it.’ 

 

He asked Sophie later, when she was with Anne and Sally, about to set out on a shopping 

trip – and all three agreed that Bill was in a bad way, but denied all knowledge of how it had 

happened. Dave let the matter drop. 

 

Bill was in his room. He knew he was acting oddly, but he couldn’t help it. He sat at his desk, 

put his forehead in his hands and concentrated. 

Oh, you who rule the stars and planets – answer me. 

– Here I am. 

He opened his eyes. Graham Bradley was there, and with him the sweet vision of his eyes, 

the joy of his heart. Bill jumped up and threw his arms about Lysa’s neck. They hugged each 

other and exchanged warm kisses, and then Graham Bradley put his arms about both of them 

and whirled them through space, back to a quiet, grassy meadow on Gustu, where summer 

flowers grew and birds sang, and the two young lovers could run and jump and play together, 

and talk and kiss and be together for a while every evening. Gray would leave them there and 

go back to work, and come back around an hour later to take Bill back home and Lysa back to 

the government palace before either of their mothers could panic. 

 

Bill’s mum was making tea in the kitchen. She assumed that Bill must be doing his 

homework, and thought that she should feel relieved that he was getting on with work even 

though he was acting so oddly – but found that she couldn’t convince herself. No, whatever 

she tried to tell herself, she was still worried about Bill. She put down the kitchen knife, 

washed and dried her hands, and went upstairs to check on her son. 

She knocked on the door, calling, ‘Bill? Are you OK? Would you like a hot drink?’ 

There was no reply. 

‘Bill, duck, are you OK?’ 

Still silence, and all her fears returned in a rush. She knocked again and pushed open the 

door – he wasn’t there. The room was full of junk, clothes strewed the floor, the desk was 

covered in pieces of paper, Bill’s bag and its contents were all over the bed – but there was no 

Bill. 

Bill’s mum panicked. She rushed into the room, crying, ‘Bill! Bill! Where are you?’ She 

looked under the bed, under the desk – there was no sign of him anywhere (later she asked 

herself why on Earth she had looked under the bed and under the desk, but she was in such a 

panic, then, that she simply looked everywhere). She looked out of the window – had he gone 

out that way? She hadn’t heard him leave the house – she ran down the stairs, and – still in 
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her apron and slippers, not even pausing to put on a coat – she ran out into the street, crying: 

‘Bill! Bill? Can you hear me?’ 

Then – oh joy of joys! She saw a familiar figure coming down the street towards her, with 

another figure at its side and two more behind. She didn’t stop to ask who the others might be, 

but ran down the street and flung her arms about him, weeping: ‘Bill! Where have you been?’ 

‘Sorry, Mum,’ he muttered. ‘I’ve been gone longer than I meant to.’ 

She held him close, crying: ‘Never, ever do that to me again,’ and then looked up at his 

companions, and recognised them at once. Her mouth dropped open. She straightened up – 

still holding on to Bill. 

‘General Bradley! General Aoan!’ she stammered, ‘What – what are you doing here? What 

has Bill been up to? I hope he’s been behaving himself.’ 

Lord Aoan smiled broadly and said, ‘Completely, Mrs Townsend. Your son is brilliant, 

and he’ll be a fine space pilot,’ and Bill’s mum felt herself glow with pride. Graham Bradley 

said: ‘Mrs Townsend, could we have a talk with you about your son? He’s very promising – 

you know he wants to join the Imperial Fleet.’ 

She nodded wordlessly. 

‘We’d like him to start as soon as possible. And my daughter would like to meet you as 

well.’ 

He gestured at the figure who had been walking with Bill, who – Bill’s mum now realised 

– had been holding Bill’s hand as they came down the street. She looked at the figure, and 

realised that it was a very attractive young woman. She had a triangular face and a slightly 

pixie look about her, and Bill’s mum had an idea that this meant that she wasn’t actually a 

human girl but Gustu. As a member of Earth’s pro-Imperial movement she had more 

awareness of the different Federal races than most of Britain’s population, but there were very 

few Gustu living in Britain at that time because of the relatively cold, wet climate of that 

region. It was a bit of a shock for her to realise that her Bill had found himself such a pretty 

girl, and that this girl wasn’t human, but she smiled as well as she could at the young woman 

and said, ‘Pleased to meet you.’ 

‘Hello, Mrs Townsend,’ said the other, holding out her right hand to shake, with the most 

brilliantly welcoming smile Bill’s mum had ever seen. Her accent was slightly ‘foreign’, but 

her enunciation was clear. ‘I’m Lysa. I’ve been looking forward so much to meeting you. Bill 

says you’re the best mum in the world.’ 

Mrs Townsend blinked, and for some unaccountable reason felt tears rise in her eyes. She 

shook the proffered hand warmly. ‘How nice to meet you, Lysa. Would you all like to come 

back for some tea? Bill hasn’t had his tea yet, and his dad isn’t due in for another hour, but if 

you’re able to wait, he’d love to meet you all.’ 

‘Yes, I think we’ll do that,’ said Aoan, with a casual assumption of control which 

momentarily staggered Mrs Townsend, until she remembered again that this stunning 

Imperial woman was a general. ‘I’d like to talk to both Bill’s parents.’ 

‘While Bill eats his tea,’ said General Bradley, ‘we’ll explain to you, Mrs Townsend, and 

then explain to your husband later.’ 

So they all walked back up the street. Mrs Townsend glowed with pride at the thought that 

her son, her Bill, had attracted the attention of these two great generals. And as for General 

Bradley’s daughter, she was beautiful, and such a charming girl! 

Back at the house, she sent Bill to wash his hands and then made him sit at the table and 

eat his meal. Once he was seated and eating – Lysa sat up at the table too, next to him – the 

two lords sat cross-legged on the sofa at the other end of the lounge-dining room, told Bill’s 

mum to sit down too (she sat in an easy chair), and began to explain. 

‘Sophie tells me that Bill has been a bit foggy-headed recently,’ said General Bradley. ‘I’m 

afraid it’s my fault.’ 
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Sophie, thought Bill’s mum, of course! Sophie Walker was Graham Bradley’s niece. Of 

course – that was how Bill came to know him. 

‘I told Bill not to tell anyone I’d been talking to him because I thought you would only 

worry,’ Graham Bradley said. ‘I’ve had so much trouble from my sister and brother-in-law – 

Sophie’s parents – over the years.’ 

Bill’s mum nodded understandingly. 

‘I took Bill over to Gustu planet to see Aoan. You know he’s been writing to her, asking to 

get on the space training programme, and Aoan wanted to meet him. She’s very impressed.’ 

He looked at Aoan, who took over the conversation. 

‘Mrs Townsend, your son has all the qualities required to be a space pilot. He loves novelty 

and adventure, he’s brave, he’s intelligent, he has initiative.’ 

Bill listened with some embarrassment, but Lysa smiled at him reassuringly, so he kept on 

eating his meal. Mrs Townsend sat and listened to Lord Aoan’s praise of her son, nodding as 

necessary and glowing with pride. When Lord Aoan said, ‘I’d really like to take him back 

with him now and get him on the early stage of the programme,’ she almost said, ‘Yes,’ but 

stopped herself just in time. 

‘His dad and I would be broken-hearted to have him so far away, while he’s so young,’ she 

said. ‘But I know he’d love to do it.’ 

At the table, Bill nodded vigorously. 

‘If he can’t come full time, may I borrow him every afternoon after school and send him 

back in time for the evening meal? Then he can at least get started, and when he reaches 

sixteen I hope you’ll let him come to Gustu for good and enter the full training programme. 

At least then he’ll be well on the way to catching up with what he’s missed in Earth schools.’ 

‘So he’d only be gone for a few hours each day?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Graham Bradley. ‘I’d take him and bring him back.’ 

‘Well, I can’t say without asking his dad, but I’d think that would be OK.’ 

‘Thanks, Mum!’ came a voice from the table. Bill’s mum heard a soft voice say something 

too low for her to catch, and a thought struck her. 

‘Is Lysa on the space pilot programme too?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Lysa. ‘I’m training to be a diplomat, so I have to learn to fly the ships and know 

how they are used. Don’t worry, Mrs Townsend – I’ll look after Bill for you.’ 

From some girls, that would have been a threat; but Bill’s mum did not find Lysa 

threatening. She thought that she was the nicest young lady she had met for years, and would 

be an excellent friend for Bill. She smiled, and nodded her thanks; and Bill and Lysa grinned 

at each other and squeezed each other’s hands in success. 

 

Bill’s dad got in from work at six-thirty pm, to be met by his son demanding, ‘Dad, can I go? 

Can I?’ and his wife saying, ‘We’ve got visitors, dear,’ and then, behind her in the lounge, 

rising as he entered, the unmistakeable figures of General Graham Bradley and General Aoan 

Sommerer, and with them the prettiest girl he had seen for a long time.  

He was all but overcome at the sight of the two generals. As a member of Earth’s pro-

Imperial movement he had followed their careers for the last fifteen-odd years, and he could 

hardly speak for joy and astonishment. He spluttered something about their being welcome to 

his humble abode. He bowed. They came up to him and shook his hand and congratulated him 

on having such an intelligent son, so devoted to the Imperial cause. He blushed for pride. 

They urged him to take off his coat and sit down and they would explain why they had come, 

as they had already explained to his wife. And all the time, Bill was at his elbow, saying, 

‘Dad, please can I go? Lysa will be there too.’ And the beautiful young girl held out her hand 

to him and said, ‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Townsend. I’m Lysa – I’m Graham Bradley’s 

daughter.’ 
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His daughter. Bill’s dad realised that he had been vaguely aware that Graham Bradley had 

children, but he had never seen pictures or even heard their names. Now here was one of 

them, as stunning to look at as her father, with the same winning smile and way of persuading 

you the moment you set eyes on her. He’d read about the Imperials’ powers and that this was 

how they won victories and ruled the Empire. It had made him a little uneasy about their 

government, although it was clearly far preferable to Federal despotism. But now he met the 

two Imperial generals, and set eyes on young Lysa, he realised that it would be all right. They 

were charming and won you round, but they were clearly good-hearted people who were 

acting in your best interests, not their own. He looked at Lysa, at General Aoan, at General 

Bradley, and knew that he would trust them with his life. He had supported them for years, 

but now he really trusted them. 

He sat down in his favourite armchair, while the two Imperials sat on the sofa and his wife 

sat in the other easy chair. Bill and Lysa pulled up chairs from the dining table and sat down. 

The two Imperials explained why they had come, and Bill’s dad listened in astonishment and 

pleasure at their praise for his son. At last he said, ‘What do you say, Tessa?’ – to his wife. 

‘I said as long as he’s only gone a couple of hours I think it will be OK,’ said his wife 

gravely. ‘I’m sure they’ll look after him – they have so far – and Bill is anxious to go.’ 

‘And what about Lysa?’ Bill’s dad looked at the lovely young girl seated at his son’s side. 

Were the two holding hands? Yes, they were. It must be love – did he want his son to marry 

an alien? It was all rather sudden, and only a couple of weeks ago Bill had been talking about 

Sophie Walker as if he was hoping to marry her some day, and now Sophie was out of the 

running and this lovely alien had taken her place – but, he had to keep reminding himself, she 

wasn’t really an alien, because she was Graham Bradley’s daughter, and Graham Bradley was 

human, or at least he used to be human. It was all so confusing, and difficult to decide what 

was best … 

‘I’m on the training programme too,’ Lysa was saying. ‘Bill and I want to be together.’ 

‘You know you’ve always said I should take my opportunities, Dad,’ said Bill. ‘Well, this 

is my opportunity and I want to take it.’ 

‘Well,’ said his dad, ‘provided you behave yourself and do as you’re told. And you must 

remember to be back for tea.’ 

Bill and Lysa looked at each other, their faces alight with pure joy. ‘Of course I will,’ said 

Bill. 

Mrs Townsend got to her feet. ‘If that’s settled, I’ll serve up tea, Brian. Now – my lords – 

would you like something? Can I get anything for you?’ 

But Graham Bradley shook his golden head and said, ‘No, thank you Mrs Townsend. We 

ate before we came.’ 

‘Mum,’ said Bill, ‘can I show them my stuff in my room?’ 

His mum winced at the thought of the state of his room, but decided that it was Bill’s 

responsibility. ‘All right, if they want to see it – but don’t bore them.’ 

‘I won’t.’ Bill jumped up, still holding Lysa’s hand. ‘Come on,’ he said to his guests, and 

led them out of the room and upstairs. His parents heard him say, ‘That’s Deb’s room – she’s 

at university – that’s Mum and Dad’s room, there’s the bathroom – this is my room,’ and they 

heard him lead them in and say, ‘I’m afraid it’s a bit of a mess.’ 

Bill’s mum laughed heartily to herself, and served up the evening meal for herself and her 

husband. They ate in peace, keeping half an ear open to the conversation upstairs: they heard 

Lysa exclaim over something (the state of Bill’s bed, thought his mum to herself); they heard 

General Aoan’s voice, dry and amused, but they couldn’t make out words; they heard Graham 

Bradley say, ‘I didn’t know that there was so much publicity material in existence,’ and Bill’s 

response, ‘You haven’t seen half of it.’ 
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‘I never thought he’d end up showing all his fan collection to the people in the fan 

collection,’ remarked Bill’s mum. 

‘He’s done all right for himself,’ his dad said. ‘I wonder how he managed such a stroke of 

luck?’ 

‘You know Sophie Walker is Graham Bradley’s niece. I expect she introduced them.’ 

‘Funny that Sophie should introduce Bill to a rival.’ 

‘She probably didn’t realise that Lysa was a rival.’ 

‘She’s a fool if she didn’t. That is a lovely girl – so pleasant and friendly. Quite different 

from Sophie.’ 

‘Well – Sophie is young. I think Lysa is more mature.’ 

Both parents nodded at that thought, and went on with their meal. Both of them thought 

‘wedding bells,’ but neither spoke the thought aloud, thinking that the other would ridicule the 

suggestion. But when Bill and Lysa eventually came down from his room, still hand in hand, 

with the two Imperials behind them, and Bill said, ‘I’m taking them for a walk to show them 

around,’ both parents nodded to themselves again, and said almost in unison, ‘OK, but don’t 

be late back.’ Then they settled down to watch the visual, remembering their own courting 

days and not expecting Bill back until late. 

 

So Bill and Lysa’s relationship changed from simply enjoying themselves together to space 

training together. Lysa’s schooling moved on to include training in cosmology, the theory of 

space flight, and – as she showed an aptitude for it – basic space piloting. Each day after 

school, Bill came over to Gustu to join Lysa’s school classes for a couple of hours. Usually 

Gray picked him up from his house and brought him to Gustu, but if Gray was too busy Aoan 

would take a deep breath and fetch him herself. It was worth it, she said, to see how well the 

young human was coming on, and to see how happy Lysa was. 

Lysa was about an Earth year younger than Bill, and around six months younger than 

Sophie. Gustu children mature socially more quickly than human children, although they 

become sexually mature later. So Lysa wasn’t ready for marriage, if marriage is for sex; but if 

marriage is for companionship, then she was certainly old enough. Young Gustu often set up 

permanent partnerships before they are actually ready for a sexual relationship, purely on the 

basis of friendship. Aoan kept a motherly eye on Lysa’s progress, as if she were a kind of 

surrogate daughter – the daughter of her cara Grehoan, her ‘other self’, and of her dear friend 

Anja. 

Anja had been worried at first that her daughter would find it all too much work, and that 

her relationship with Bill would undermine her school work, but she soon saw that neither 

occurred and that, on the contrary, Lysa and Bill were urging each other on to greater and 

greater things. So she tried to relax and enjoy her daughter’s happiness, telling herself that 

she’d better enjoy it now because soon Lysa would be wanting to set up home with Bill, and 

perhaps cross the sectors and go to Trer to work for General Aoan. It would be a good move 

for both of them. She would hate not seeing Lysa every day, but she was sure that Aoan 

would look after them. 

In the meantime, Aoan moved back and forth between Trer and Gustu on a daily basis. 

Although she hated the ‘transference’ which Greh used, she found it was the only practical 

means of keeping in touch with both ends of the Empire, as she now called it. Lord Wiroan 

had certainly known what he was doing when he gave Greh the power to transfer himself 

across space, but she still found that it gave her a terrible headache. 

She had to keep whizzing back and forth, not only to check up on Bill and Lysa, and to see 

Anja and ensure that all was well on Gustu, but to keep an eye on Greh. He seemed to be 

getting over Rose’s death, but she knew that he wasn’t. He was still sick at heart – his aura 

was ragged round the edges and a sick yellowish-brown colour – and he was spending a lot of 



 351 

time with his pets. He spent a lot of time with his pet on Taratradene (Renual, but Aoan could 

never remember the names of all Greh’s pets) and with the pair on Bessiday (Ragnor and 

Sarah), and when she called him in her mind she was sure that she was usually hauling him 

out of some human’s bed. He would appear looking relatively cheerful, but with his aura all 

jagged and twisted. The only times he looked even half decent was when he had been with 

her, or Faroan on Thorion, or Anja and the children on Gustu, or – Aoan hated to think it – on 

Earth with Sophie. She tried to go with him when he went to Earth, or to send Ray or Carl 

with him, and insist that they went to Mick’s and didn’t go anywhere near Sophie, but she 

knew he was seeing a lot of his niece and she didn’t know what she could do about it. She 

could only hope that Wiroan would be as good as his word and would prevent Greh from 

shaming himself and the government by seducing his niece while she was underage. 

In this hope she was joined by Sophie’s parents, who were doing all they could to keep 

Sophie away from Gray and to keep Gray occupied. Gray and Mick found that their business 

was being hassled by the authorities, export and import documentation was suddenly 

mysteriously ‘out of order’, and there were piles of new forms to complete. Gray’s contacts in 

Earth Security suggested to him that Dave Walker’s boss was behind this, at Dave’s request. 

Gray reckoned that this was probably what had happened, but it was almost impossible to do 

anything about it. Earth’s trading systems were such a mass of red bureaucratic tape that it 

was easier to pay up and fill in the new forms rather than try to fight the system. It infuriated 

him, but it did have the required effect (in Aoan’s view) of making him too busy to hang 

around Sophie. Meanwhile, Julie took her daughter ‘down the gym’ in the evenings and at 

weekends to ‘meet people’ and get some exercise, and Dave took her along to off-duty social 

events at the police station. Sophie was annoyed that she couldn’t get more time to herself to 

spend with her uncle, but she did enjoy going out with her parents, and meeting good-looking 

young men who had lots of exciting stories to tell her about criminal gangs and desperate 

rescues and brushes with death. 

Bill’s parents grew prouder and prouder of him. From what he told them, he was coming 

on in leaps and bounds in learning about space craft and how to fly a ship, how to navigate, 

how to manoeuvre close to planets, etc., etc. In addition, when Gray and Aoan brought him 

back in the evenings they sometimes stayed to give his parents a report, which was always 

glowing. Lysa would accompany Bill, and sit next to him on the sofa, holding his hands and 

staring at him in adoration. 

At weekends, Bill would go over to Gustu or Lysa would come to Leicester for the day and 

they would rush about together, exploring their worlds anew with all the excitement of seeing 

the familiar surroundings through the fresh eyes of their loved one. They had romantic 

evening walks and taught each other the constellations of their respective skies, so that when 

they were far apart they could look up at each other’s stars. During the week, Bill found his 

old school boring, and he had to keep fending his friends off when they asked him to come 

round after school (‘I’m busy. Can I see you this evening?’). He didn’t want to have to 

explain about Lysa, or Lord Greh, or Lord Aoan. He had an idea that it would upset Sophie, 

and his friends would tease him for having a girlfriend. They’d probably say unkind things 

about her being a Gustu girl, and then if they saw her they’d want to run off with her. Bill 

thought it was better to keep Lysa a secret to himself. 

Sophie knew that Bill was going over to Gustu each evening to train on space ships, 

because her uncle had told her. He’d asked her if she’d like to go too, but she had refused; she 

much preferred to go out shopping with Anne and Sally, or down the gym with her mum. 

Lysa and Krissie were ‘quite nice’, as she put it to her uncle, ‘but we don’t have much in 

common.’ Gray nodded. He knew that Sophie found it difficult to cope with the idea that 

Lysa, Krissie and Bernie were his children; and she was jealous of Anja. He also knew that 

Sophie wasn’t as intelligent as his children and found it hard to keep up with them. 
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But he loved her nevertheless. She was loving and passionate. He’d proposed to her in a 

moment of compassion and affection, but he intended to keep to his promise. He would marry 

her – but, mindful of what Julie Smythe had said to him (he preferred to forget what Aoan and 

Anja had said) – he would wait until she was sixteen. And then – he hadn’t thought through 

what he would do. He could hardly take her to Gustu; he had no intention of setting up some 

sort of harem, despite Aimee Neasden’s jibes. Perhaps Sophie should have that house of hers 

in Thurcaston – but what would her mum say? He shook off the thought and mentally put the 

matter aside for the moment. He’d find some solution, he told himself. 

 Sophie’s friends didn’t know what Bill was up to, and were a bit annoyed at him for not 

telling them. A few incidents served to make them more curious. One day, as they were 

walking home from school, Bill suddenly said, ‘Oh – must go,’ and dashed off in the opposite 

direction to meet a man and a younger girl. It was Gray and Lysa, but none of them 

recognised Gray at that distance, and of course none of them knew Lysa. Sophie realised that 

it was probably her uncle, but decided not to rush off after Bill because she didn’t want her 

mum to hear any rumours about her meeting her uncle. So she just said, ‘Trust Bill to go 

running off,’ and walked on down the street. Elma said, ‘So that’s who Bill meets. Shall we 

follow him?’ 

‘No,’ said Jack, ‘they look boring to me.’ 

‘Let’s go to the Co-Op,’ said Sophie quickly, ‘I want some fizzy-pop.’ 

So they went to buy some bottles of the popular beverage. But Elma’s curiosity was 

aroused, and she pestered Bill on the matter the following day. Bill, however, just said it was 

a friend of his parents and his daughter, and refused to elaborate. 

Bill’s friends also noticed that Bill was becoming very knowledgeable about certain 

subjects. He was way ahead of them all in language class – he spoke ‘Federation’ better than 

any of them. He knew so much about spaceships and space that they started calling him ‘Mr 

Space.’ Even Sophie was a little jealous. Bill also raced ahead in physics, until he was so far 

ahead of the rest of the class that the teacher accused him of swotting on the sly. ‘Where did 

you get all this from?’ 

‘I’ve been having classes after school,’ said Bill offhandedly. ‘I’m going to Gustu when 

I’ve got my school leaving exams, and I’m going to train as a space pilot.’ 

‘Have they been sending you pre-course material to study?’ asked his teacher, interested. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘I’d be interested to see some of it.’ 

So Bill – with Aoan’s permission – brought some of the course material back from Gustu, 

and he and his teacher sat down during break time and went through it together. Bill had to 

translate some of it, because it was in the Gustu version of the Federation language, which 

isn’t quite the same as what humans learn at school – but Bill was so fluent now that this 

wasn’t a problem. His teacher was absolutely fascinated with the course, saying: ‘I wish I 

could teach all this here. When you get on to your course, Bill, ask them to send us the course 

material so we can run it here. There’s no reason why Earth children shouldn’t have access to 

all this material.’ 

Fair point, thought Bill, and he passed the idea on to Aoan. Eventually the course did get to 

Earth, but it took her several years to get it past Earth’s educational experts. That, however, is 

peripheral to this story. 

Bill’s friends took note of Bill’s achievements. It was tempting for them to call him ‘swot’ 

and even to pick fights with him – but Bill was growing taller and stronger and he was more 

than a match for his friends. The physical training that he had to do as part of the space pilot 

course, as well as all the exercise he was getting, running around with Lysa, was making him 

very fit. He was not a youth to meddle with. 
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One lad who did – Sean – quickly learnt his error. Bill knocked his legs from under him 

with a well-aimed kick and was on his back in a moment, pinning him down. It was a trick he 

had learnt from the Gustu instructor, ‘essential for dealing with hostile life forms,’ as she had 

put it. 

‘Give in! Or I’ll flatten you.’ 

‘I give in. Let go!’ Bill released his friend, who crawled to his feet, muttering furiously. 

‘How the hell did you learn to fight like that?’ 

‘His parents’ friends teach him,’ said Elma, and Bill just smiled and shook his head. 

 

During the summer holidays, Bill spent more and more time with Lysa. They were not, of 

course, Lysa’s summer holidays, as the Gustu year does not match the Earth year, and in any 

case Lysa’s school terms were different from the school terms in Leicester. But Lysa did get 

two weeks’ holiday between two school sessions, as she called them, and Bill got permission 

from his parents to spend most of those two weeks on Gustu as a guest of Anja and Gray. Bill 

would have loved Lysa to come and stay with him in New Parks, and Lysa would have been 

glad to have come, but Anja would not hear of her daughter staying overnight on ‘that 

barbarous planet.’ So Lysa had to settle for getting her father or Lord Aoan to bring her to see 

Bill at his home for a day and then going home, and having Bill come to stay with her. 

Bill had a glorious time on Gustu planet. He didn’t admit to anyone that he was absolutely 

terrified about going for two weeks, but he was determined to go, to be with Lysa; and he 

thought that Sophie’s uncle Graham would make sure that he was OK. In fact he didn’t see 

Sophie’s uncle very much, although he would drop in every day to see Lysa and her mum and 

sister and brother, but mostly he was away: ‘On Trer,’ explained Lysa, ‘helping to govern the 

Empire. He has to be there most of the time.’ When Bill asked, ‘Couldn’t he do that from 

here?’ Lysa said, ‘Oh, no! Trer is where the Imperial government is now.’ 

Bill, who was aware (through his parent’s pro-Imperial interests) that there is an emperor 

on Thorion, asked: ‘What about the Emperor?’ and was surprised when Lysa became agitated. 

‘Well, he is emperor of the Empire and my Daddy is emperor of the Federation and the parts 

of the Empire which don’t really pay attention to Thorion. And he’s my Daddy’s partner.’ 

Bill assumed that this meant ‘Business partner,’ so didn’t ask her to explain. ‘So there are 

two emperors?’ 

‘There are, but my Daddy isn’t called emperor. But everyone knows that he is.’ 

Bill knew that this was true, and decided not to ask any more questions. 

He and Lysa spent most of the two weeks sightseeing around Gustu, exploring the 

countryside and simply enjoying each other’s company. Anja was happy to see her daughter 

so settled with such a pleasant young male; although he was a human, she knew that humans 

and Gustu could make children and the cultural differences didn’t seem to be a problem. So 

she simply looked forward to Bill coming to live on Gustu planet, which he would do as soon 

as he had passed his 16-plus exams in his own school. Her other children thought that it was a 

bit of a laugh the way Lysa day-dreamed over Bill, but they liked Bill so they put up with it. 

Aoan was pleased to see how well the little human was integrating. However, she kept a 

careful eye on Greh, because she thought that he might be tempted to try the same trick with 

Sophie. So far she and Greh’s friends had managed to keep Greh sufficiently busy that he 

only saw Sophie in the evenings, when she was in bed and about to go to sleep, and she kept a 

careful mental ear open to make sure that he never did any more than talk to her and kiss her. 
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4. Sophie is sixteen 

 

Sophie’s sixteenth birthday would be in April. Bill hadn’t done anything particularly exciting 

for his sixteenth birthday: he and Lysa had had a special meal which Gray had cooked for 

them, with some contributions by Aoan (who could cook) and Anja (who really couldn’t cook 

anything more complex than stew). Lysa’s siblings had been at the party, but otherwise it had 

really been private, just the two of them and immediate family. But Sophie was planning 

something impressive for her sixteenth birthday, for it would mean that she could marry and 

go away with her uncle. The law said that she needed her parents’ consent, but Sophie wasn’t 

planning to wait for it. When she realised that Bill hadn’t done ‘anything special’ for his own 

birthday, she suggested that they combine celebrations, but Bill demurred. Then Sophie 

suggested that she, Anne, Sally and Elma should have a joint ‘do.’ The other girls’ birthdays 

were spread well through the year and they weren’t anxious to lose out by sharing their party 

with Sophie. Eventually it was agreed that Sophie would organise something special for her 

own birthday, and everyone would come. 

Sophie decided that her party would be better than anyone else’s. They would go to a 

restaurant, and then to a night club. There were clubs especially for 16 year olds, so her dad 

couldn’t object to her going to one of those. They were free for girls, although the boys would 

have to pay, but Sophie managed to persuade her dad to pay – it wasn’t very expensive, and it 

was ‘her treat’ for them. David and Julie Walker agreed to pay on the basis that Sophie was 

having a social life that didn’t involve her uncle. 

Sophie, of course, had not told them that she would be inviting her uncle. 

She had also decided to invite her cousins from Gustu, and asked her uncle to pass on the 

invitation. Gray did so, explaining carefully to them what the night club would be like. 

‘You mean it’s like Ragnor’s,’ observed Aoan, who was sitting on the other side of the 

courtyard pond as he explained this. 

‘What?’ exclaimed Anja, who was sitting next to Greh and with their children, ‘you can’t 

let them go somewhere like that!’ 

‘It’s not a club like Ragnor’s,’ Greh hastened to reassure her, ‘there are no drugs and no 

sex. There’s just music and dancing.’ 

‘Is there a Sarah?’ asked Anja, suspiciously. She regarded Greh as far too fond of that 

particular human pet. 

‘No. There’s no live music. It’s all pre-recorded.’ 

‘So they just dance?’ 

‘There are ordinary drinks and snacks, and they can listen to the music and dance.’ 

‘It sounds boring,’ said Krissie. ‘Is there any singing?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Can we play games?’ 

‘No.’ Her dad grinned at her. ‘It’s really for older children and young adults.’ 

‘I don’t think I want to go. Lysa can go if she likes.’ 

‘Will Bill be there?’ asked Bernie. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Then I won’t go. Lysa can talk to Bill.’ 

Greh and Anja smiled affectionately at their son, who would have gone to keep his big 

sister company, even though the event didn’t interest him. ‘That’s good, then,’ said Anja. 

‘Lysa, I’m sure you’ll want to go, as Bill’s there.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Lysa, ‘but we don’t have to stay, Mum. We can go for a walk and Dad can find 

us when it’s finished.’ 
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So it was decided, and Greh took the message back to Sophie. ‘Lysa thanks you and says 

she’ll come. Krissie and Bernie are too young to come, so they just sent you a birthday 

present.’ The present was a box of sweets from Gustu City, which Sophie enjoyed sharing 

with her friends at school next day. She was pleased that Lysa was coming, but slightly 

apprehensive that her cousin would upstage her. After all, she was an alien – was that sexy, or 

what? Sophie had no idea that Lysa was less sexually mature than she was herself – she didn’t 

even realise that Lysa was the younger girl. She was aware that Lysa was superior in some 

ways, and wanted to assert herself by acting as hostess and showing Lysa what a great party 

she could provide. 

When Lysa told Bill about the night club invitation, Bill was not enthusiastic. He liked 

spending peaceful, romantic time together with Lysa, not having his ears blasted out with 

night club music, and he would have much preferred to go for a romantic walk in the nearby 

park with her. However, he agreed to go on the basis that he was keeping Lysa company. 

They could always sneak away together. 

The young people, except for Lysa, met up at the bus stop on the evening of the party, and 

caught the bus to the town centre, where they had a restaurant meal. Then they went on to the 

cinema to see an adventure film. Gray and Lysa came and joined them inside the cinema; 

Lysa sat with Bill, and Gray with Sophie. In the event, probably only Elma, Anne and Sean 

paid proper attention to the film, as Jack and Sally also spent the film in each other’s arms. In 

the darkness of the cinema, the three without partners couldn’t really see what was going on 

further along the row, and when they got out of the cinema, Gray and Lysa walked ahead up 

the hill to the night club. Sophie had ‘phoned in advance to book tickets and pay for the lads’ 

tickets, using her father’s credit card. The others noticed the two walking ahead and 

murmured between themselves, then Sean said: ‘We’ve seen those two before. Who are 

they?’ 

‘Just friends,’ said Sophie. 

‘Tell us,’ insisted Elma, but Sophie said, ‘It’s a secret. Tell you later.’ 

The club was painted black on the outside, with flashing blue lights in the shape of a 

chicken, and under these the words in fluorescent blue illumination: ‘The Chicks’ Club’. The 

windows were blacked out, and there was a bouncer on the door, wearing a red jacket and 

black trousers with a fluorescent blue stripe down the outer side. Gray spoke to him and 

showed his identity card (the one in the name of ‘Goldie Walker’), and he and Lysa were 

waved inside. Sophie came up with her friends and recited her booking reference; their group 

was waved inside. 

Inside, it was dark, blue and green lights flashed, and the music hit them like a wall. Gray 

steeled himself – as he worked in clubs when he was working with the criminal circuit he had 

developed means of working with the noise, although most of the places where he worked 

were not as noisy as this. But Lysa threw her hands over her ears. Turning to Bill, who had 

just come in behind her, she mouthed: ‘Let’s get out of here!’ 

Bill didn’t try to talk – he threw an arm about her shoulder, and rushed her outside. 

In the cold night air outside, silence enveloped them again. The others were all inside the 

club; there was very little road or pedestrian traffic at this time of the evening. They stood in 

the street, looking about them and breathing down great gulps of air which was suddenly very 

cool and fresh and very welcome. At last they looked at each other, and exchanged smiles of 

relief. 

‘Let’s go for a walk,’ said Bill. 

‘We can go round the park,’ agreed Lysa. They set off hand in hand up the hill towards the 

park, where they wandered under the trees in the starlight, exchanging words of sweet 

affection, as if they were the only two people in the world. 

At length, at some point in the evening, Bill asked: ‘Will you marry me?’ 
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‘Don’t be silly,’ said Lysa. ‘Of course I will.’ 

So they kissed, and hugged, and kissed again … and they didn’t bother to go back to the 

club. Some hours later, Aoan came wandering through the moonlit park looking for them: 

‘Oh, there you are, Lysa! Your mum’s worried about you,’ and she took a hand of each of 

them and whisked them back to New Parks, where Lysa gave Bill a goodnight kiss and then 

vanished with Aoan. Bill sighed deeply and went into his house, shutting the door behind him 

and bolting it. 

‘Bill?’ called his mum. ‘Is that you?’ 

‘Yes, Mum.’ Bill hung up his coat. 

‘You’re earlier than I expected.’ 

‘Yeah – I didn’t stay late.’ Bill climbed the stairs. His mum looked out of her bedroom 

door as Bill walked past – she was still fully dressed, and clearly had been waiting up for him. 

‘Are the rest back too?’ 

‘No. Lysa and I came back early. Lord Aoan came to fetch us.’ 

She nodded. She had subconsciously expected the Imperial generals to be keeping an eye 

on her son and young Lysa. Her son’s next statement was also no surprise. 

‘Oh, Mum – Lysa and I are going to get married.’ 

‘Oh, that’s good, duck. I’m so glad to hear it.’ She smiled affectionately at him, and he 

gave her a big grin and ducked into his bedroom before she could do anything embarrassing 

like trying to hug or kiss him. 

 

Meanwhile, back at ‘The Chicks Club,’ Gray was dancing with Sophie when a man came up 

and tapped his shoulder and said, ‘Hi, Goldie.’ 

Sophie looked at him in annoyance; Gray turned, recognised him and said, ‘Hi, Mon. What 

are you doing here?’ 

‘Got myself a new job. What’re you doing in the kid’s place, Goldie? Come next door and 

do us a turn.’ 

Gray winced inwardly. He had worked for some years in a club where Mon was floor 

manager; he had been a dancer and worked the clients as well as passing on information and 

acting as an agent for Herluin weed. So Mon knew him as a drug-runner, a prostitute and a 

spy; not at all the image he wished Sophie and her friends to have of him. He would have to 

persuade Mon to go away before he said something irreparably damaging. 

‘Get lost,’ he said amicably. ‘I’m here on other business, Mon. Don’t cause me trouble.’ 

The other laughed merrily. ‘It’s like that, is it?’ He nodded casually at Sophie, and moved 

off. 

‘Who was that?’ mouthed Sophie. 

He shrugged. ‘Someone. Someone of no importance, duck.’ 

She was puzzled. If he was of no importance, how did he come to be talking to her uncle in 

such a familiar tone? Why did he call him ‘Goldie’? 

They danced for another few minutes, and then moved off the dance floor. Gray bought 

Sophie a fizzy drink with sparkles and a fruit juice for himself. They both sipped their drinks 

and kissed fondly. 

Mon watched them from a distance. He knew Goldie as a man of many talents. To Mon’s 

knowledge, he was actually a security agent, who also ran various operations of his own and 

pimped quite a few of the prostitutes on Mon’s old patch. This bit of fluff with him now must 

be one of his girls here; a pretty little thing, clearly under age, rather forward with him. I bet 

he’s sleeping with her, thought Mon – I know he is. I’m jealous. I wish I could find them that 

young and cute. If I could get him to come next door! –They’d love him. If he leaves the girl 

I’ll ask him again … 
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Someone was offering around a lighted ‘smoke’. It went all along the bar, each person 

taking a long drag, inhaling and passing it on. It reached Sophie, who reached out a hand to 

take it, but Gray got to it first and held it out of reach. Sophie reached, missed, and said, ‘Let 

me have it!’ 

‘No, duck. It’s poison to humans.’ 

She blinked at him. What did he mean? ‘No, it isn’t. All those people are all right.’ 

He frowned at her. He ran the stuff, he knew the risks – he knew how dangerous it was, 

that it could kill people. He’d always told himself that people chose whether or not to smoke 

it, no one was forced to smoke weed, they volunteered for the risks in return for the high. It 

was Nick van der Ruhe’s old argument, and Gray – anxious to keep his ‘pet’ happy, make 

money and build up networks of influence – had gone along with it. Now he saw that things 

were not so simple; peer pressure and the desire to fit in, to do the accepted thing, to prove 

oneself part of the crowd, could make conscripts of the innocent and vulnerable. ‘It isn’t a fast 

poison. It poisons you slowly. I don’t want you hurt, Soph.’ He wasn’t explaining this well; 

he could feel her aura growing mutinous. ‘Don’t have any,’ – and he handed it on to the next 

person. 

Sophie’s face distorted in anger. ‘Oh, let me. Don’t boss! You can’t boss me! Let me have 

it.’ 

The next person down the line immediately handed the smoke to Sophie, saying: ‘Here you 

are, duck; try some,’ – with a sneer at Gray. Sophie grabbed it, gave her uncle a triumphant 

glance, thrust it to her lips and inhaled. 

She coughed. 

She coughed and coughed and coughed … 

Gray took the smoke from her, handed it back to the man who had given it to her with a 

curt ‘Thanks, mate,’ and led the choking, gasping Sophie to the ladies’ toilet, where he 

propped her over a toilet bowl just before she began to vomit helplessly. 

Elma rushed in to help. Gray withdrew modestly while Elma stood over Sophie, crying: 

‘Soph! Are you OK?’ He stood outside the toilets with a sinking feeling in his stomach. This 

had been a bad idea. He should not have let her come here, or he should not have come with 

her. But if he hadn’t come, she would still have taken the smoke, and she might have died … 

‘Is your chick OK, Goldie?’ asked Mon from his elbow. 

‘No.’ Gray rounded on him. ‘What are you doing, peddling that crap on kids, Mon? Are 

you wanting to kill someone?’ 

Mon looked awkward and muttered, ‘I don’t peddle it. Someone brought it in.’ 

‘And you allow it? What’s that idiot on the door doing? Why don’t you have the stuff 

confiscated?’ 

‘I can’t be expected to do everything. I’m only the floor manager.’ 

‘This is a club for kids over fourteen – and you’re happy to let stuff like that in? It’s not 

even decent stuff! Have you no pride?’ 

‘I can’t keep it out. If I tried I’d get my throat cut.’ 

Mon saw his friend’s face alter expression subtly and thought: Ah – now we’re getting 

somewhere. 

‘No doubt I can find you someone who’ll make sure you keep it out in future,’ said Gray 

drily. 

‘Talking of which, are you going to do me a turn next door?’ 

‘No. I’m with my friend in there. I’m not doing anything for you.’ 

‘Ah. Nice piece, that. Is she for sale?’ 

Gray considered breaking both Mon’s arms, but decided not to bust his own cover. After 

all, he’d made similar remarks himself in a different context. ‘No. She’s mine, and you can 

keep your filthy hands and eyes to yourself.’ 
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Mon put his face closer to Gray’s. ‘Come on. Do me a favour. Drop the “Mr Clean Guy” 

act. It’s not convincing.’ 

Gray looked him hard in the eye. Mon stepped back, feeling suddenly fuzzy-headed. 

‘Hey,’ said a voice on Gray’s right, ‘Is Soph OK?’ 

It was Sean. ‘I’m not sure,’ said Gray coldly. ‘Elma is with her. I’m just having a quiet 

word with the manager.’ 

‘Her dad’ll be furious,’ said Sean with a grim glee in his voice. ‘He’ll demand the place is 

shut down.’ 

‘How are the others?’ asked Gray, ignoring Mon, who was still hovering on his left. 

‘OK. This place is a bit of a dive,’ said Sean. ‘Whose idea was it to come here?’ 

‘Not mine,’ said Gray. ‘You can look in there if you like and ask how Soph is.’ 

Sean put his head round the door and called, ‘Elm! How’s Soph?’ 

Sophie, Elma reported, had stopped vomiting and was now trying to restore her 

appearance. Gray put his head round the door next to Sean’s. 

‘I think we should go home,’ he said. ‘Unless anyone has any serious reason for wanting to 

stay.’ 

‘What’s the time?’ asked Elma. 

Sean looked at his watch. ‘Eleven o’clock.’ 

Gray nodded. ‘I think Soph needs to go home.’ 

Sophie looked up at him from the basin where she was splashing water on her face. ‘I don’t 

want to,’ she retorted. 

‘I think you need to,’ her uncle said firmly. 

‘Don’t speak to me like that! I’m not a kid!’ 

Elma and Sean watched with interest. What was going on? Who was the golden-haired 

stranger who spoke with such authority? He talked as if he were Soph’s father, but earlier 

he’d been kissing her as if he were her boyfriend. Who was he? 

‘I’m responsible for you here,’ retorted Gray, ‘and you’re not well. You need to get home. 

If anything happens to you, your mum’ll kill me.’ 

Oh, so he was a friend of the family, here to look after Soph. That was OK, then … 

‘Nothing’s going to happen to me. I’m fine.’ 

‘You don’t look fine to me. C’mon, duck. A walk will make you feel better.’ 

‘You’re not listening, are you? I feel fine now!’ shouted Sophie. 

Gray sighed inwardly. Clearly the ‘smoke’ was making Sophie cross and irritable as well 

as sick. It had that effect sometimes. 

‘Have I got to drag you out by force?’ he demanded. 

‘Try it and I’ll have you arrested,’ remarked Mon. 

Gray swung round on him. ‘You try it and you’re dead, Mon. I hope you’ve got a proper 

licence for this place.’ He looked at Sean. ‘I’m taking Sophie home. Are the rest of you 

coming?’ 

‘Yeah,’ said Sean, yawning, ‘this place is a dive.’ 

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ said Sophie firmly. 

‘I’ll wait for you outside,’ said Gray to Sean, and walking into the ladies’ toilets, he seized 

Sophie in his arms, threw her over his shoulder and bore her out, fireman-style. 

Sophie shrieked, kicking, pulling his hair, pummelling his neck with her hands, struggling 

like a crazy thing. Everyone in the club turned to watch, and the man who had passed Sophie 

the ‘smoke’ said: ‘Well, isn’t that a shame. That man’s a bully. The little lady ought to dump 

him.’ 

Gray got Sophie outside into the cold night air. She was still shrieking uncontrollably. He 

dropped her off his shoulder on to her feet, said firmly: ‘Soph – shut up,’ and – when she 

ignored him – slapped her face hard. 
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She stared at him, horror-struck; and burst into tears. 

‘Right,’ said Gray. ‘That’s better. Next time I tell you something’s poisonous, believe me. 

I’ll send the inspectors round here later. Now we’re going home.’ 

The others had joined them, bearing all their coats and bags. Sophie, sullen-faced but no 

longer screaming, took her bag and coat from Elma with sweet thanks and set off down the 

street without a word or glance at Gray. The others followed, laughing and chattering. They 

regarded the events of the last quarter of an hour as a great joke. When they caught up with 

Sophie, she joined in the chatter, without even glancing back at Gray, who followed at a 

distance. 

Bother, bother and bother, he thought. Soph’s angry; I’m angry; and Julie will be furious, 

and rightly so. Then he came to a decision and slipped through space to the police station at 

the bottom of the hill. 

‘Oh, hi, Bradley,’ drawled the policewoman on reception. ‘The brothel is down the road.’ 

Gray ignored her taunt. ‘Do you know the Chicks Club is pushing weed?’ he enquired. 

She sat up, at once alert. ‘What? No. How do you know?’ 

‘Dave Walker’s daughter was there this evening and I dropped in to keep an eye on her.’ 

She nodded. ‘Yeah – your niece.’ 

‘Yes. Someone passed her a smoke. I took it off her and someone gave it back to her. She 

wasn’t well after one drag.’ 

She was concerned. ‘Where is she now?’ 

‘On her way home with friends. I dropped by to pass on the news.’ 

She reached for the caller handset. ‘I’ll ask a couple of the lads to drop in there.’ 

He waited while she sent out the call, then left and walked into the centre of town, heading 

for the bus stop. He’d catch up with Soph at the bus stop and make sure she was OK … 

Suddenly he was bored with the whole thing. Why did Sophie have to be so childish? He 

slipped through space to find Aoan and Lysa, and Anja and the rest of the family back on 

Gustu. 

 

The following morning, in the government offices on Trer, Memnon could look at the whole 

affair with infuriating calm and rationality. ‘She’s a child. She’s only sixteen.’ 

‘Did she have to act like a kid of five?’ 

Memnon flicked her ears. ‘She must take your affection for granted. You’ve always been 

her adoring uncle. Have you ever refused her anything?’ 

‘Only to stay with her all the time.’ 

‘It’s a child’s tantrum, lord. She sees you as her slave – to do her every whim.’ 

‘Bill doesn’t act like this.’ Gray began to absent-mindedly stroke Memnon’s tail. 

‘Bill never knew you until last year. Sophie takes you for granted.’ 

He sighed heavily, and played with the end of her tail. ‘I suppose I should go back and 

apologise.’ 

‘Why? You weren’t at fault.’ 

‘No – but she’ll be hurt if I don’t.’ 

‘About time she was hurt, I think! Now, lord, if you’re free, I have some work for you to 

do.’ 

Gray laughed. ‘Of course. I’m being thoughtless,’ – and kissed her nose. Memnon smiled 

affectionately at him and handed him a pile of papers, which he took and began leafing 

through them. 

 

Julie had heard the gruesome story of the evening’s events, and for once it appeared that her 

brother was not to blame. Sophie had come in with friends, and had gone straight up to bed. 

When Julie asked, ‘Did you have a good time?’ Sean said, ‘We did, but Soph was ill.’ 
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‘She ate someone who disagreed with her,’ giggled Sally. 

Julie was bewildered. ‘What? Who?’ 

Elma waded in. ‘She was dancing with her friend, and there was this smoke, and she 

wanted a drag and he wouldn’t let her and he got rid of it and someone gave it to her and she 

had a drag and she was sick and he had a row with the floor manager and made Soph come 

home.’ 

‘We came too,’ said Sean. ‘That place is a dive.’ 

‘Her friend says he’ll get it closed down,’ said Elma. 

‘Which friend is this?’ Julie felt utterly bewildered. 

‘Oh, he’s got golden hair,’ said Elma, gesturing to indicate Gray’s cascade of golden hair. 

‘Oh, Graham,’ said Julie, both relieved and irritated – irritated that her brother was 

hanging round her daughter and relieved that he had actually acted responsibly for a change. 

‘Where is he?’ 

‘Dunno,’ said Sean. 

‘He went off to talk to the police, I expect,’ said Anne. 

‘Soph wasn’t speaking to him,’ said Elma. 

‘He had to drag her out – she wouldn’t come,’ added Jack. ‘She refused to leave so he put 

her over his shoulder and carried her out and she was screaming’ – 

‘She screamed “Put me down you, I hate you, I’ll hate you forever, put me down”,’ Sally 

put in, ‘but he didn’t.’ 

Julie felt almost friendly towards Graham. ‘So he made Soph come home?’ 

‘Yeah,’ said Jack. ‘Else she’d still be there.’ 

The five were pleased to see that Soph’s mum looked happy for once. ‘Well, thank God for 

that,’ she said. ‘Thanks for seeing her home. I’ll deal with her tomorrow. Can you see 

yourselves home?’ 

‘Oh, yeah,’ said Sean, and they all trooped out. Julie waved them off, shut the front door 

and then ran to talk to her daughter. 

‘Soph! Is this true – your uncle made you come home?’ 

‘Yes,’ came the sulky answer from the bed. 

‘Thank God,’ said Julie fervently, ‘he’s obviously got some sense at last. Well, I’ll see you 

in the morning, duck,’ she said, and went into the lounge to wait for David to get back from 

his late shift. 

David came home in an odd mood. He had already heard from his colleagues about his 

brother-in-law dropping into the station to report the Chicks Club for drugs, and that two 

plainclothes men had gone up there and checked the place out and found the place full of it, 

and that the manager had been charged and the Club was under investigation. Matters were 

further complicated by the fact that the manager, when arrested, had declared ‘This is Goldie 

Walker’s doing, that pimp, I’ll get him, he’s trying to take me over, I’ll get him back one if 

it’s the last thing I do.’ When questioned as to Goldie Walker’s identity, he said: ‘He was in 

here this evening with some kids, nice bits, and he was being Mr Clean, but I know him, he 

can’t fool me.’ 

David couldn’t sort this out, but the germ of it was that his brother-in-law was behaving 

himself for once and had actually got his niece out of trouble. When his wife endorsed this 

story he wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or annoyed that Graham was finally disproving his 

criticism of him. He was, however, cheered by his wife’s report that Sophie was furious with 

her uncle. Perhaps this incident would help to wean her off him? 

 

Greh had taken a break from government and stepped across space to the archaeological 

excavation on Teren planet, to talk to Mike Daims. He – or rather, his female form Hyunnah – 
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was sitting on Mike’s bed in his caravan. Mike had a fatherly arm about the slight golden-

haired figure. 

For Mike, approaching sixty, it was hard to view this lovely ‘maiden’ as a lover anymore; 

she was so much younger in appearance than he was that he regarded her more as a god-

daughter. Hyunnah had given up trying to get him into bed – always bashful, he had totally 

failed to perform on one occasion five years before, and now she always waited for him to 

take the initiative. But she still loved him and valued his advice. 

‘But why do you want to marry her?’ Mike asked. ‘She’s only a child.’ 

Hyunnah sighed heavily. ‘She’s very loving, and she loves me and wants to marry me. And 

I do miss Rose so much.’ 

‘I know you’re fond of your niece, of course you are. But she’s only a child, and you 

shouldn’t tie yourself to a child. It isn’t fair on her or you.’ 

‘I’m hoping,’ said Hyunnah humbly, ‘that when she’s older she’ll mature and be a better 

partner – not so demanding.’ 

‘My dear girl’ – Mike stroked her hair almost absently – ‘how will you have the time? As 

our mutual beloved says, you really don’t have the time to tie yourself to any one person. You 

have to service the galaxy.’ 

Hyunnah blushed a deep blue. ‘I don’t think Aimee put it quite so crudely.’ 

‘Not to your face, at least. That’s why Aimee has always refused to marry you, as you 

know; and I must say I agree with her reasons.’ 

Hyunnah sighed deeply. ‘But I’m so lonely,’ she said helplessly, ‘and I did hope that 

Sophie would keep me company.’ 

‘There’s no need for you to be lonely. Just come here – or to any of your friends – we’ll 

always be ready to keep you company.’ 

‘But – I’d like someone who’s always there.’ 

‘But then you have to be there with them, and then your other friends are offended.’ 

Hyunnah sighed again. ‘Yes,’ she admitted. 

‘Now, then, don’t cry,’ – Mike got out his handkerchief and wiped her eyes – ‘as you’re 

here, how about a cup of cocoa? And then bed – not that I’m up to much these days, as you 

know.’ 

Hyunnah smiled at him through her tears. ‘I’d love that. Thank you, Mike.’ 

 

Aimee was equally pleasant the following morning: friendly and not judgemental when Greh 

(now male again) said simply, ‘I’ve had a row with Sophie.’ 

‘Really, is this your first? She must be growing up at last,’ said Aimee. ‘Do you want a cup 

of tea, Gray? And some toast? We’ll have a walk round the site after breakfast to take your 

mind off things.’ 

Gray had stopped asking her to marry him about eight years ago. He had realised that she 

would never agree, and that Aoan was right when she advised him not to keep trying. Now 

they were, as Aimee put it, ‘Just good friends’ – they still slept together about once a week, 

but he no longer begged her to be his forever, and she tried not to be jealous of his other 

attachments. 

After all, she thought, I’m getting old. I must expect him to lose interest in me. Not that he 

had, yet; and of course he’d married Rose McCrae when she was older than Aimee was now. 

But she was secretly pleased that he’d quarrelled with his niece. She had always agreed with 

Errehn on that relationship. 

 

Bill was sitting in his bedroom, at his desk, doing his homework. It was Saturday; his mum 

was gardening and his dad was out fishing. He wanted to get his homework done before going 

over to Gustu to see Lysa that afternoon. 
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He was just finishing when the front doorbell rang. He heard his mum’s voice from the 

back door, and then footsteps and the front door opened; there were more voices, but Bill 

stopped listening, as he was putting his work away. So he was surprised when his mum 

knocked on his bedroom door and called: ‘Bill? You’ve got a guest – Sophie.’ 

Bill wasn’t very pleased – last night he had rethought his relationship with Sophie, and 

realised that they had absolutely nothing in common. She was completely unlike Lord Greh, 

or Lysa, or any of the members of that family. He could hardly believe that she was Lord 

Greh’s niece, and he had no idea what Lord Greh saw in her. It must be because he loves 

everyone, he thought, but he needn’t make such a fuss about her. 

But his bedroom door opened, and in came Sophie. 

Looking at her, Bill could see one similarity with her uncle – her chin was just as stubborn 

when she was cross. ‘Oh – hi,’ he said. ‘Um – sit down,’ – gesturing at the bed. 

She sat. His mum had closed the bedroom door and gone downstairs, leaving Bill alone 

with Sophie. Sophie just stared at him, and he wondered why on Earth or in space she had 

come. After a few moments’ silence, he tried: ‘Did you have a good time last night?’ 

‘Oh, yes,’ she said, in such a tone of false enthusiasm that he disbelieved her at once. 

‘Where did you go?’ she asked, still in that false tone. He looked at her with concern -- her 

eyes had dark rings around them – had she slept last night? 

‘Lysa and I went for a walk,’ he said, ‘and then we came home.’ 

‘Lucky you,’ she said. ‘I was stuck with that boring old uncle of mine.’ 

Bill was silent, shocked. What had happened last night? But Sophie went on. 

‘He wouldn’t let me do anything. He wouldn’t let me have a smoke, and when I wanted to 

stay late he carried me out by force …’ 

Her eyes were full of tears. Bill was bewildered. What was she talking about? Lord Gray 

was young, and vibrant, and kind, generous, and adored Sophie. So he just stared at Sophie in 

silence, and she exploded at him. 

‘Don’t just sit there! Say something!’ 

‘Uh’ – Bill was speechless. What could he say? 

‘Bill! I thought you were my friend. My best friend.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Bill – and then, as she smiled gladly at him, he hastily amended it to – ‘I mean, 

I was, but now I’m going to marry Lysa.’ 

‘What? Who? What are you talking about?’ 

He wished he hadn’t mentioned it. ‘You know, Lysa. Last night I asked her to marry me 

and as soon as I’ve done my exams I’m going to Gustu to finish training as a space pilot.’ He 

looked into her face – which was suddenly white with shock, her wide eyes, her mouth open 

in an ‘o’ of horror. ‘But you knew I was going, I’ve always been going to go there. I thought 

you were going to come too.’ 

‘I’m not. You know I’m not. I’m going to marry my uncle and we’re going to live in 

Thurcaston …’ 

‘You can’t really marry him. He’s married to Lysa’s mum.’ 

‘I am going to marry him! He asked me!’ 

‘He always does that, Lysa says, but it’s not real marriage, not like we’re going to have.’ 

‘You can’t marry Lysa! It’s horrible! She’s an alien! You can’t marry an alien! And, 

anyway, you were going to marry me!’ 

Then she jumped up, turned on her heel and stormed out of the room. Bill heard her run 

downstairs and slam out of the house. He didn’t know what to do – his mind was a whirl – he 

could only think that Sophie had called Lysa, his angel, an alien – as if she were some kind of 

horrible thing. He cried out in his head, seeking help, and at once someone came – not Gray, 

but Lord Aoan, his childhood hero. 
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She didn’t do anything silly like trying to hug him. She looked straight into his eyes and 

said, ‘So that little minx has shown her true colours. Come over to Gustu, Bill. Lysa’s dying 

to see you.’ 

‘I’ll just tell Mum,’ said Bill, and went downstairs to find his mother and tell her that he’d 

be out for lunch. 

 

Greh had mooched round the Teren camp, he had mooched round the government palace on 

Gustu, he tried to do some work in his office on Trer and failed (Memnon threw him out and 

told him to go and see Faroan), and he had fretted in Faroan’s arms. Eventually Faroan told 

him to go and see Sophie, ‘as I can see you’re really upset about this particular pet.’ 

Greh didn’t press the point that this ‘pet’ was his niece, and went to find Sophie. He found 

her in her bedroom, painting her face in preparation for going out with Anne, Sally and Elma 

that evening. She greeted him with the words: ‘Have you come to say you’re sorry?’ 

‘Not exactly,’ said Greh, looking round for someone to sit and eventually sitting on the 

floor. ‘Why were you so cross last night, Soph? I tried to protect you, and all you did was 

shout at me.’ 

‘You scratched my handbag. And you were bossing me. I don’t like being bossed.’ 

‘It’s for your own good.’ 

She put down her mascara and snarled at him. ‘Mum and Dad always say that. I’m sick of 

it. Why can’t you let me do what I want? I thought you loved me.’ 

‘I do. That’s why I want to protect you.’ 

‘Well, don’t,’ – and she threw the mascara at him. He caught it and put it back on her desk. 

‘I don’t want to be protected, like I was some little kid. I can look after myself. I’m not a 

child, so don’t treat me like one.’ 

‘But Soph – I love you, so I want to protect you.’ 

‘That’s what Mum and Dad say. You sound just like them. And you act like them too. 

Well, you can stop it.’ She swung back to the mirror and went on painting her face. ‘You can 

just wait in line. I do have other boyfriends, you know.’ 

‘Do you?’ Why did he feel a stab of jealousy? He always told his lovers not to be jealous 

of his many liaisons, so why should he be jealous of Sophie? 

‘Yes, like Bill – Bill and me were going to get married, until you came along and that slag 

Lysa.’ 

Gray felt a jerk of anger. His hair began to rise; he sat up straight. ‘You keep my daughter 

out of this!’ 

Sophie recoiled – she paled a little. ‘OK. Well, I’ve got other friends too. I’ve met people 

down the police station and I’m going to see some of them tonight. So there. You’re not the 

only one.’ 

He regarded her through lowered lids. Was she telling the truth? It was the first he’d heard 

of other men, but he knew her dad had been taking her down the station to meet his 

colleagues – yet Sophie had never mentioned that any of them were special. Was she just 

trying to hurt him? – well, she was certainly succeeding at that! Again, he forced himself to 

remember that she was just a child, only a little older than his own daughter, and in many 

ways less mature. Her parents had been too protective – she knew very little of the great 

galaxy outside her own little world. 

‘Perhaps it would be better if I didn’t come every day,’ he said, ‘as you’ve got these other 

friends to see.’ 

‘Yes.’ Her chin was stubbornly fixed; her eyes were glittering with anger. 

‘So I’ll leave you for now, Soph. Give me a call when you want to see me. You know how 

to do that.’ 
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‘Yes,’ she said again. He got to his feet and bent over her to kiss her hair – she didn’t 

respond or look up, even when he disappeared in a flash of light. She just scowled into the 

mirror and said, ‘He can just wait in line.’ 

 

Sophie was sulking over her evening meal when her dad came in from work. ‘Soph,’ he said, 

‘did you see a bloke at that club last night – standard height, sandy hair, gold rings?’ 

Sophie looked up. ‘Yes. He was talking to Uncle Graham.’ 

‘Does your uncle know him?’ asked David. 

‘Yes. He called him “Mon”. He told him to go away.’ 

David sat down at the table. ‘Right. Because Mr Mondrerer has been saying a few 

interesting things about your uncle.’ 

‘What sort of things? Like he hates smokes and he makes girls go home before bedtime?’ 

Her father, rather to her surprise, gave a short laugh and said: ‘No, not really Soph,’ in a 

rather odd tone, as if he were trying to keep a straight face. ‘More like your uncle hasn’t 

changed much since he stepped into McCrae’s shoes.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ asked Sophie suspiciously. 

Her dad put his hands behind his head and stretched himself. ‘Well, how can I put this? 

McCrae always controlled things from the top down. Your uncle controls things from the 

bottom up. Pretty efficiently, I gather – Mondrerer is absolutely terrified of him. But he’s not 

the sort of person nice people associate with. Do you get my drift?’ 

‘No. Last night’ – 

‘He was on his best behaviour because he was keeping an eye on you, and he got us a nice 

haul and I thank him for it. But he did it more to clean up a rat who was invading his patch 

and who didn’t fit his scheme of things rather than in the interests of law and order.’ 

‘Last night he was being really strict with me. He was really boring. He wouldn’t let me try 

a smoke.’ 

‘Quite right – and so he shouldn’t. That stuff’s lethal. You could have died,’ thundered her 

father. Sophie fell silent, red-faced, as her father continued. ‘And he should know – he’s an 

expert on the stuff. His people grow it, for God’s sake. He can probably tell a brand from the 

smell a hundred miles away.’ 

 Julie came in with dessert – chocolate instant whip. ‘Davie,’ she said hesitantly, ‘I’m not 

sure I want to hear this. I’d just revised my opinion of Graham up.’ 

‘Oh, he’s a reformed man,’ her husband cheerfully assured her. ‘Thanks, duck,’ as Julie 

put a bowl of instant whip in front of him. Sophie accepted hers wordlessly. Julie sat down 

and began to eat her own share. David cleared his dish in seconds; Sophie ate very slowly. 

‘He’s more professional these days,’ continued David, putting his spoon down in his dish 

and sitting back in his chair. ‘It’s a cleaner operation. He doesn’t run round Security – he 

works with them. It’s a sort of mafia – you won’t know what that is, Soph, but your mum 

does – and Mr Mondrerer upset him, so he handed him in.’ 

Sophie listened with a cold feeling in her stomach. This didn’t sound like her kind, 

devoted, indulgent uncle – or the cold disciplinarian she had glimpsed last night. 

‘Did Mondrerer say all this?’ asked Julie. 

‘During interrogation this morning, yes,’ said David. ‘I heard him. I won’t give you all the 

details, Jules, but I don’t think he’s really the type for our Sophie.’ 

‘He got her out of that club,’ said Julie slowly. 

‘That’s true. He’s certainly a good bodyguard – I’ll give him that.’ 

‘Has Mondrerer no idea who he is?’ asked Julie. 

‘Not the faintest – and here’s the interesting bit. When he’s on the criminal circuit, he calls 

himself Goldie Walker.’ 

Julie dropped her spoon on the table in shock. ‘Well! I like that!’ she cried indignantly. 
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‘Clever, though, you’ll agree. Nearly true – easy to remember – and inaccurate.’ 

‘God! Just like Graham all over,’ swore Julie. 

‘The station think it’s a great joke. They want Graham to come in and make a statement.’ 

He looked at his daughter. ‘So, when you see him, duck – we want him down at the station to 

help us with our enquiries.’ 

Sophie pulled a face. ‘I don’t know when I’ll see him,’ she muttered. 

‘Well, when you do – that’s the message. OK?’ 

Sophie nodded wordlessly. 

‘And don’t let him kiss you, duck. You might catch something,’ added her mother. 

Sophie got up and left the table in a hurry. 

 

She sat on her bed. She was really angry with her uncle. She had been really looking forward 

to last night, and he had been really boring. He wouldn’t let her do anything she wanted to do 

– he made her come home early – and she had been wanting him to be passionate, to be 

beautiful, to be her husband-to-be in front of all the others … 

She had no idea what her father was talking about. He’s always insisted that her uncle was 

a criminal, but she’d never seen any evidence of it. As for smokes, he’d told her not to smoke 

the thing. It was clear he disapproved. He was totally boring. Of course he wasn’t running the 

stuff – he wouldn’t even touch it. What did her father mean? 

And what on earth had Bill been talking about? How could her uncle be married already, 

when he was going to marry her? She knew he had friends, but they weren’t proper marriages. 

He was waiting for her. She’d always been going to marry him, and he was going to marry 

her. 

… but then she remembered, with a cold pain in her stomach, that he had told her he’d 

been married to Rose McCrae. But she was dead, and straight after he’d told her that, he’d 

asked her to marry him. So he did love her, he did love her, and he was going to marry her … 

But did she want to marry him? Not at the moment. Even though she was sixteen now, she 

wasn’t going to marry him yet. He’d been so boring and bossy last night, he could wait a bit. 

She had other friends. Some of the nice young men her dad had introduced her to at the police 

station had asked her out, and she could go out with them instead. In fact, she would see them 

tonight when she went out with Anne, Sally and Elma. 

The thought cheered her up a lot. She got up to finish getting ready to go out. 

 

Back at the dining table, David looked gravely at Julie. ‘We’ve got to stop her seeing him. 

That man – Mondrerer – thought Soph was Graham’s latest whore.’ 

‘Oh, God,’ breathed Julie, shuddering. 

‘On the other hand, I gather last night put Soph off him a good bit.’ 

‘Yes, for all the wrong reasons.’ 

‘Apparently Graham threatened him and was being really protective about Soph, so we 

needn’t have any fears about her on that account – but I still think he shouldn’t see her.’ 

‘No,’ agreed Julie. ‘But Soph’s going out tonight with her friends – do you think she might 

meet him? We need to get hold of him before he can see her and tell him to leave her alone. 

Perhaps we should go round and see Mum – he sometimes hangs out round there.’ 

 

As it happened, while she and David were walking round to her mum’s they saw Gray 

coming up the road, heading towards Bill Townsend’s house. He had Bill with him – Julie 

recognised Soph’s friend – and a very pretty girl she didn’t know. She called out at once: 

‘Hey, Gray!’ 

Gray looked round, saw them and smiled uncertainly. His two companions also stopped. 

Julie noticed that they were standing hand in hand. Did Bill Townsend have a new girlfriend? 
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No wonder Soph was cross – she’d been very friendly with Bill. She and David hurried across 

the road towards the little group. 

‘Now, little brother,’ said David amicably – as he saw Gray’s eyes narrow and his hair rise 

and thought it best to put him at his ease, relatively speaking – ‘We just want a quiet word. 

Nothing major, don’t sweat.’ 

‘I don’t,’ said Gray calmly, tossing back his hair – which settled smoothly down his back, 

David noticed, indicating that his highly dangerous brother-in-law had relaxed. 

‘It’s about Mondrerer,’ continued David ‘– the man you turned in last night.’ 

‘What about him?’ asked Gray. 

‘He’s been saying things.’ 

‘I thought he might.’ 

David noticed that neither Gray nor his two companions asked ‘What sort of things?’ 

although he thought Bill Townsend became a little pale. 

‘So,’ he continued, ‘I’d prefer it if you kept away from my daughter. Now, don’t get me 

wrong, I’m very grateful for what you did for her last night – God knows what she’d have got 

herself into if you hadn’t been there – but, all in all, I think she needs to cool off a bit.’ 

‘I agree,’ said Gray. ‘I’ve been thinking the same. Her behaviour last night made me 

decide that we’ve been seeing too much of each other recently. She needs space to develop at 

her own pace. So I’ll leave her alone until she wants to see me again. It’ll do her good to have 

some time to herself.’ 

Julie and David relaxed visibly. Julie managed a smile at her brother. David nodded 

briskly. ‘I’m glad we’re agreed.’ 

‘Hi, Bill,’ said Julie, deciding it was safe to acknowledge her daughter’s friend now that 

she was fairly certain that her brother wasn’t about to explode, or whatever else he did these 

days. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce us to your friend?’ She gave a nervous smile at Bill’s 

companion. 

Bill went scarlet (this must be his girlfriend, thought Julie), and managed to stutter: ‘This is 

Lysa – she’s my fiancée.’ 

‘Hello, Mrs Walker,’ said Lysa, holding out her right hand and giving a brilliant smile. 

‘We’ve never met, but I’m your niece.’ 

‘!!!’ Julie took the hand and shook it, then looked at Gray, speechless with amazement. 

‘Lysa’s my daughter,’ said Gray. ‘You haven’t met her mother – Anja Rosa, from 

Mithidry.’ 

‘I think I’ve seen her picture in the journal,’ said Julie in a strangled tone. ‘She’s a pirate.’ 

‘She was a pirate. She’s currently governor of Gustu planet.’ 

‘How nice,’ Julie managed to say. ‘Well – Bill and Lysa – congratulations. When’s the 

wedding?’ (looking daggers at her brother). 

‘In the summer sometime,’ said Bill. ‘I’ll be going to Gustu after the exams.’ 

‘I’m sure Sophie will be after an invitation,’ said Julie. ‘At least I can be sure that your 

mother will look after her, Lysa.’ She gave Graham another poisonous look. ‘Well, we’d 

better be getting on. See you, Gray; see you, Lysa and Bill,’ and she dragged David away, 

back in the direction of their house. Gray could hear her say to David: ‘He’s been hanging 

round Sophie and he’s already married!!!’ 

‘You know what he’s like, Jules,’ answered David. 

Lysa looked up at her father. ‘She doesn’t like Mum,’ she said. ‘Is that because she’s 

police?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Gray. ‘Let’s get Bill back home, Lyssie. I’d rather not hang around here just 

now.’ 
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5. Wedding Party 

 

‘Mum,’ said Bill casually, ‘can Lysa come to tea?’ 

His mother put down her book and stared at him. ‘Of course, duck. When does she want to 

come?’ 

‘Tomorrow. She wants to talk to you and Dad about her and me.’ 

His mother’s expression became anxious and Bill grinned. ‘No, it’s OK, Mum! We want to 

know when I can move to Gustu and start training full time.’ 

His mother sighed. She had realised that this was coming, and she didn’t want her younger 

child to leave home yet – but she knew he was raring to go. She and his dad were very proud 

of him. Graham Bradley and Lord Aoan had spoken to them about their son’s progress and 

assured them that he was doing very well, and she knew from his teacher that he was getting 

on extraordinarily well at school and was expected to get outstanding results in his exams 

next month. 

She was glad that he seemed to have lost interest in Sophie Walker. That young girl was 

fast – you only had to look at her to see it. She didn’t want her getting Bill into trouble. 

‘Of course she can come, duck,’ she said. ‘What would she like to eat? We had pizza last 

time she came – would that be OK again?’ 

Bill frowned. The pizza, a warmed-up takeaway, had not been a great success. ‘Could you 

do us one of your goulashes, Mum? With rice? She has a lot of stews at home so it’s more 

what she’s used to.’ 

His mum nodded. ‘Yes, all right, duck.’ 

‘Thanks, Mum!’ Bill hugged his mother with great enthusiasm. His mum was pleased that 

he was pleased, but felt a cold pang at the thought that her son would soon be leaving home 

for good. 

Lysa and Bill had been worried about what Bill’s parents would say at their plans, because 

Bill – who couldn’t keep a secret – had told Lysa that Sophie had come round and shouted at 

him for going off with Lysa, and Lysa was afraid that the other humans around Bill would 

turn against her, as Sophie had done. After all, she had really liked Sophie when she met her, 

and now she was saying horrible things about her; and she had really liked Bill’s parents, but 

perhaps they would react in the same way. Lysa didn’t realise that when Sophie had repeated 

her insults to Elma and the others, they had assumed that Sophie was insulting Bill and his 

fiancée only because they had quarrelled. Sophie’s bad behaviour in the Chick’s Club had not 

encouraged her friends to believe anything she said.  

As a result, Sophie found herself isolated. However, her dad was still taking her down to 

the police station ‘to meet the lads,’ and the young policemen who were so friendly were 

becoming more friendly on each visit. She had met some of them when they were off duty, 

when she went into town in the evenings with her friends, but she had also been out with three 

of them separately, on their own, to the cinema. She was too young to go into a pub without 

an adult, but these young men were happy to escort her and to buy her a fizzy drink that was 

almost as good as alcohol. What’s more, her mum was taking her down the gym every 

Wednesday evening, which she enjoyed, and she had met some more young people there who 

were a good laugh. So she gritted her teeth and told herself that after she’d passed her exams, 

she could get a job somewhere and she needn’t see her old school friends anymore. 

She missed her uncle. Her dad had told her that he had said he wouldn’t call for a while, 

‘To let you grow up a bit, duck,’ so she had concluded that her uncle was sulking and 

wouldn’t come until she called him. Well, she wasn’t going to call him. It would serve him 

right for being so horrible to her in the Club. So she didn’t call him, and at first she missed 

him a lot – but was too angry to call him – and then she found that she was enjoying herself 
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without him. She could go out with people and do what she liked without him hanging round 

her and nagging her. After all, she told herself, he was her uncle; he was really old. And she 

was young and pretty and wanted to have fun. She had better things to do than hang around 

her old uncle. 

But of course he loved her, so he would have to come back to her. And she loved him, but 

she was cross with him, and he would have to apologise before she’d have him back. She 

imagined him apologising humbly, saying that he hadn’t understood her, but now he realised 

what a fool he’d been, and how he couldn’t live without her, and how much he loved her and 

he was dying with desire for her. She imagined all sorts of romantic, heart-rending scenes, 

and they all ended differently: sometimes she took him back and sometimes she didn’t. It was 

fun imagining it, and how it might happen. She put off the pleasure of the actual moment, 

enjoying the anticipation. 

So she went out with her new friends from the gym and her young policemen, Greg Fisher, 

Matt Fry and Jim Redhill. During the run-up to her exams, she would catch the bus into town 

in the morning and meet them in their lunchtime, and they would take her into the pub 

opposite the police station for lunch – she’d drink an orange juice while they drank beers. A 

real town pub! She felt so grown up. Her uncle had never taken her anywhere like that. She 

thought that her three policemen were such fun, and they admired her clothes and her handbag 

and told her that she was lovely. 

Meanwhile, Greh’s companions worked hard to keep him busy and away from Sophie. He 

was busy on Teren, approving Ray’s proposed improvements to the training scheme for 

space-ship designers at Rose’s space-ship plant. He’d named the training college he was 

developing there ‘the McCrae space design centre’ in her honour. He was busy on Thorion, 

liaising between the Priestess (who was hoping that he could help her weave a net of peace 

across the whole galactic arm, to ensure no more wars could break out) and Faroan (who was 

convinced such a scheme would strangle all growth and development). He was busy on Creh, 

Herluin and Bessiday developing transport systems, and also on the more remote and under 

populated planets of sectors seven to nine, initiating more such transport projects. Memnon 

insisted that he help push forward her scheme for a network of specialist centres of medical 

care for the Mary population on every inhabited planet. Errehn demanded that he come into 

sector ten and see what the exploration team had found. Carl even allowed Aversham to make 

a booking with Greh so that he could have a photo-shoot in the new season’s collection –

provided he kept his clothes on and didn’t make physical contact with anyone. All of this 

meant that Greh had very little time to think about Sophie, let alone miss her. 

When he had a moment to think, he missed his sweet little niece. But then he remembered 

what she had said about his darling daughter, and decided that he couldn’t bring himself to 

speak to her again just yet. 

 

Lysa came to tea with Bill’s family as arranged. Bill’s mum made a goulash as requested, 

with a good thick gravy, and Bill’s dad got back early from work so that the whole family 

could eat together instead of Bill eating early and his parents eating later. 

At first the meal was rather quiet, with Lysa and Bill’s mum making polite conversation 

about Lysa’s mum and sister and brothers, and her home, and Gustu City, and Lysa’s school. 

Lysa said how good the goulash was, and Bill’s mum thanked her. Then Bill said, ‘We need 

to tell them why you’ve come.’ 

Lysa put down her cutlery on her empty plate and sat up straight in her chair. ‘Bill and I 

would like to get married as soon as we can,’ she said. ‘Bill wants to come to Gustu when 

he’s done his school finishing exams and we’ll set up home together. Mum says we can our 

own suite of rooms in the government palace and Lord Aoan is going to see us through the 

spaceship training, and then she says we should move to Trer and join my dad’s fleet there.’ 
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Bill’s parents stared at her and Bill, then at each other, then back at Lysa, who coloured a 

little blue. 

‘Sorry,’ she said, with a nervous smile, ‘we know we’re a bit young but we’re very keen.’ 

‘Oh, Bill!’ cried his mum, ‘we’ll miss you!’ She reached out a hand and squeezed his arm 

affectionately. He gave her a fond grin. ‘Sorry, Mum,’ he said, ‘I’ll miss you too – you and 

Dad.’ He paused. ‘But I really want to do this. You know I’ve always wanted to do this.’ 

‘If you really want to do it,’ said his dad, ‘if you’re sure …’ 

‘Yes, Dad, you know I am. And we’ve talked about it such a lot –’ 

‘And Lord Aoan promises to look after us on Trer,’ added Lysa. 

‘We’ll come to the wedding,’ said Bill’s mum. 

Bill, knowing how much his mum hated travel, realised how much this cost her and said, 

‘Thanks, Mum. You’re both invited – and Deb, if she wants to come.’ 

‘We’ll invite all your friends,’ said Lysa, eagerly. 

‘What do people wear to weddings on Gustu?’ asked Bill’s mum. 

‘My mum will send you some stuff in the invitation,’ said Lysa. She looked around the 

room and frowned. ‘I always forget. You don’t have an interstellar-networked computer. We 

can’t just send it to you. Well, Dad will bring you some stuff.’ 

  ‘Is that what you’ve been going on at us about, duck?’ asked Bill’s mum. ‘The special 

computer connection you wanted us to buy?’ 

‘Yes, Mum – don’t worry, I’ve been using the one at school.’ 

‘Will we be able to use it to keep in contact with you on Gustu?’ 

‘Yes, Mum – and on Trer. It works like an interstellar caller.’ 

‘We’ll have to get one.’ Bill’s mum looked at his dad. ‘Are they expensive?’ 

‘They’ve come down a lot in price,’ his dad said. ‘We can afford it.’ 

‘Dad will pay for the flight to Gustu,’ said Lysa. ‘Unless you want to come by transference 

with Dad, but space flight only takes half a day and it’s much more comfortable.’ 

 

Bill told no one about his plans, thinking that he’d break it to his friends after the exams were 

over, but somehow it got around that he was leaving Earth after the school finishing exams to 

go to Gustu to train to fly spaceships. His friends all congratulated him – Elma was envious – 

only Sophie scowled. 

‘Won’t you miss me?’ she asked. 

Bill was annoyed. ‘I’ll miss everyone. But I want to do this. You can come and see me, and 

we can keep in touch.’ 

She pouted. ‘We used to be special friends. You shouldn’t leave your friends.’ 

‘It’s easy to keep in touch by caller. Or you could ask your dad to update your computer so 

you can call me on that.’ Bill knew that the Walker’s household only had an old fashioned 

televisual machine, and didn’t have a modern computer which could be used to store 

information or send messages. 

‘He won’t.’ Sophie scowled again. ‘You used to say you were my friend, and now you’ve 

forgotten all about me.’ 

‘I haven’t forgotten you. But Lysa and I love each other and we’re going to get married.’ 

‘I’m going to marry my uncle,’ she sniffed, ‘so there.’ 

‘Are you? When did you last see him?’ 

She scowled. ‘A while ago – he was being silly.’ 

‘Or you were.’ 

‘Me? I’m not silly.’ She decided to walk away from this conversation, but he wasn’t letting 

her get out so easily. 

‘You’ve got to grow up, Sophie. You can’t just tell people you hate them and expect them 

to come running back to you.’ 
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She snarled: ‘How do you know what I said? You weren’t there.’ 

‘He told me.’ 

‘Well, I didn’t! And he loves me! And he promised to marry me! So fuck you!’ Sophie 

turned on her heel and walked away. Bill frightened her. Suppose her uncle never came back? 

Could he really abandon her? He’d loved her all her life – he couldn’t leave her. He’d 

promised to marry her. He had to come back. 

She was in a bad mood all day. That night in bed she called her uncle for the first time in 

weeks. And – oh, joy! He came. 

He looked solemn. He was dressed all in black – black jersey, black trousers and ankle 

boots. He didn’t sit down. He said, ‘How are you, Soph?’ 

‘I’ll all right. Where have you been?’ 

‘All over the galaxy. Bill says you’ve been keeping busy.’ 

‘Yes. I’ve been going out with Greg and Matt and Jim from Dad’s work. And I’ve been to 

the gym with Mum.’ 

‘I’m glad you’ve been having a good time.’ 

‘Yes, it’s great! You should try it, you’re really thin, you need to take more exercise.’ 

She was not to know that she had called him from one of his clubs, where he had been 

dancing and servicing clients for the last eight hours – plenty of exercise for anyone. He 

realised that she did not know him at all, and wondered whether he really knew her. ‘Rhuaans 

don’t get any thicker than this, no matter what they do. How are your exams going?’ 

‘All right. Bill says he’s going away with Lysa when he’s done his exams.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Are they getting married?’ 

‘Yes. You and your friends will be getting an invitation.’ 

She shrugged this off. ‘When are we getting married? You promised you’d marry me when 

I was sixteen, and now I’m sixteen.’ 

He nodded, sat down on her bed and took her hands in his. ‘Do you still want to get 

married, Soph? You told me that you hate me.’ 

She scowled at him. ‘Only when you boss me.’ 

‘Well, I do boss people a lot. You know I’m vice-president of the Federation.’ Memnon 

had been teasing him about the ‘vice’ part of the title, and he found he was smiling as he said 

the word. 

‘You’d have to stop it if you married me.’ 

He smiled sadly. ‘I’m not sure I can.’ 

‘What about that – Lysa’s mum? Do you boss her?’ 

‘Yes – and she bosses me back.’ 

Sophie scowled again. ‘You’d have to stop seeing her if you marry me. I won’t let you run 

about after other girls.’ 

He almost laughed aloud, but got to his feet instead, and released her hands. ‘I don’t think 

this marriage is going to work, Sophie. I think you need to think about it for a bit. You’re a bit 

young to tie yourself down to an old person like me.’ 

‘Yes, you are old,’ she said, as if she’d only just realised, ‘you’re almost as old as my dad.’ 

‘Yes.’ He bent and kissed her forehead. ‘It’s been good to see you, Soph. Have a great time 

with your friends. Call me again when you want to talk to an old person.’ He smiled fondly at 

her, and vanished in a flash of light. 

She felt an odd pang, but crushed it. He was old, and perhaps he didn’t deserve to marry 

her; not when he was running about after so many other women. She wanted her man to love 

only her, and to be faithful all his life. She didn’t want second-hand goods. 

*   *   * 
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Exams were over, and Bill went round to visit all his friends to say goodbye. ‘Only it’s not 

really goodbye,’ he said, ‘because you’ll be coming to the wedding, won’t you?’ – and he 

handed each of them an invitation. ‘I’m marrying Lysa Rosa Merarou,’ he said, and none of 

them knew what he meant, except Elma, who said: ‘That’s a Gustu name, isn’t it? Is this to do 

with all that extra physics you’ve been doing?’ 

‘Yes, I met her when I went over to Gustu to meet General Aoan.’ 

‘Have we seen her? Is she that pretty girl we’ve seen you with?’ 

‘Yes, that’s her.’ 

Elma found that she was feeling a little jealous. She’d wanted to get off Earth for ages, to 

get a scholarship and go to Trer, or to go anywhere that she could meet the great Graham 

Bradley, and now Bill was going and she wasn’t. ‘Can you get us all posts on Gustu?’ she 

asked. 

Bill felt her defensiveness and felt a little awkward – he knew how much Elma admired 

Lord Greh, and he didn’t want to have to break it to her that Lysa was his daughter. Elma 

would be so jealous, and it wouldn’t be fair on her. But if she came to the wedding, she could 

meet Gray properly. ‘If you come to the wedding you can meet Lord Aoan and Graham 

Bradley and all sorts of people,’ he said boldly. 

‘And how can we get to this wedding?’ demanded Elma. 

‘Lysa’s mum is organising a special space yacht for the guests from Earth.’ 

‘Wow,’ said Elma, and her face lit up. Anne cried: ‘We’ve got to go, Elm. We’ve got to.’ 

‘It will leave from Leicester spaceport,’ said Bill. ‘It’s all in the invitation. You’re coming, 

aren’t you?’ 

‘Of course we are,’ said Elma. ‘Can Mum and Dad come too?’ 

‘I think Lysa’s mum said “the more the merrier”,’ said Bill. 

 

Anja specifically wanted to get as many humans off Earth as possible – as she regarded Earth 

as a barbarous place – and share with them the delights of Gustu for a few days. There was 

plenty of room in the government palace, as half the building wasn’t needed for government 

use. Anja and her family lived in part of it, and the rest was used for civic and community 

occasions. Anja thought that her eldest daughter’s wedding might count as a civic occasion. 

Her brothers were coming, with some of their friends, so there would be a good turn-out of 

Mithidry pirates. Aoan would be there; Greh would be at his own daughter’s wedding; Greh 

had invited some of his agents from Earth, including Mick; Bill was inviting his friends and 

their families. Lysa was inviting her own school friends and their families. And Greh took a 

deep breath and invited his own family: his mother, uncle, sisters, brother-in-law and his 

niece. 

The problem here was that he had never told his mum that he had a long-term female 

partner and that they had children. He had introduced his mother to several of his friends, but 

he had never brought the grandchildren to meet her. This was because Anja was worried 

about her children visiting Earth, and he knew that his mother would be upset if she knew she 

had grandchildren whom she couldn’t meet. What was more, he wasn’t certain how his 

mother would react to the idea that he had set up home with a Gustu woman, but that he was 

still maintaining other relationships – and that there had been no formal marriage ceremony 

that his mother would recognise. Anja and he had a permanent relationship, that was all. They 

had never taken any vows. In that respect, Lysa and Bill were making a far more formal 

agreement; they would make public vows and exchange rings. There had been some 

discussion as to whether a priestess needed to be involved (Rhuaans often involve one, Gustu 

hardly ever do), but eventually they decided to have all their family and friends present as 

witnesses instead. 
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When Gray went to visit his mother, he said very little about what he had been doing: he 

had mentioned the truce between Federation and Empire, he talked about his attempts to bring 

basic merchandise to Earth (light bulbs, matches, hand tools) and some of the luxury goods 

(heru cloth, callers, modern computers, new machinery and space ships). He had told her 

when the elected assembly was set up on Trer, but she was more interested in the difficulties 

that Sophie had been having at school. She didn’t really want to hear about his work off-

planet, because, as she said, ‘I don’t know any of these places, I’ve hardly met any of these 

people (I know you’ve brought some of them to meet me, duck), and I’m not likely to ever 

travel to meet them. They don’t really affect me, you see.’ At first, Gray was disappointed; he 

had wanted to be able to talk to his mother about what he did day-to-day, but as his life 

became more complex and his operations more intricate, illegal and morally dubious, he felt it 

was better not to involve his mother. So he remained her dutiful son who called to see her 

once a week and did jobs about the house, but he never told her, for example, that he was now 

vice-president of the Federation. She didn’t even know that he had been married to Rose 

McCrae. 

This reticence also meant that Susie Bradley, whose strict moral code would certainly not 

have allowed her to let her brother’s activities pass without comment, didn’t know what he 

was doing and couldn’t criticise him. She heard some rumours from Julie and David, and she 

didn’t like Gray’s friends, but she didn’t know enough to make a firm judgement. She could 

only pray daily that her brother be kept from sin, with a heavy feeling in her heart that he 

wasn’t. 

And now Gray’s daughter wanted her father to invite all these relatives from Earth that she 

had heard about but never met, and Gray had to break it to his mother that she was a 

grandmother and that her eldest grand-daughter was getting married, and that she was invited. 

He discovered that Julie had already said something to their mother about having met her 

brother in the street with a very pretty young girl who he said was his daughter, ‘and her 

mother’s a pirate, Mum.’ Glenda Bradley was inclined to think that this was rather romantic, 

and guessed that the pirate was one of the band that her son had fallen in with early in his 

days in space, the ones whom he called freedom fighters and Julie had always called 

terrorists. So when her son explained, rather shamefacedly, that he had never told her that she 

was a grandmother ‘because I didn’t want to upset you, Mum,’ but that now her grandchildren 

wanted her to visit them on Gustu, she was inclined to go – if only to annoy Julie. 

Susie was terrified at the thought of going off-planet, convinced that they would all die in 

the void of space – but when she discovered that her mother wanted to go, agreed to go with 

her. The wedding would be in the school summer holidays, so she could attend. It also 

occurred to her that she could wear the lovely dress that Gray had brought her years ago, 

which she had never had occasion to wear. Much as she didn’t approve of her brother’s 

lifestyle now, at heart she hated not to be able to show appreciation of his presents. Julie and 

David didn’t want to go, and they particularly did not want Sophie to go, but as Julie’s mother 

was going they didn’t want to lose face by refusing to go, so they reluctantly accepted. ‘And, 

anyway, we can keep an eye on Sophie,’ said Julie. Sophie was in two minds about going. 

She didn’t want to have to talk to the Gustu woman (Lysa’s mother) who, she now realised, 

had supplanted her, and she didn’t want to have to take second place to Lysa. But all her old 

school friends were going. So, in the end, she agreed to go. 

Bill’s parents and friends saw him off to Gustu from Leicester spaceport at the start of 

July. Bill was loaded with four suitcases, and his parents promised to bring more things with 

them when they came over for the wedding. All went cheerfully until the end, just before the 

final farewells, when Bill and his mum suddenly burst into tears and hugged each other as if 

they could never part – and Bill’s dad became terribly pale, while Deb – Bill’s big sister – 

kept saying: ‘You’ll be fine. I’m sure you’ll be fine. If you’re not fine, I’ll come and sort you 
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out.’ In the end it was Deb who pushed Bill on to the flight, and hugged her mum tight as he 

left them, all the time saying: ‘He’ll be fine, he’ll be fine!’ 

That evening, the new caller-computer that Lysa had got for Bill’s family came into its 

own, as parents and sister were able to sit round the computer and see Bill on the screen, 

sitting with Lysa in Lysa’s room in the government palace on Gustu, clearly healthy and 

happy after a short, straightforward flight. They chatted and joked, and if it was not quite as 

good as having Bill there with them, it was almost as good – and clearly he was happy, even 

though he was missing them. 

Sophie had no caller-computer, and she didn’t want to call her uncle to find out whether 

Bill was OK. She was upset and jealous and didn’t want to talk to anyone about how she felt. 

So she went straight home from the spaceport, and called up her policeman friends, inviting 

them to go out with her that evening. She would drown her sorrows in their admiration, and 

try to forget that she had ever been to Gustu, or ever dreamt of marrying her uncle. 

But I can still marry him, she thought. He didn’t say that he wouldn’t marry me. He just 

said that he would boss me, and I wouldn’t be the only one. But I have to be the only one. If 

he really loves me, he can’t have other girls. There should be only one, if it’s true love. 

She went through the next days and weeks in a whirl of self-inflicted busy-ness, going 

down the gym, going to see her new friends from down the gym, going down the police 

station or meeting her new friends from the station. She was waiting for her exam results to 

find out if she could stay on at school – but if she married her uncle, she wouldn’t be going 

back to school. On the other hand, if she married her uncle she wouldn’t be able to hang out 

with fun young men who kissed her so nicely and great girls who admired her hair and her 

handbag. She was expanding her horizons from New Parks to the whole of Leicester, and she 

was enjoying herself. 

The famous wedding would be early in August, after the exam results came out. Sophie 

didn’t know what Bill had got, but her own results weren’t very good – barely good enough to 

go back to school. Her first reaction was, ‘It doesn’t matter; I’m going to marry my uncle,’ 

but then she remembered that this would mean tying herself to a boring, bossy person who 

would probably make her go back to school anyway. Her dad urged her to go back to school 

to get more exams, ‘Then you can join the force,’ and eventually she agreed, partly to keep 

him happy but also because some of the nice lads from the police station agreed with her dad. 

So she went round to school and applied to carry on, and was accepted. 

Elma and the others were carrying on as a matter of course. Elma was working to get a 

scholarship to study astronomy at Trer University. She might not have had Bill’s lucky 

breaks, she thought, but she could achieve her goals by sheer hard work. Anne also had hopes 

in that direction, although she knew she wasn’t as clever as Elma, but had vague ideas that 

she might be able to string along with her friend. Sally and Jack were going to study medicine 

and save poor people around the world. They weren’t interested in leaving the planet, saying 

that there was enough need on Earth. Sean was going to be a civil engineer and go to Cray to 

build bridges and railways and roads. He was working for a place on a training programme at 

Van Der Ruhe University on Herluin. 

So the wedding came, and a group of nervous humans from New Parks, Leicester, boarded 

a special flight from Leicester spaceport to Gustu City. In addition to Bill’s school friends and 

their families, and Gray’s family, there were also some of Gray’s friends from Earth: Mike 

and his mum, and his uncle Alan Mason and cousin Darren, and some of their friends from 

the railway. Gray had told Alan that Karan and Mara would be at the wedding, and Alan came 

with a mysterious package wrapped up carefully in padded material, which he carried under 

his arm. 

Bill and Lysa had asked for ‘no wedding presents – just bring yourselves,’ because they 

knew that anything brought from Earth was likely to be inferior to the same product on Gustu, 



 374 

but nevertheless friends and family did bring souvenirs of Earth with them for the happy 

young couple, and so the little yacht was crowded with baggage as well as humans. However, 

as the yacht was best-quality Herluin construction, they travelled in comfort to Gustu, which 

they reached some eight hours later. Here they were met by Bill, Lysa, and a small 

detachment of Gustu guards: Lysa’s uncles Oroso Bal, Rab and members of Gray’s piratical 

escort. Some members of the party became rather anxious; Dave and Julie Walker became 

wary and aggressive. But the welcome was warm, and they were carried in a road-travelling 

vehicle to the government palace, where they were housed in quite spartan, but adequate 

rooms. 

Sophie found that her room was between her parents’ room and her gran’s, and that her 

gran was sharing a room with her Aunt Susie – she wasn’t particularly happy about this, but it 

was much better than sharing. Almost as soon as they arrived, Anja came to call on the 

family, to introduce herself: ‘I’m Lysa’s mum,’ to ensure that they were comfortable and to 

bring a present for Sophie: ‘I remember that you were only a little girl when Gray was 

handing these out, so I thought you’d like a new one.’ She handed Sophie an armful of 

glorious, silky-soft fabric, which fell out into the drapes and folds of a heru dress: ‘Like 

Mum’s! It’s beautiful!’ 

Julie, who wore her heru dress once each year, to the annual police ball, was exceedingly 

gratified at the thought that her daughter would now not have to wear that much-too-short 

white half-see-through dress which she had brought for the wedding, and was effusive in her 

thanks. Even Susie found that she was smiling – she would not feel out of place in that 

flowing, clinging dress her brother had given her all those years ago, because her mum, her 

niece and her sister would be wearing similar dresses, and somehow that made it all OK. 

Mrs Bradley was inclined to be critical, saying that Sophie’s dress was really too old for 

her, commenting on the odd light and the slightly odd smell, and saying that the birds didn’t 

sound right, and asking Anja where she was from, and then not being able to pronounce it. 

Anja suggested that she might like a nap before the evening meal, and offered to show the rest 

of the family round the palace while Mrs Bradley rested. David immediately accepted – Anja 

suspected that he wanted to spy the place out. She had, however, brought her secret weapon 

with her – Bernie. Her son, who was still at the ‘boyishly cute’ stage, smiled at David Walker, 

said, ‘Hi, Uncle David,’ asked him whether he had enjoyed the flight, and then started to chat 

with him. David, who had never particularly cared for children, found that he was talking to a 

child who was apparently a ten-year old, but talked like a twenty-year old; and that he was 

actually finding the conversation interesting. 

While Anja led the Bradley family around the palace, Sophie’s other friends were scattered 

in other rooms. Sean and Jack were sharing a room next to Elma, Anne and Sally. When they 

had unpacked as far as they wanted, the five decided to go for an exploration. The Gustu 

guard who had taken them to their rooms had told them that the evening meal would be in the 

big courtyard ‘out there’ – she gestured out of the window – in a few hours, ‘and until then 

you are free to rest or look around.’ Obviously, the five young people had no interest in 

resting, so they set out through the rabbit-warren of the palace. 

It was on only two floors, with ramps between them: low, curving ramps which tried to be 

sculptures as well as offer a route between floors. They hurried along corridors, pausing to 

look out of windows this way and that, trying closed doors and peeking into empty rooms 

where sometimes walls, floor and ceiling still bore witness to centuries of neglect, where birds 

nested in niches and plants grew in profusion in through the window. They found a library of 

scrolls, books and wafers, the last in slim glass cases, all written in such strange writing that 

none of them could read a word. They found fountains of water set in the floor where four 

corridors met, the water running away through the pebbled floor beneath their feet, and places 

where the building was open to the sky, the too-yellow sun shone in brightly and bird song 
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echoed down the long corridors. There were no carpets – the floors were pebbled, or covered 

in coloured mosaic, the walls were painted with swirling leaves and flowers, and the ceilings 

were slightly domed and painted the colour of clouds and sky. 

They reached an open hall, where their level divided and became a balcony which ran 

around above the hall, but they could see no obvious way down. Below them in the hall were 

Alan Mason and a man none of them recognised, but who was in fact Karan, newly arrived 

from Cray. There was a long table down the centre of the hall, and Alan was lovingly 

unrolling the carefully-wrapped parcel he had brought from Earth. The five young people, 

who had wondered what treasures lay inside it, peered over the balcony wall to see, and were 

disappointed to discover that it was only drawings – white ink on blue, apparently diagrams of 

machinery. But the two men seemed extremely excited. 

‘This is exactly what I need,’ Karan was saying. ‘And this is reliable?’ 

‘Will run for a century with only three re-enginings,’ Alan assured him. ‘There’s never 

been anything like the IC125. The most successful traction unit ever.’ 

‘Brilliant! Now I’ve got the fuel problem sorted, we can start production the moment I get 

these back to Cray.’ 

The young people looked at each other, shrugged, and hurried on. They knew Mr Mason 

was transport mad, and they didn’t need to know any more. 

They ran into the next corridor, along a darkened passage, then suddenly out into the bright 

sunshine. They were standing in a courtyard, with tall plants growing all about them. They 

could hear running water – another fountain, no doubt. There was birdsong. Sally turned left, 

and Jack and Sean followed her; Elma and Anne turned right, tacitly assuming that they 

would meet up on the other side of the courtyard. 

As they set off along a narrow paved path between tall plants, Anne said, ‘Do you know 

how to get back to our room?’ 

Elma shrugged. ‘No. I was going to ask someone.’ 

‘Yes, but – we haven’t met anyone.’ 

‘Good point.’ Elma was just about to add, ‘so perhaps we’re lost,’ when they emerged into 

the centre of the courtyard. There was a pool, with a fountain; and there were two people 

sitting by it. Elma and Anne instinctively shrank back into the shade of the plants before they 

could be seen. 

One of the pair wore deep blue; the other wore purple. They were both rather thin and had 

unnaturally white skin and long hair. The one in purple had black hair and the other had 

blonde. Anne looked at Elma and hissed: ‘Graham Bradley!’ 

‘And Lord Aoan.’ They both peered at the couple through the leaves of the plants. The pair 

were kissing, their hair intertwining. Then the hair slipped apart; they both looked around, 

straight at the girls. 

‘We have company,’ said Lord Aoan. ‘Come out, girls.’ 

They came out, very unwillingly, blinking in the bright sunlight; Anne with pale skin and 

mousy-brown hair, Elma more typical of contemporary Leicester youth with darker skin and 

dark brown hair. ‘How could you hear us?’ the latter complained. ‘We were so quiet.’ 

‘We can hear your minds,’ said Aoan, smiling at them in a friendly way which put them at 

their ease a little. ‘Welcome to Gustu.’ 

‘Thank you,’ they both said, rather uncertainly and looking wonderingly at Aoan’s 

companion. 

‘You’re Graham Bradley,’ said Elma. ‘I’m going to marry you – oh, damn! I wasn’t going 

to say that!!’ 

‘I’m keeping my mouth shut,’ said Anne, as firmly as she could. 

‘Your eyes betray you,’ said Aoan, laughing. 

‘No! I never said a word!’ 
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‘Darling,’ said Aoan to her lover, ‘I see you have two more pets! What can I say?’ and she 

went off into peals of laughter. 

Gray didn’t say anything. He simply looked at the two young women, drinking in their 

adoration, feeling their desire wash over and through him, drawing in their love and radiating 

his own desire in return. Both the girls felt his desire penetrate them and felt themselves being 

drawn into him; they stood motionless, as if held in his mental grasp, their eyes open and 

mouths pursed as if to kiss … 

Anne felt that she was falling softly through warm air, into the soft warmth of a deep 

embrace, through sweet colours and gentle music, soft birdsong and the delicious intoxication 

of sleep – she let herself fall into delightful dreams of romantic love and sweet surrender …. 

Elma felt wild wind rush through her hair, the mad excitement of the chase, burning 

passion and hot kisses, being swept off her feet by the storm, falling into whirlpools of desire, 

struggling to grasp what she sought and finally being captured by it and swept into it with joy 

and fulfilment …. 

They came slowly to themselves. They were standing in the private courtyard in the 

government palace in Gustu City. Aoan Sommerer was looking at them with something like 

amused desire in her big black eyes. Graham Bradley’s beautiful eyes held them in his gaze, 

his bewitchingly long golden hair dancing around his head. 

I’m being seduced, thought Elma. I ought to fight it, but I don’t care. 

He’s so beautiful, thought Anne, if he says ‘come to bed,’ I’ll just run to him. 

We could have such fun with them, Aoan’s mind said to her lover, they’re so sweet and so 

loving, and they want you so much. They would just come to us if you call them and we could 

have such fun with them. Why don’t we? 

It’s so tempting, so very tempting, Greh answered. I never realised before how much they 

want me. Sophie told me, but she made out that they didn’t really care. Now I know she was 

just trying to keep me for herself. 

Oh, Greh! Let’s have them. They really want us to. 

Greh almost said ‘yes’ – he was on the verge of saying ‘yes’, but then he remembered that 

these were Bill’s friends, and that Bill was getting married to his daughter tomorrow, and that 

as he had refused to sleep with Sophie he shouldn’t seduce her friends. Not now, his mind 

spoke to Aoan’s. We’ll have to let them go now, but next time we see them – then we’ll play 

with them. 

Oh, Greh! You’re no fun! 

You’re a fine one to talk! You’ve been on at me for years to leave Sophie alone! 

Oh, well – that was before I met her friends. 

Then they both felt Elma’s thought: I think I’m going to scream and fall into his arms.  

Greh released both young women with a blink of his eyes, and held out his hands to them, 

and both ran to hug him. He kissed both hungrily, and then passed them to Aoan, who looked 

deep into each girl’s face, said, ‘Beautiful girls,’ and kissed them lingeringly, which left both 

Elma and Anne feeling as if they’d drunk half a pint of strong red wine. 

‘We have to go to the evening meal,’ said Greh. ‘And then there are preparations for 

tomorrow.’ 

‘You’re not going to send us away?’ cried Anne. ‘Not now we’ve found you?’ – and then 

blushed deep red in embarrassment. 

‘Yes, darling,’ said Greh gently, caressing her face, ‘this is Lysa and Bill’s wedding, so we 

should concentrate on them.’ He kissed her lips again, lingeringly. Aoan had her arms around 

Elma, who felt as if she was melting with desire. What’s happening to me? Aoan was stroking 

her hair, whispering ‘Beautiful girl.’ Oh, damn – I think I’m going to topple over … 

‘You can’t send us away,’ said Anne again, groggily as if she were drunk. 
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‘Darling’ (kiss), ‘I’ll come back for you’ (kiss), ‘but if I seduce you now, Lysa will be 

cross with me.’ (A brilliant, seductive smile.) ‘She says I have too many pets already.’ 

‘You already have seduced us,’ protested Elma. 

‘I’ll take them, darling,’ said Aoan. 

‘You can’t! They’re mine. They saw me first. Anyway, if you do, you have legal 

obligations to them.’ 

‘You do?’ asked Elma. 

‘Yes, darling’ – Aoan’s caressing hands flowed over Elma’s buttocks, and Elma gave up 

and fell into her arms. ‘The Sacred People always love and cherish their pets.’ Aoan gave 

Greh a mischievous, hungry look; and Greh gave up resistance and pulled Anne into his 

embrace. 

 

The two girls came to themselves some time later. They were in the hall where Alan Mason 

and Karan had been, but the two men had gone, taking their drawings with them. They were 

sitting on some cushions in a corner when Sean, Jack and Sally found them. 

‘Where did you get to? We’ve been looking for you everywhere,’ said Sally. 

‘You just vanished,’ said Jack. ‘How did you get back here?’ 

‘I think we got lost,’ said Anne, frankly. 

‘It’s dinner time,’ said Sean. ‘Are you coming?’ and he reached down an arm and helped 

Elma up. Jack and Sally helped Anne to her feet, and they dragged their two friends back to 

the great courtyard to join the meal. The two young women went without argument, still 

wondering what had happened to them during the last half hour – or was it an hour? And 

where had the two Imperials gone? 

Aoan was talking to Anja, who could see that she’d been up to something – ‘Your hair is 

all volumnised – that’s not just Greh. Who have you found?’ 

Aoan tossed back her long black hair. ‘A couple of Sophie’s friends.’ 

Anja frowned. ‘Is that wise? We already have enough trouble keeping Greh away from 

Sophie. You’ll only encourage him.’ 

‘Oh, but – they’re so sweet! I feel energised all over.’ Aoan stretched herself luxuriously 

and ran her hands through her hair so that it sparked. Anja found her mouth watering with 

desire and swallowed hard. 

‘Let’s go and find our guests,’ she said. ‘This is a public relations exercise, you know; we 

need more of those young people from Earth to work for us.’ 

‘We’ll have them,’ said Aoan, smiling dreamingly. 

Anja punched her gently. ‘Not that way! You’ll play straight into the hands of the Federal 

government.’ 

Aoan shrugged. ‘They do everything I say.’ 

‘And the Marys?’ 

‘What, do you think young Memnon will object?’ 

‘Yes! And I know some Gustu still worry about Imperial designs on their freedom. Stop 

daydreaming and help me play hostess.’ 

Aoan shrugged again, but followed her out to the large courtyard, and spent the next hour 

talking sweetly to humans and watching them quiver, wobble at the knees or stiffen up in 

hostility (this last was David Walker). It all amused her tremendously. She introduced herself 

to Greh’s mum, and saw her puzzlement; she introduced herself to Mick, and saw his jaw 

drop: ‘So you’re the girl who caught Gray on Kimball’s Kiss?’ he stammered, and Aoan gave 

him a devastating smile and answered: ‘Yes.’ She then walked off and left Mick trembling at 

the knees. She talked to Mick’s mum, woman to woman, about modern traction in space and 

on planet-surface, and the problem of devising a really efficient transmission system. She 

talked to Alan Mason about the best systems for long-term storage of power plants. She 



 378 

discussed childcare with Mara and Karan. She even talked to Jon Bradley, Greh’s uncle 

whom she had last seen on Kimball’s Kiss, just before she had blown up the mining operation 

that had employed him. He didn’t recognise her – after all, the last time they’d met she’d been 

in Greh’s body – but it was interesting to confirm her first impression of him: he wouldn’t 

have been at all suitable as a cara. His mind was too inflexible. 

Greh had gone to find Sophie, who was lingering in her room, ‘doing my face,’ but 

actually hoping that he would turn up. When he walked through the door she put down her 

mascara and jumped into his arms. 

‘Thank you for the dress! It’s gorgeous!’ – and she kissed him warmly on the mouth. 

Greh, slightly surprised by this welcome, much warmer than he had received for months, 

returned her kiss and held her tightly. ‘I’m glad you like it, darling.’ That ‘darling’ just 

slipped out – he’d always called her ‘duck’, as an uncle should, but after the last half hour 

with her friends he was thinking in more effusive terms. 

She noted the change of terms and kissed him again – he lifted her off the ground to kiss 

her properly – she hugged him more tightly and wound her legs round him. What would have 

happened next will never be known, because Bill and Lysa came down the corridor to look 

for Sophie: ‘Soph! Are you coming down for something to eat?’ 

Greh set Sophie down on her feet – they were both red faced and panting. He tossed back 

his hair and said ‘Straighten yourself out, duck.’ She caught his tone and turned to the mirror, 

combing her hair quickly – and he stepped into space and vanished. When Bill and Lysa 

appeared in the doorway, they found Sophie alone, frowning into the mirror, powdering her 

nose. 

Greh reappeared in one of the government offices, where Alan Mason and Karan had gone 

to borrow a computer and call up land maps of Cray planet. They had the blueprints of the 

IC125 laid out on three tables pushed together, and were doing calculations and drawing lines 

on pieces of paper. When Greh appeared in the doorway, he said, ‘Would you two like to 

come and find something to eat?’ 

‘In a minute,’ said Karan. ‘This is important. We’re calculating whether tractive effort is 

sufficient for standard freight loadings on the Mamsay banks or whether we’ll still need a 

banker.’ 

‘I thought those were passenger vehicles?’ Greh had never been particularly 

knowledgeable about rail traction, but he did know that much. 

‘Yes, yes, but we’re doing a feasibility study.’ Karan bent low over the computer screen. 

Greh watched the two men for a moment, and pondered that their love of railways and rail 

traction was almost as all-consuming as his passion for sex. But somehow they had managed 

to marry and rear children, and somehow he managed to govern the peoples of half of a 

galactic arm. He realised that in his present state of mind he was out of place in this technical 

environment – he should have brought Carl and Ray, but he had left them on Trer with 

Memnon, running the government in his absence. He wondered whether he could safely go 

and talk to his other guests without trying to seduce any more of Bill’s friends and embarrass 

Lysa, decided that he couldn’t, and went in search of Faroan. 

 

Faroan’s view of his wife’s pets had always been that she was too soft-hearted and spent too 

much time with them for her health. He was happy to let her have pets if they made her 

happy, but young Sophie had caused her a lot of unhappiness and he would prefer to keep his 

wife away from her. However, he was happy to sit and listen to Greh chatter about Elma and 

Anne, and was amused that Aoan had enjoyed the two humans as much as Greh – Aoan was 

also very prone to collecting pets, and he rather thought that Greh had contracted the habit 

from Aoan. Then Greh said, ‘Sophie’s old enough to leave her parents now. She seems to 

have got over her anger at me at last – she was very glad to see me this evening.’ 
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Faroan nodded. ‘Memnon talked about your bringing her here,’ he said. 

‘Yes, I thought the Priestess could help me care for her.’ 

‘I know you’re very fond of her, darling – you’ve cared for her since she was a child – but 

is she really suitable as a pet? From what I’ve seen of her in your mind, and from what 

Memnon said, I don’t think she’d be happy as a thrall.’ 

Greh blushed blue. ‘Yes – I know – I wasn’t thinking of anything so traditional. The old 

obligations to care for pets don’t sit well with my recent political reforms, darling.’ 

‘I know – you’ve given the children a lot of freedom. I agree that they’re living up to it 

well, so far.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘But when you take a human as a pet, you have to take them into your household and take 

every responsibility for them.’ 

‘I know.’ Greh had learned the old regulations from Aoan’s memories: ‘as close to you as 

your clothing, as dear to you as your baby, yours to care for and repair as if they were 

furnishings in your home. But they aren’t objects, darling. They’re people. When I work with 

humans I give them a lot of freedom –’ 

Faroan thought of Ragnor and Sarah, and nodded. 

‘So I was thinking of Sophie on the same lines – to give her a house of her own and a 

living, and visit her every day, like I do Ragnor and Sarah.’ 

‘Not quite every day. Ragnor has been complaining that he hasn’t seen you this week.’ 

Greh’s face became blue again. ‘I’d better go over and see them later.’ 

‘Yes, darling. But that’s my point. You’re stretching yourself too thin. It’s all right for pets 

that you have in groups in one place – on Earth, or in Gustu, or on Trer – you can service 

them together. But when you have them spread out and don’t let them mix, then you can’t 

keep them all happy. It isn’t fair on them – you have to take care of your pets. That’s when 

they become discontented and rebellious.’ 

Greh knew very well that neglect of pets had not been the cause of the Great War, but he 

could understand that a Rhuaan, seeing all other races as inferior and in need of constant 

guidance and care, might see it that way. He nodded, and Faroan saw the stubborn line on his 

wife’s jaw and knew that trouble was brewing. 

 

Aoan! 

Aoan spun on her heel. She had been walking through the government palace, in search of 

Anja – and suddenly she was on a windswept hillside, with a star-studded night sky above 

her. This could only mean one thing – Wiroan had called her. 

‘Yes, lord?’ 

‘Where is Greh?’ 

Aoan hesitated. Her hair rose up about her head, as she sought her lover through the 

cosmos. ‘He’s with Faroan.’ 

‘Not for much longer. He’s coming back to look for Sophie Walker.’ 

Aoan smiled. ‘That young lady has such yummy friends.’ 

‘Be that as it may’ – she could see Wiroan now, standing right in front of her and with his 

own hair swirling up about his head – ‘keep him away from Sophie Walker.’ 

‘Oh, come on! She’s over sixteen now. It can’t do any harm. And her friends are so 

delicious.’ 

‘She’ll break his heart, Aoan. Keep him away from her.’ 

Aoan frowned at the thought. ‘All right. I promise.’ 

Wiroan nodded, she felt his kiss on her forehead – and she was back in the palace, outside 

Sophie Walker’s bedroom door. Without hesitating, she pushed the door open. 
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Sophie was there, sitting on the bed, putting nail varnish on to her finger nails. She looked 

up as Aoan entered. ‘Oh – who are you?’ 

Aoan stared at her. She could see some physical resemblance to Greh – but the aura was 

much thinner, and the brain was less active. She couldn’t possibly have rebuilt this young 

woman as she had rebuilt Greh. As for Sophie as a pet – she couldn’t see it. What did Greh 

see in this young human? 

‘I’m Aoan,’ she said. ‘I was looking for Greh.’ 

‘Oh, are you General Aoan? Bill Townsend is mad about you.’ 

Aoan smiled. ‘I know.’ 

Sophie looked severely at her. She couldn’t see what Bill thought was so special about this 

tall, gawky woman with untidy black hair. Her purple dress was crumpled. She wasn’t as 

pretty as herself. And she was old, like her uncle. 

‘I don’t know where Uncle Graham is,’ she said. ‘I was getting ready for the wedding 

tomorrow.’ She held up a hand to show her fingernails. 

Aoan came forward into the room and took the hand in her own. ‘What are you doing?’ 

‘Painting my nails.’ Sophie showed the other hand. ‘This is new stuff. I bought it in 

Woolies. It comes from somewhere in sector eight.’ 

‘Transported on your uncle’s freight carriers.’ Aoan looked at the hand, and ran a finger 

over Sophie’s fingernails. ‘What does it do?’ 

‘What do you mean? It makes my fingers pretty.’ 

Aoan looked at her with amusement in her face. ‘You paint yourself? You’re as bad as the 

Marys, dying their fur.’ She looked at Sophie’s hand again and ran her fingers over it. ‘You 

have such soft skin,’ she said suddenly, ‘it’s like silk.’ Why had she not noticed before? The 

child was strokable, soft and tender. 

‘Is it?’ Sophie suddenly felt a jab of something – a feeling of danger? She saw the strange 

woman’s black hair stir. She felt her own head begin to swim – why am I feeling sleepy? She 

shook her head sharply. ‘I’m going to wear my new dress tomorrow,’ she said, ‘the one Uncle 

Graham and Ann-ya gave me.’ She got to her feet, swaying slightly – why was she feeling so 

dizzy? – headed for the cupboard in the corner of the room and pulled out the new dress, 

letting it flow through her fingers. ‘It looks really nice on me, but Uncle Graham hasn’t seen 

me in it yet.’ 

‘Let me see it,’ said Aoan suddenly. Why not? She thought. The child is bored, and she 

may as well amuse me as Greh. ‘Try it on.’ She waved a hand at Sophie, as if giving her 

permission. 

Sophie should have been embarrassed to change her clothing in the presence of another 

person – she would normally have been embarrassed – but she pulled off her tee-shirt and 

trousers and put on the dress, which flowed over her young body in all the right places. Aoan 

nodded appreciatively, and her black eyes glowed. ‘Lovely,’ she said her black hair dancing 

off her shoulders, and she reached out her arms to Sophie, who found herself walking into 

them. 

And then Graham walked in. 

Aoan! What are you doing with my niece? 

Seducing her. Are you going to join in or complain? 

Something very odd happened to Gray at that moment. His brain, which had been rather 

fuddled with fretting over Sophie, suddenly cleared. He saw a great many things very clearly 

– why the Great War had happened, why it was going to happen again if he wasn’t very 

careful, and that he had acted extremely unwisely in allowing his daughter to invite her 

relatives and Bill’s friends to the wedding. His eyes opened wide – his golden hair shot out 

about his head – he said, in a mental voice so loud and clear that even Sophie heard it: NO – 

and he pushed Aoan away, so that she found herself sitting on the floor of Faroan’s cave on 
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Thorion without even realising that she had been pushed through space. He was left facing 

Sophie, the young woman he had come to seduce and whom he now realised was the most 

precious thing in creation and that no one, absolutely no one (including himself) should touch 

her. 

‘You look lovely, duck,’ he said, and kissed her forehead. ‘Don’t upstage Lysa tomorrow, 

will you?’ 

She woke up; her brain cleared; she looked about her in puzzlement. ‘Uncle Graham? I 

was waiting for you, and that woman came in.’ 

‘That woman is one of the most dangerous creatures in existence. She started the Great 

War and you mustn’t let her near you.’ 

‘What?’ Sophie stared at him, bewildered by his vehemence. 

He looked down at her, his lovely, vulnerable, innocent little niece … ‘Your friends having 

a party in their room,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you get changed back and go and join them? You 

don’t want to risk damaging the dress this evening.’ 

She smiled tantalisingly at him. ‘Can’t I spend the evening with you?’ she whispered.  

‘I think you’ll be better with your friends. I have to go and sort a few people out.’ 

‘Who?’ 

‘I need to jump over to Trer and talk to someone. I’ll be back for the wedding tomorrow. 

Don’t worry, duck,’ and he vanished. 

She stood still, startled and puzzled and not a little hurt. Then there came a knock at the 

door. 

‘Come in?’ she called, in a small voice. 

A female Gustu security guard put her head around the door. ‘Hi, ma’am. Lord Greh asked 

me to keep an eye on you. I’ll just wait out here while you get changed and then I’m to escort 

you to your friends’ party in their room. And then I’m to guard you tonight.’ 

‘OK.’ There didn’t seem to be much else to say. The door closed, and Sophie began to get 

changed again. 

 

Aoan was furious, partly because she was angry with herself for falling for Sophie when she’d 

promised Wiroan to keep Greh away from her; and partly because her lover had no business 

pushing her a few hundred light years through space without warning. Having expressed her 

opinion of Greh to a highly amused Faroan, who simply remarked ‘You were always too 

prone to pets,’ she steeled herself and stepped back through space to Gustu, where she found 

Sophie safely surrounded by her friends, the friends in a crowd, and a Gustu guard on the 

door. 

‘Lord Greh’s orders, ma’am,’ said the guard. ‘The humans are out of bounds, he says.’ 

‘They weren’t earlier,’ snapped Aoan. 

‘He said to tell you that he’s changed his mind,’ said the guard. 

Aoan swore and went off to find Anja. 

Greh, meanwhile, had gone to find Memnon, who was delighted to see him as she hadn’t 

expected him to return until after the wedding. 

‘What brings you back, Emron? I thought you’d have plenty to say to your family.’ 

‘You were right,’ said Greh, sitting down beside her where she sat at her computer, and 

putting an arm round her shoulders. She put the computer slab to one side and turned to give 

him her full attention, licking his nose in a kiss. 

‘I try to be right,’ she observed, ‘but about what in particular?’ 

‘About Rhuaans. We can’t keep our hands off other races. Aoan was trying to seduce 

Sophie! After she’s told me to leave her alone!’ 

‘Clearly Sophie holds some attraction for Rhuaans.’ 
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‘It’s humans. Aoan likes humans, just as she likes Gustu. She can’t keep her hands off 

them, and as soon as she sees a cute one she wants to seduce it. And I know I’m as bad.’ 

Memnon licked his nose again. ‘It’s what people love in you,’ she said. 

‘It won’t do, Memnon. We can’t govern them fairly if we’re going to keep seducing them, 

and they won’t respect us – I could see the Great War starting again in front of me.’ 

‘Hmm. What you need, Emron, is advisors who can’t be seduced.’ 

‘Darling, I seduced you.’ 

‘Well – not exactly, Emron. I was in love with you, and Faroan seduced me. But in 

general, my people are not good with sex and we don’t seduce easily. So if you put us in 

control of government so far as possible, we can keep our minds clear while the Rhuaans are 

distracted by their desires.’ 

‘That’s what I was thinking,’ said Greh. ‘I think it’s time to promote your brother, 

Memnon. He’s been doing great work on Halleh’ (where Ipse was now effectively running 

the base) ‘but I need him here, with as many of your friends as you can recruit. I’m going to 

scatter your people through the Imperial administration, with instructions to be your own 

level-headed, sensible and conscientious selves and keep my people focussed on 

government.’ 

‘Your people, Emron? We all know you are not a Rhuaan.’ Greh raised his eyebrows at 

her, and she continued: ‘They are nothing next to you. You’re a true ruler, a real dragon, a 

god if you like.’ 

‘If I were a god, I’d get myself out of this.’ 

‘Ah, well, Emron – perhaps even gods have responsibilities. And this galaxy is yours.’ 

‘Yes,’ he said sadly, ‘I think it is. Anyway, will you call them, Memnon? And I think I’ll 

need a permanent guard on Sophie and her friends for the foreseeable future. I’ve asked Nira 

to keep an eye on her for tonight, but I daren’t leave her to Aoan’s tender mercies.’ 

Memnon looked into his eyes and thought: he really does love this little human, but as a 

husband, not as a lover. She flicked her ears at him, and said, ‘I’ll get right on to it.’ 

 

The wedding the next day went off smoothly. Lysa was a beautiful, blushing bride. Anja 

glowed with pride. Krissie and Bernie stood behind their sister, carrying flowers, and behaved 

themselves all day. Nira stood near Sophie, Elma and Anne, and kept an eye on Lord Aoan. 

Aoan accepted the situation and turned her attention to winding up the other humans. Bill 

looked very solemn, but his eyes glowed with excitement. His parents and sister were clearly 

delighted, very happy and sad all at the same time. Graham’s mum, uncle, sisters and brother 

were well turned out and talked amicably with their hosts, and David even complimented 

Anja on how well everything had been organised. Julie, Susie, Sophie and her Gran looked 

charming in their heru dresses. Mick’s mum and Mick dodged about taking visuals of the 

occasion as a present for the newly-weds, while Alan Mason, Darren, Karan and Mara talked 

incessantly about traction, terrain and logistical complications, and the others didn’t even try 

to follow their conversation. 

The ceremony was short and simple: the party gathered in the large courtyard, in the 

sunshine, with other guests from the household and the city. Lysa and Bill both promised to 

love, support and care for each other for all of their lives, and exchanged a kiss. Everyone 

applauded. One of the Gustu guards sang a song. After some whispered arguments, Sally, 

Sean and Anne sang a verse of a pop song with the refrain: ‘I’ll always love you.’ Aoan 

stepped forward and announced that the young couple would be completing their training on 

the space fleet programme, and would then transfer to the fleet division on Trer, the capital of 

the Federation. She was sure that there was a great future ahead for both of them. Everyone 

applauded again. Then there was a buffet meal. Anja had organised a tour of Gustu City for 

the guests in the afternoon, and the visitors took the opportunity to see the city, although 
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Gray’s mum kept complaining that the sun was too bright for her – even after Anja had lent 

her a wide-brimmed hat. 

Sophie was disappointed not to be able to speak to her uncle. After last night, when he had 

been so tender, she had expected him to come back to find her this morning, but he hadn’t. 

She had seen him during the wedding service, but he was with Lysa and Bill. She drifted 

away from her parents to walk with her school friends. Elma and Anne were a bit quiet, but 

Jack, Sally and Sean were chatty. 

‘Nice dress,’ said Sally, nodding at the heru dress. 

‘Thank you,’ said Sophie formally. 

‘Where did you get it? It looks like silk.’ 

‘Lysa’s mum gave it to me – Uncle Graham got it for me – it’s a special cloth, called heh-

roo.’ 

‘Can you get it on Earth?’ 

‘I think so, but it’s expensive.’ 

‘So does that make you royalty?’ teased Sean. Sophie flushed pink. 

‘No! Uncle Graham gave my Mum and Gran and Auntie Susie dresses like this, ages ago. 

He and Lysa’s mum thought I should have one too.’ 

‘It is nice,’ said Anne dreamily. ‘I’d like one like that.’ She felt as if she were in a waking 

dream, with soft fabric wrapped around her, and had to keep reminding herself that she was 

walking down a street in the sunshine – albeit an alien street, under an alien sun. 

Sean shot a look at her, and decided that she’d probably just stayed up too late last night. 

‘When do we go back?’ asked Elma. ‘I’m so tired, I just want to go home.’ 

‘I’m not sure,’ said Sally, ‘I think someone said tomorrow.’ 

But Bill’s parents expressed a wish to stay on longer and see the planet – and Deb said she 

would stay too. Greh then suggested to Anja that his family and Bill’s friends should go back 

to Earth that evening, while Bill’s family could stay and go back in a few days. When Anja 

gave him a searching look and asked why this change of heart, he just said: ‘I think it’s safer, 

darling.’ 

Anja took the hint. When the visitors got back from their tour, she suggested that they have 

a meal and then start off for home. Bill was sorry to see his friends go so soon, but his family 

was staying a little longer – and in fact he and Lysa were anxious to be together – so he went 

with Lysa to see his visitors off from the spaceport. There were a few tears, and lots of hand-

shakings and hugs, and the visitors departed. Elma, Anne and Sophie slept most of the way 

home. 

The next few weeks were quiet. David and Julie had to admit that they had enjoyed the trip 

and that their hosts had been charming. They’d enjoyed the weather in Gustu City, ‘Much 

fresher and sunnier than Spain,’ and they wondered how much it would cost to spend their 

summer holiday there. As they soon discovered that it was almost as cheap to fly to Gustu and 

stay at a sunny seaside resort on that planet as it was to go to their usual resort at home, they 

spent their future summer breaks on Gustu. 

Gray’s mum had found the whole trip very stressful. Looking back, she found it hard to 

think what had stressed her: the strange quality of light, or the dry air, or the strain of talking 

to people who looked almost human but weren’t human, or the attitude of the tall dark-haired 

woman who had introduced herself to them as ‘Greh’s friend Aoan.’ Never dreaming that this 

was the terrorist leader she used to read about in the journal, she told herself that she must ask 

Graham why he’d never mentioned this intelligent and charming woman, and why he hadn’t 

married her yet. Jon Bradley merely muttered that Aoan, whoever she was, was far too clever 

for Graham. 

Mick and his mum had had a great time, and Alan Mason was particularly happy with the 

results of his meeting with Karan. Darren had collected lots of photos of Gustu’s inner-city 
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tram system, which was a maglev system and which had originally been built before the Great 

War. Aoan’s administration had repaired it, but Darren could see lots of room for 

improvement, and almost the first thing he did when he got back to Leicester was to call up 

his friends and start to get an action group together. In a few weeks they would travel back to 

Gustu and set their proposals before a rather startled Anja, who would accept them with 

gratitude and give them the contract for tram-system improvements – but we digress. 

Sophie, Elma, Anne, Sally, Jack and Sean found that they felt rather flat after returning 

from Gustu. They missed Bill a lot. Going to the wedding had been exciting, and saying 

goodbye hardly felt real – they had, after all, only recently seen him off to Gustu. But now as 

the days and weeks went past it slowly came home to them that Bill had left and that he 

would never live in New Parks any more. It was the beginning of the end, the first breaking 

up of their friendship group, the start of the parting of the ways. 

School term began, and they all tried to knuckle down to study, with varying success. Jack 

and Sally had their aim firmly in mind: medical qualifications. Sean was also set on his career 

path and had a clear aim in view. Elma and Anne knew what they wanted to achieve, but their 

route was less clear – there was a great deal of competition for scholarships to Trer 

University, and couldn’t they just jump on a flight to Gustu if they wanted to see Graham 

Bradley? Sophie was in even more of a dilemma. She was still seeing her young policemen – 

she liked them very much – but she wanted to see her uncle. 

The three girls mooched around the school together, not talking about their thoughts, aware 

that they all wanted to be back on Gustu, but not sure of how to get there. 

‘Have you noticed,’ said Anne one morning during the break period, ‘that there are more 

Gustu about? Or were they there before, but I didn’t notice them?’ 

‘No, a group of security staff have come over from Trer,’ said Elma. ‘They’re on 

secondment to learn about Earth methods.’ 

‘Yes, my dad says they’re really good,’ said Sophie. 

‘That’s radical, for your dad,’ said Elma in surprise. 

Sophie nodded. ‘I know. The wedding trip really opened his eyes, he says. He’s saying 

such nice things about Gustu Security now. He says we can learn a lot from them.’ 

‘What are they doing?’ asked Anne. 

‘Dad says some of them are based in Leicester, and some are on a world tour.’ 

‘There are a lot of their kids in school,’ said Anne, looking round at the other children in 

the school cafeteria with them. To her eyes, it seemed that everywhere she looked there were 

Gustu. 

‘Only about one in ten,’ said Elma. 

‘Have you counted them?’ 

‘My little brother is friends with one of them. He keeps coming round in the evenings and 

they sit in the lounge and talk when I’m trying to do my homework.’ 

‘You’d better come round my house,’ said Anne. ‘It’s quieter.’ Anne’s older brother was at 

university, so she was the only child in the house. 

‘Funny,’ said Sophie, looking round. ‘I thought I saw Nira.’ 

‘Nira?’ 

‘You remember that guard who was looking after us on Gustu? I thought I saw her over 

there.’ She pointed through the crowds, across the cafeteria where they were sitting. 

‘When?’ 

‘Just now.’ They all looked round, but Anne said, ‘No, I can’t see her.’ 

‘I have this spooky feeling I’m being watched,’ said Elma. 

‘You’re paranoid,’ said Anne. 

‘No, I’ve had it ever since that day on Gustu. When we met Graham Bradley and Lord 

Aoan.’ 
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‘You met them?’ exclaimed Sophie. ‘You didn’t tell me!’ 

‘No – it was all rather weird.’ 

‘What happened?’ 

‘They looked at us – and then I don’t remember anything else, until we woke up 

somewhere else, and they had gone.’ 

Sophie felt a sharp cold jab in her heart, as if at danger. ‘Did their hair go all swirly? And 

rise up in the air?’ 

Elma and Anne stared at her. ‘Yes,’ said Anne. 

‘I saw Lord Aoan too. She stared at me, and her hair went like it, and it was like my brain 

turned to cotton wool.’ 

‘That’s exactly it,’ cried Anne, and Elma nodded. 

‘Then my uncle came and threw her out, and sent Nira to look after me. And I didn’t get a 

chance to speak to him again. But I think he was very cross with Lord Aoan.’ 

‘But what happened?’ cried Anne. 

‘I don’t know. But I think Nira came to stop it happening.’ 

‘Then she’s still here,’ said Anne, ‘and it’s still happening.’ 

‘But what?’ asked Elma. They all looked at each other, and shrugged in bewilderment. 

The bell rang for the next lesson, and the three got up and went their separate ways, still 

wondering. Elma and Anne agreed to meet at Anne’s house to do homework that evening; 

Sophie decided that she was going to call her uncle. 

She hadn’t called him since she got back from Gustu. She kept meaning to, and then she 

remembered how rude she’d been to him and thought she’d better apologise, and then she 

didn’t get round to it. And anyway she was out most evenings with Greg Fisher or one of her 

other friends from the police station. 

However, this evening all her friends were on late shift. Sophie had thought about going 

down the gym, but decided to stay in, do her homework and call her uncle. She needed to 

know what had happened on Gustu. And – she admitted it to herself – she needed to 

apologise. 

Her dad was also on late shift and her mum went out to an evening class. Sophie checked 

that the front and back doors were locked and then shut herself in her bedroom, spent a 

moment or two arranging her clothes and hair and sat on her bed and said aloud: ‘Uncle 

Graham.’ 

He came immediately, as if he’d been waiting for her to call him. Was he more drawn 

about the face, even paler than before? Did his eyes look tired and sad? His hair was not as 

shiny as it had been at the wedding – she felt that he had lost energy somehow. She jumped 

up from her bed, put her hands on his shoulders and kissed his lips. He put his arms about her 

and kissed her oh-so-tenderly … she felt sweet desire flow through her, and relaxed into his 

embrace with a sigh. 

Oh, my darling – I’m so glad you came back – I’m sorry I shouted at you – I’m sorry I told 

you I hated you. I was lying, darling, I can never, never, never hate you … 

Sophie – my sweet darling … 

She thought he was weeping. She opened her eyes from the kiss and saw that his cheeks 

were wet. She cried, ‘Oh, why are you crying? What’s wrong?’ 

‘Sorry,’ he said, in a blurred sort of way, ‘I didn’t mean to.’ 

‘Uncle Graham! Are you all right?’ 

‘Sort of – yes – no, not exactly, Soph. I did something rather silly and now I’m paying for 

it.’ 

‘What did you do?’ she asked innocently, and he answered: ‘I fell in love with you and 

your friends, Soph – and now I don’t know what to do.’ 

‘What do you mean? I thought you loved me always.’ 
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‘I did – I mean, I do – I just fell in love with you again, all over again … listen, Soph’ (he 

sat down on her bed), ‘when you were on Gustu, I met your friends Elma and Anne.’ 

‘They told me,’ she answered coldly. 

‘And they’re gorgeous – the problem is, Aoan saw them too.’ 

‘Yes, they told me.’ 

‘And then I came to find you.’ 

‘And you were really sweet’ – she sat down on his lap with her legs either side of him, as if 

she were a child again, and put her arms about him. ‘I thought you were going to make love to 

me, and then Bill and Lysa came and interrupted us, and you went away, and after tea Lord 

Aoan found me and I don’t know what she was doing but I felt really funny, and you came 

and threw her out, and you were cross with her and sent me off to join the others and sent 

Nira to keep an eye on me. And Nira was really nice, but you never came back, and I wanted 

you so much to come back.’ She stroked his hair and looked into his eyes – his deep black 

eyes, that looked so tired … ‘You called me darling that evening,’ she went on, ‘and I was 

going to say I was sorry for all the angry things I said, but you never came back. Darling, why 

didn’t you come back?’ 

He looked into her bright, pleading eyes. ‘I realised that if I did, Aoan would get her hands 

on you and make you into her sex slave – and Elma and Anne too. She already had her claws 

into Elma and Anne, and I caught her doing the same thing to you, darling. She was mind-

turning you – deadening your mind so that you’d be in a sort of trance and would just do 

everything she wanted you to do without objecting, so she could treat you like’ – he had to 

stop, seeing the horrified expression in her lovely eyes. ‘My sweet darling,’ he said tenderly, 

and stroked her hair gently, ‘I couldn’t let her go on treating humans as if they were slaves. So 

I threw her off you and went to find protection for you. You’ve all three been under protection 

ever since.’ 

‘Those Gustu security people? Dad says they’re really good.’ 

‘Yes. I asked President Leel to send them. She says the experience of life at the other end 

of the Federation will be good for them.’ 

‘The President organised security for us?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Oh, Uncle Graham!’ She hugged him again. ‘Thank you.’ 

He smiled at her, and she thought he looked a little less tired. ‘Darling,’ she said fondly, 

‘what are we going to do now? When are we going to get married?’ 

‘Darling Soph, you know your mum and dad will never hear of it. And you’ve also met 

some of the other women in my life. Do you still want to marry me, after Aoan?’ 

‘Yes! You need to be rescued from her.’ 

He laughed at her determination. ‘And Anja?’ 

‘I like Anja. I thought I’d hate her, but she’s nice.’ 

‘I’m glad you like her.’ 

‘But you’re not properly married, are you? Not in church. Not like you were to Rose – you 

married Rose in church, didn’t you?’ 

His face clouded, as she knew it would. He had really loved Rose, she knew. ‘Yes. We 

went to Siberia and a priest there married us.’ 

‘But Rose can’t look after you anymore; so I want to look after you instead.’ 

‘But I’m old and bossy and boring. You said.’ 

‘No, you’re lovely and clever and you love me lots and you want to take care of me. I 

know that really. You proved it when you threw Aoan out.’ 

‘Yes,’ he said tenderly. ‘I love you lots and lots.’ 

‘I’m sorry I was silly.’ 

‘I’ve forgiven you.’ 
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‘I said horrid things and I’m sorry.’ 

‘I wish you hadn’t said them, but I forgive you.’ 

‘You were trying to keep me safe and I didn’t understand. But when I met Aoan – I was 

absolutely terrified of her, and you rescued me.’ 

‘I’m glad you understand.’ 

‘Darling’ (kissing him) ‘I want to marry you! When can we get married? You promised, 

and I was silly, but I’m so sorry now. Please can we still – don’t tell me it’s all over!’ 

‘I don’t know,’ he said hopelessly, ‘I have to keep Aoan away from you, darling. You’d be 

safer married to one of your police friends.’ 

‘I don’t want them,’ she said determinedly, putting a hand on his groin and feeling it, ‘I 

want you.’ 

‘Soph!’ He tried to push her off, but she clung on tightly. 

‘I told you I’m not a kid anymore, and it’s true.’ Her eyes were bright and determined. 

‘You can’t just throw me off.’ Her hand burrowed into his trousers and seized his penis. ‘I 

know you don’t want to.’ 

‘Soph …’ 

‘Call me darling.’ She buried her face in his hair, and kept a firm hold on him. 

‘Darling, you’re not safe with me.’ 

‘I don’t want to be safe’ (nuzzling his hair). 

‘I want you to be safe, my precious one, my sweet darling.’ 

‘I’m safer with you than anywhere.’ 

‘Darling – Soph, don’t – oh, Soph …’ 

‘Love me …’ Her hand was working his penis and her lips sought his. ‘Darling …’ She 

knelt up over his lap and he realised suddenly that she had no underwear under her flared 

skirt. She must have taken it off before calling him. 

‘Soph – you’ve never done this before …’ 

‘I sort of did it with Greg … but we were only playing, and he messed up …’ she pushed 

herself down on him with a gasp. ‘Oh! You’re big!’ 

‘Soph’ – he held her very close, and held her down. She clung to him and pressed, gasped, 

writhed … ‘Oh, my darling, my darling!’ 

‘Sophie, my darling sweet.’ 

She smiled up at him through her pain. ‘You’ve got to marry me now.’ 

They sat on the edge of her bed in embrace for several minutes, and then he said, ‘You’d 

better go and tidy yourself up, duck.’ 

‘Why? Are you going already?’ 

‘No – I’m going to take you somewhere, but you need to tidy up.’ 

She ran off to the bathroom, and while she was gone he straightened the bedclothes and his 

own clothes. There was a big damp stain on his trousers – perhaps it would not show so much 

when it dried, but he could simply rebuild it in the void. 

She came hurrying back, fresh-faced and lovely, and he swung her into his arms and kissed 

her, and pulled her through space. She closed her eyes with a yelp – wishing that there was 

some other way of travelling with him – and opened them again to find herself standing in a 

woodland glade. 

‘Where are we?’ She looked around at dappled shade, bright sunlight through the trees, and 

hearing the sound of birdsong. 

‘Siberia in early autumn. We’ve come to find that priest I told you about.’ 

She gave a squeal of glee, and threw her arms about his neck again in joy. 

 

It wasn’t quite the church wedding that Sophie had had in mind. Her friends weren’t there – 

there was an Imperial woman who reminded her scarily of Lord Aoan but wasn’t her, and a 
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Russian woman who spoke just a few words of English, and the priest who didn’t speak any 

English at all. She (Sophie) was wearing a white dress, but it wasn’t a wedding dress, and she 

didn’t have a veil or a bouquet of flowers or bridesmaids. But he was there, the light of her 

life, her dearest darling, the man she loved; and they were together, and that was all that 

mattered. They listened to the priest (Gray translated into Sophie’s mind), and they made their 

vows, and he blessed them, and the witnesses signed in the church register with them, and 

they were married. 

The priest asked after Gray’s health, and expressed his sorrow at the death of Gray’s first 

wife, and Sophie realised that Rose had now been dead over a year. How horrible for her 

husband, all alone all that time, with only his girlfriends for company! It would be different 

now. She would look after him. 

Mylee was amused at Lord Greh’s affection for the human girl. It was so like him to marry 

his pets – he had married that McCrae woman too – she didn’t see that it was necessary to 

give them so many rights, and always found that one toss of her head and swing of her hips 

would get most humans to do exactly what she wanted immediately. But Lord Greh was 

different … and he seemed to manage the children very well, so she wouldn’t argue. 

She’d heard vaguely from Aoan that there had been a difference of opinion over this girl, 

that Aoan had wanted her too – perhaps that was why Lord Greh was marrying her, as then 

there couldn’t be any argument over who should have her. 

She offered Greh and his bride accommodation in her governor’s house for the night: it 

was a small, white, single-storey house in the forest, guarded by some Rhuaans, Gustu and 

human Imperial security forces, and it administered the areas of Siberia which provided the 

ore that Herluin and Thorion needed. The food was basic, but there was clean water and a 

warm fire, and Mylee would be glad to see another Rhuaan face. Greh was aware that both he 

and Sophie needed to get back to their respective homes before they were missed, but he 

judged that he could twist time a few hours, and so he accepted. He and Sophie sat on rush 

matting on Mylee’s floor, ate flat bread, cheese and fruit and listened to her and her guards 

tell hilarious stories about the local humans and wildlife. Then one of the human guards told 

few ghost stories, which he said were local legends, and made Sophie yelp with fright. Greh 

took her off to bed as soon as he felt he could without being rude to their hosts. Mylee had 

given them some sleeping space in a room at the back of the house, with a real door to keep 

out the cold and prying eyes, thick blankets and big, warm cushions to sleep on. But they 

spent the first few hours making love and romping round the room, before at last giving way 

to sleep and falling asleep in each other’s arms under a pile of blankets. 

Sophie slept the sleep of the utterly content, and Greh had his first good night’s sleep for 

weeks. He did not have to worry whether Sophie was safe, because she was with him. But he 

kept a mental eye on the cosmos, so that Julie Smythe and Wiroan couldn’t interrupt. 

 

In Leicester central police station, Greg Fisher, Matt Fry and Jim Redhill were on duty 

together. This didn’t happen often, and they were joking about what Sophie would be up to 

when none of them were around to amuse her. 

‘She’s great at kissing,’ said Matt. ‘She’s got these big, hungry mouths – she really turns 

me on. Now, if that was applied further down!’ – and he gestured at his groin. 

‘She’s got a really good hand,’ said Jim. ‘She made me get it up the other night.’ 

‘What! You got into – don’t tell her dad!’ 

‘Yeah, but she didn’t like it on her back. Said she should be on top.’ 

‘Yeah, she likes it best on top,’ said Greg. 

‘Are you telling me I’m the only one who hasn’t had her?’ exclaimed Matt. 

‘You’re too gentlemanly,’ sneered Jim. 

‘So, was she happy?’ Matt demanded of Greg, who pulled a wry face. 
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‘She said I let go too soon. Spoilt her dress.’ 

‘Fuck, Greg, you’re a lucky bastard!’ 

He grinned. ‘I know.’ 

‘So – is this serious? Are you the lucky man?’ 

He shrugged. ‘I dunno. I get the idea she’s only playing with me. Like she has someone 

else in mind.’ 

‘She’s aiming high,’ said Jim. ‘She can afford to, with tits and a mouth like that.’ 

‘I’ve been thinking of asking her to move in with me,’ said Greg. ‘I mean, she’s old 

enough, and she’s bored at home, and she hates school, and she was telling me all her friends 

are leaving, so I thought I’d ask her. She’s been round my flat a lot lately, so we’d just make 

it permanent.’ 

‘What’ll her dad say? You know he worships the ground she walks on.’ 

‘I guess he’ll insist I make an honest woman of her.’ 

‘No one can do that,’ said Jim. ‘Not with that mouth.’ 

‘Can you afford to get married?’ ask Matt. ‘I know I can’t.’ 

‘Yeah, well, perhaps she can get a job. Or her parents might help out a bit. She says her 

gran sometimes helps her out.’ 

‘So you’ve already asked her?’ 

‘No – no, I’ve not asked her yet.’ Greg’s face darkened slightly with the memory of 

Sophie’s words to him after he’d ejaculated prematurely and shot semen all over her dress. 

She’d said, ‘You couldn’t fuck a bloody cow,’ and stormed off to the bathroom to tidy herself 

up. He’d felt pretty bad about that, and the following night she’d hardly let him kiss her, let 

alone get any further. But he still had hopes.  

‘I think I’ll ask her first,’ said Jim. ‘I haven’t mucked up all over her.’ 

‘I’ll ask her,’ said Matt. ‘As you two’ve had your turn.’ 

At this point the caller rang out, and Matt had to answer it; then another officer came in, 

and they all had to concentrate on work. 

Dave Walker came in at midnight, after dealing with a drunk-and-disorderly case which 

had turned rather nasty when the drunkard turned out to have a large knife on him. The drunk 

was now in hospital, and Dave and his partner on the case were nursing bruised ribs but, 

thankfully, nothing worse; their padded jackets were proof against most things. The latest 

version of the jacket was lined with heru cloth, which was almost impossible to cut without a 

laser. Dave reflected that he had never thought of Julie’s party dress as body armour, but that 

was effectively what it was. 

He helped himself to a cup of coffee from the jug, and then sat down to write up his report. 

As he pressed the button to send it into the computer database, he realised that the three young 

officers in the office were unusually silent. ‘Are you three on sleeping pills, or something?’ he 

demanded, looking round at them. 

‘Jim wants to ask you something,’ said Matt. Dave noticed a glint of mischief in his eye, 

and wondered what was up. 

‘No, Greg does,’ said Jim at once. 

‘Matt was going to ask,’ said Greg. 

‘I don’t care who asks. What is it?’ demanded Dave. 

Matt took a deep breath and began. ‘If a lad asked your Sophie to go and live with him, 

what would you say?’ he asked. 

Dave looked at him. ‘I’d break every bone in his body,’ he retorted. 

‘I thought you would,’ answered Matt. 

Dave looked round at the other two young officers, who had both gone rather red. ‘All 

right, what’s this about?’ he demanded. 
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‘We were just wondering,’ said Jim, ‘what with Sophie being such a nice girl, and us 

thinking so highly of her. As you know.’ 

‘As I know,’ agreed Dave. ‘Any lad who wants to see more of Sophie than her happy, 

smiling face can do the honest thing and ask her to be his wife. And if I hear that any lad has 

tried it on with my Sophie, that lad will shortly be six feet under. Do I make myself clear?’ 

‘Yes, Mr Walker,’ they all said at once. 

‘Good,’ said Dave. ‘I’ll be in the superintendent’s office.’ And he got up and walked out. 

Greg, Jim and Matt looked at each other. ‘Do you think you got her in the club?’ Jim asked 

Greg, very quietly. 

‘How the hell should I know? You probably did, though.’ 

‘Oh, God! What if she turns us down?’ 

‘I’ll ask her first,’ said Greg quickly. 

‘I think we should all ask her together,’ said Matt. ‘No one of us can keep Sophie happy. 

She likes variety.’ 

‘Her dad’ll kill us,’ said Jim. 

‘We’ll all ask her,’ said Greg. ‘But when her dad’s not here. Perhaps we should try to meet 

her on the way to school tomorrow.’ 

So it was agreed, and they worked on in silence, wondering how long it would be before 

they found out whether Jim or Greg had got Sophie pregnant, and whether an imminent 

marriage would be enough to satisfy Dave Walker. 

 

Greh and Sophie woke with the lark, or rather the loud song bird that was singing on Mylee’s 

roof, but they spent an hour making love and chasing each other round the room before they 

actually got up. Mylee had a bathing pool in her house, as was normal in Rhuaan houses, so 

they part dressed and ventured out to find it, had a very splashy swim, borrowed a towel, got 

dressed and turned up for breakfast just after Mylee herself arrived for the meal. Breakfast 

was, again, bread, cheese and fruit, and a warm drink which Mylee said was made with goat’s 

milk, although Greh suspected that they were Thorion goats rather than Siberian goats. The 

newly-weds then went for a walk in the woods, returned and gave their thanks and farewells 

to Mylee, and then Greh carried Sophie back to her house. 

It was very early in the morning when he dropped her off in her room. Sophie realised that 

they hadn’t talked about their future, or where they were going to live, or anything. She clung 

to her uncle and said, ‘You can’t go off and leave me! Look!’ – she brandished her hand at 

him, showing the finger where he had put the ring which had once been worn by Rose 

McCrae. ‘I’m your wife.’ 

‘I know, darling,’ he said, kissing her tenderly, ‘we need to talk to your parents.’ 

‘When? Dad’s on late shift again this evening and Mum will be out.’ 

‘Then I’ll come then – we can spend the evening together. But if the opportunity arises 

earlier, call me, darling.’ Then he kissed her and vanished. 

She sat down on the bed with a sigh. Would her life ever be anything other than waiting for 

Graham Bradley to come back? It was just like the song: ‘When will you come back again, 

Graham, Graham Bradley?’ 

‘It’s no good,’ she said aloud. ‘I’ll have to go after him, like Elma says she’s going to.’ 

He was hers, now – but perhaps if she recruited Elma and Anne it would be easier to hang 

on to him. She’d be prepared to share a bit with them. After all, she knew he had other woman 

friends – Aoan and Anja, and Lysa said something about other girls. She supposed he 

collected girlfriends because he was ruler of the Federation, and so they all came flocking 

after him. But he married me, she thought, looking at her finger, so I’m the special one. 
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She lay down on her back on the bed. There was no point in going to sleep now; it would 

be time to get up in an hour. She’d lie here, and think about how they could arrange their lives 

together. 

Two hours later, her mum woke her, banging on her bedroom door and shouting: ‘Sophie! 

Are you going to school today?’ 

So Sophie ran all the way to school, and missed her three policemen, who expected her to 

drop in at the Co-op on her way (which she did sometimes, when she had plenty of time), and 

so were waiting outside the shops for her to pass. 

 

Nira dropped by while Sophie, Elma and Anne were chatting during the morning break. ‘Hi,’ 

she said. ‘Message for you.’ 

‘I thought it was you,’ said Sophie. ‘Why didn’t you come over and say “hi” before?’ 

‘Orders,’ said Nira. She handed a folded piece of paper to Elma. ‘For all of you,’ she said, 

waving a hand at the three of them, and walked away. Elma unfolded the paper, and read it. 

‘It’s from your uncle,’ she said to Sophie, then: ‘it’s Bill’s birthday next week. He asks if 

we’d like to go over to Gustu. He says, if so, meet him in Western Park after school.’ She 

looked at Sophie. ‘Does he always make assignations like this?’ 

‘No,’ said Sophie, who wasn’t absolutely sure what an assignation is, but could have a 

good guess. ‘He usually comes to my room.’ 

‘So is he making it a threesome this time?’ 

‘Um – possibly?’ Sophie found that she was blushing horribly. Her two friends looked at 

her curiously, then Anne said, ‘Soph, did you get married or something? You’re wearing a 

ring.’ 

‘Um!’ Sophie nodded violently. 

‘You didn’t – you couldn’t…’ Anne meant to say, ‘marry your uncle,’ but Sophie 

interrupted her. 

‘I did! But he’s invited you too. You don’t have to come …’ 

‘We do,’ said Elma firmly. ‘We have unfinished business. Anne and I want to know what 

he did to us on Gustu. Because I haven’t been able to think straight since.’ 

‘I keep thinking about him,’ said Anne. ‘I mean, I always did, a lot, but now it’s all the 

time.’ 

‘Him and Lord Aoan – but mostly him. So we’re going. And you’re coming too. You can 

explain what you’ve been up to, you crafty minx,’ – but Elma was laughing, although a little 

bitterly. ‘How long have you been seeing him?’ 

‘All the time. Ages. I mean, I was always going to marry him, but on my last birthday we 

had a row ….’ 

Elma and Anne stared. ‘That was never Graham Bradley!’ 

‘Um.’ Sophie nodded emphatically. 

‘He wasn’t tall enough!’ 

‘He can change his height.’ 

‘Soph! You were horrid to him!’ 

‘I know.’ She blushed scarlet. ‘I was really cross with him. But he was so nice to me on 

Gustu – and Anja and he gave me that dress ….’ 

‘Soph, you can’t marry him. He’s already married.’ 

‘No, he isn’t, he just has girlfriends. Lots of them.’ 

‘But Anja is Lysa’s mum! Lysa’s our age!’ 

‘It doesn’t matter.’ Sophie shook her head firmly. ‘I love him. And so do you,’ she added 

accusingly. ‘If he’s not too old for you, he’s not too old for me.’ 

‘I guess not.’ Anne was silenced for the moment, then she said, ‘But he can’t marry all of 

us.’ 
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‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Sophie, then, all of a rush: ‘I’ll let you share, if you’ll help me get 

away from here. Otherwise I’ll never be able to leave home. Mum and Dad will never let me 

go. But if I can go with you, it’ll be OK.’ 

‘You mean – we could all go off and be space ship trainees – or personal security staff – or 

something?’ 

‘And work for him. Yes.’ 

‘Right,’ said Elma, and: ‘Right,’ said Anne. They reached out their right hands, and Sophie 

reached out hers, and they shook hands over the table. 

 

After school finished that afternoon, they met outside the back entrance and walked together 

across Glenfield Road and into Western Park, down the hill into a small spinney, where they 

found Gray leaning against a tree and listening to a blackbird sing. Sophie ran up to him and 

they met with a warm hug and a kiss; then she said, ‘You’ve met Elma and Anne. How did 

you guess what I was going to suggest?’ and he answered, ‘I can read your mind at a distance, 

darling. Greetings,’ – this to Elma and Anne – ‘I should apologise for abandoning you on 

Gustu. I was going to come back and find you, but then I found that I needed to protect you 

from Aoan. She had ideas about your future that I didn’t share.’ 

‘Hello,’ said Elma, holding out her right hand in greeting; Anne just stood still, tongue-tied 

and twisted, too shy to speak. Gray took the hand and shook it warmly, then put an arm round 

each of them and hugged them, and then said to Sophie, ‘you’ve done this before, darling, and 

they haven’t – hold on to me with your left arm and Elma with your right. I’ll hold on to you 

and Anne – Anne and Elma, hold on to each other. Right: this is going to hurt for a moment.’ 

Then all three girls yelped as the world shifted sideways, they felt as if they were turned 

inside out and spun around very fast inside (‘like going up in a spinning lift,’ Anne later 

described it), and they all opened their eyes (when had they closed them?) and found 

themselves in different sunlight, on a beach, with the sea rolling in, and blue sky overhead. 

‘We’re not on Gustu,’ said Elma, puzzled. 

‘That’s not until next week. I was going to talk to you about that, so I’ve brought you here 

where we can talk. This is a quiet part of Thorion where we won’t be disturbed, and the 

weather is warm, and I thought you might like a swim.’ 

They all had their schoolbags with them. They were all wearing their ‘school’ clothes – not 

a proper uniform, but the school had a clothing code and they all wore trousers or skirts of a 

certain length, an all-covering top and a jacket. They were wearing sturdy shoes, for school. 

They were definitely not dressed for a day on the beach. 

‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘you can leave your things here – they’ll be quite safe.’ 

They looked at each other in bewilderment. Was he suggesting that they swim in the nude? 

‘Yes,’ he said, and began to pull his clothes off. The girls stood dumbfounded, 

embarrassed at his beautiful male nakedness – Elma and Anne had never seen a naked adult 

male before, and Sophie had never seen one outdoors, in the open air. All three froze to the 

spot; but he cried, ‘Catch me,’ and ran down the beach into the sea. Then the girls looked at 

each other, and began to get undressed. Sophie was undressed first, and ran after her husband 

– she wanted to get to him before either of the others. Elma and Anne were further behind, but 

they could both run faster than Sophie, and reached the water just a little behind her. 

Then they had a great romp in the water. Elma and Anne expected Sophie to cut them out, 

but somehow that didn’t happen. Gray let them catch him and pulled them into the sea after 

him. He kissed them and splashed them, and they romped and chased each other back and 

forth until they were tired. Then all four walked back up the beach to their pile of clothes, and 

lay down on the warm sand in the sun, and rested – and the three girls went to sleep. 

Gray lay in the sun, soaking up its energies and relaxing in the affection of the three young 

women. Sophie, of course, was all his – she was on his wavelength, she responded to his 
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every move. She wasn’t as clever as Elma or as subtle as Anne, but she was his sweet darling, 

who had always loved him. Elma was intelligent, inventive and imaginative. Anne was 

constant, reliable and determined. After a while he woke Sophie up and they made love very 

tenderly, although she insisted that she go on top. ‘You’re heavier than me – it’s not fair for 

me to be underneath.’ But she smiled at him so mischievously as she said this that he was sure 

it was half a joke – she preferred to be on top because she liked to be in control. At last, 

however, she was worn out, and yawned. ‘You’d better wake Elma up,’ she said, smiled 

lovingly at him, and lay back in the sun to doze. 

He waited until he was sure she was asleep, and then woke Elma up. ‘Darling,’ he said, ‘do 

you remember anything at all about our time on Gustu?’ 

‘I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘I was terrified, but afterwards I kept thinking about you both. And 

I don’t know why I let you do it. I should have screamed and run away.’ 

‘I know,’ he said. ‘I treated you very badly. You’ve loved me all those years, and I took 

advantage of you. Afterwards I wished I hadn’t. I was acting like a Rhuaan – like a stupid 

despot. And Aoan was just as bad. She wanted to keep you two for playing with. That’s what 

Rhuaans used to do to humans and Gustu. That’s why the Great War happened.’ 

‘Like pets,’ said Elma, thoughtfully. 

‘Yes, like pets. In fact, Aoan calls all my non-Rhuaan friends my “pets”.’ 

‘I see. So then you left us alone.’ 

‘Not quite. I set a guard over you, to protect you from Aoan – Nira.’ 

‘Yes, Sophie said she was guarding us.’ 

‘And I told myself that I’d wait until you passed your exams and came to find me on Trer. 

I can make sure you get that scholarship – the one you keep telling Sophie about. But then I 

found I couldn’t wait – I can’t get you two out of my mind.’ 

‘So the pain’s mutual.’ 

‘So it is. So I wanted to come and find you – and then Sophie suggested it – so here we 

are.’ 

‘Sophie said she was happy to share, if we’d help her get away from home.’ 

‘Yes. She thinks her mum and dad will let her leave Earth if she goes with you two – they 

won’t let her go by herself.’ 

‘And will they?’ 

He sighed. ‘I never know what Julie will do. But it’s possible. It’s worth a try.’ 

Elma looked him in the eye. ‘Did you marry Soph?’ 

He grinned sheepishly. ‘Yes.’ 

‘She’s your niece!’ 

‘I know.’ 

‘She’s half your age!’ 

‘So are you.’ 

‘Have you no morals?’ 

‘Have you read the Earth journals? They’ll tell you I haven’t.’ 

‘You can’t believe everything you read,’ she reminded him. 

‘Can you believe me?’ 

She frowned earnestly at him. ‘Yes.’ 

‘Good. Elma Strickland, will you be one of my girls? And let me love you and give me 

your love? And I’ll look after you, not like a pet but like a human being. You might not see 

me every day, but I will come when you call me; and I’ll make sure you get a good career 

somewhere where you’re close to me, and if we have any children I’ll love you all the more, 

and if we don’t I’ll still love you. I promise not to try to get you to do anything illegal, and I’ll 

keep you out of trouble, and if you want to marry someone else I promise not to sulk.’ He 

stopped and added accusingly, ‘You’re laughing.’ 



 394 

‘You’re being ridiculous! What sort of proposal is that?’ 

‘A genuine one.’ 

‘I bet you didn’t say all that to Sophie!’ 

‘No, she seduced me and then told me I had to marry her.’ 

‘Ha!’ said Elma. ‘I bet she’s already pregnant. She’s been spending a lot of time with those 

policemen of hers.’ 

‘I don’t think she is – but that’s beside the point. May I make love to you? I promise to 

respect your rights this time. You can go on top, if you prefer.’ 

Elma put her arms about his neck. ‘No, you can go on top.’ 

 Later, he let Elma sleep and woke up Anne. She was sweet, tender, told him she didn’t 

care that he’d exploited her rights and he could exploit her all he wanted, and let him made 

love to her without even expecting him to ask her permission – but he asked it anyway. He 

also repeated the offer he had made to Elma, but Anne said: ‘I’m coming after you anyway. 

You may as well give in now and accept me. If you want to make it look decent you can call 

me your secretary.’ 

‘I used to be Rose McCrae’s secretary,’ he admitted. 

‘There! So you know about it.’ 

She was more demonstrative than Elma, perhaps better at expressing her affection in her 

body, although less ready with words. He was very happy with her. She was ecstatic with 

him. 

Afterwards, he went to sleep, and Anne went for another swim. Then she came back and 

woke everyone up and asked: ‘Shouldn’t we be getting back? It’s getting late.’ 

‘I can bend time,’ he said, ‘but you’re right – we’d better get back.’ 

 

So he took them back to New Parks, with a promise to come round and see their parents the 

following day, and walked back to Sophie’s house with her – where he found Julie in the 

kitchen, but David out. ‘What are you doing here?’ she greeted her brother. ‘I thought you 

were leaving Soph alone.’ 

‘I’ve been talking to two of her friends,’ said Gray. ‘Elma Strickland and Anne Harcourt. 

They want to come and work for me in the government office on Trer.’ 

‘I want to go too, Mum,’ said Sophie. ‘I can go into the security office. I’ve been talking to 

Nira.’ 

‘Who’s Nira?’ demanded Julie. 

‘She’s one of the people who’ve come from Trer Security. She’s been round at school.’ 

‘OK,’ said her mum. ‘What about your exams?’ 

‘She’d have to finish her exams,’ said Gray quickly. ‘She could go over to Trer as part of 

the return mission from the secondment.’ 

Julie scowled at him. ‘And have you getting your hands on her? Not likely.’ 

‘Mum! Don’t be so paranoid. I’ll be with Elm and Anne.’ 

‘When would they go?’ 

‘When they’ve passed their exams,’ said Gray. ‘Think about it, Jules. You can talk to 

Elma’s mum or Anne’s mum if you’re not happy – or Bill’s mum, come to that.’ 

Julie clearly was not happy, but she kept her temper. ‘I’ll talk to the security people from 

Trer,’ she said. 

‘You do that,’ said Gray. He gave Sophie a quick kiss on the forehead, said, ‘See you, 

duck,’ and walked out. 

Julie looked severely at her daughter. ‘I thought you weren’t seeing your uncle,’ she said. 

‘I hadn’t seen him since Bill’s wedding,’ said Sophie. ‘He came to talk to Elm and Anne.’ 
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Julie was sure that there was more to it than that – she had a sneaking suspicion that her 

daughter could communicate with her uncle without seeing him – but she knew that Sophie 

would never admit to it, so she let the subject drop. 

 

The following morning Elma awoke from sleep thinking that it had all been a dream, just as 

events on Gustu had been a dream – although her aching groin suggested that it had not. She 

lay for a few minutes looking up at the ceiling, trying to remember which day it was, then 

remembered that it was Friday and she didn’t need to be in school until ten am. She got up in 

a leisurely way, put on her dressing gown and went for a shower. She was dressing when the 

door-bell rang. She heard her little brother open the door and speak – another voice answered 

– she recognised it, pulled on her last item of clothing and was running a comb quickly 

through her hair as Phil called up the stairs to her: ‘Elm! You’ve got a visitor!’ 

Down the stairs she ran, into her visitor’s arms, and kissed him before she had even 

realised that her brother was still standing by, muttering: ‘Cor – true love!’ His summing-up 

of the situation was confirmed when the tall blond stranger who had kissed his big sister drew 

back from her and said tenderly, ‘Darling, I’ve come to talk to your parents. Can you call 

Anne and tell her we’ll be round at her house in half an hour?’ 

Elma led him joyfully into the lounge to find her mum, leaving Phil to close the door and 

wonder what was going on. 

Elma’s mum and dad were at first incredulous, and then amazed, when a blond-haired male 

beauty appeared in their lounge with their daughter, declared he was Graham Bradley, vice-

president of the Federation, and asked permission to take their daughter away at the end of the 

school year to train as a civil servant in the government office on Trer. They had supported 

the pro-Imperial movement for years, but as an abstraction: faced with the real thing, they 

simply did not believe him. Gray, laughing, promised them ‘All the official documentation 

and authorisations you could possibly desire, a convoy of Federation Security forces and 

anything else you require: but will you let Elma come?’ 

They wanted to know why on Earth or in space he wanted their daughter to work for him. 

He explained that he was Soph Walker’s uncle, and Bill Townsend was now learning about 

space flight on Gustu and had married his daughter Lysa. They relaxed. Of course, they had 

forgotten that Bill’s career jump was linked to Graham Bradley, and they’d forgotten the 

Walkers’ relationship to him. ‘But we want an official summons,’ said Elma’s mum, ‘all posh 

paper and gold ink. Her gran will never forgive me if I miss the opportunity to wring some 

paperwork out of the government, instead of the other way about.’ 

Gray promised, and extracted a provisional promise from them that Elma would be 

allowed to go to Trer when she’d finished her ‘upper’ exams at the end of the year. Then he 

and Elma went round to Anne’s house, and Anne greeted him with hugs and kisses. Her dad 

had waited back from starting work in order to meet Graham Bradley; her mum had just 

called a customer to warn him that she’d be late arriving; and they were both waiting to talk to 

Gray. Like Elma’s parents, they first said that they couldn’t begin to imagine what the great 

Graham Bradley would want with their daughter, and even insisted that Gray show his 

identity card to prove his credentials. Then Anne’s dad cross-examined Gray to establish why 

it would be better for Anne to go to Trer rather than working for the government on Earth. 

Anne’s mum said that she wasn’t sure that Anne had a good enough grasp of the Federal 

language, and that she’d been hoping that Anne would join the family business. Gray 

(catching the downward flip in Anne’s aura when the family business was mentioned) said 

tactfully that a family business was great for teaching initiative and self-motivation, and that 

he wasn’t claiming that Anne would have a better career prospect on Trer; but he would like 

her to come, ‘because she’s charming, hard-working and sensible, and I need people like that 

in my office. And I need more humans working for me – the office is full of Gustu and 
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Marys.’ (This was just an excuse, as he had put them there himself.) ‘And she’s a lovely 

person. I realise you’d prefer to keep her with you, and I certainly understand that.’ 

This deference put them at a disadvantage; what could they say that wouldn’t sound 

ungracious? At last they gave way, saying, ‘Well, if she wants to go … it’s a great 

opportunity … you will come back and see us, won’t you, love?’ 

‘Mum! I’m not going until next July. It’s ages yet.’ 

‘Still – you know, the time will fly by.’ 

‘Well, I expect I’ll have holidays. And you can come and see me. And you should update 

our visual player – link it to one of the new computers that connects into the interstellar caller 

networks – and then you can call me on Trer, and I can call you.’ 

They took the point, and as soon as Anne had left for school with Elma and Gray, they 

reached for the caller and called ‘enquiries’ to get the number of an electronics supplier. 

Gray walked down the road with his two young mistresses, as he called them to himself – 

having vowed to give up the term ‘pets’. Elma and Anne chatted excitedly about going to 

Trer, and Elma said to him: ‘Can you take us over sometime, so we can see your house and 

find out what clothes we’ll need, and things like that?’ 

‘Will we need clothes?’ giggled Anne, and Elma shot her an exasperated look. ‘Yes! Trer’s 

colder than Earth.’ 

‘Can we wear that heru cloth? Sophie says it’s temperature controlled.’ 

‘Yes, of course you can, but some people find it irritates the skin.’ 

‘Oh, no! It’s so pretty!’ 

‘The labs on Thorion are working on the problem. And most people are fine with it.’ 

‘Will Soph be able to come?’ Anne remembered. ‘Her mum and dad are very protective.’ 

‘Her mum says she’ll talk to the security group which has been seconded from Trer. She’s 

checking me out.’ 

‘But didn’t you send them?’ 

‘Yes, but she doesn’t know that.’ 

Anne began to giggle, but Elma was serious. ‘You may have to rescue her,’ she said. ‘You 

did marry her, didn’t you?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘They don’t know that. I’ve got the idea that they want her to marry some policeman. So 

be careful.’ 

‘There she is,’ exclaimed Anne, and waved at Sophie, who had just appeared at the top end 

of Pindar Road and was coming towards them.  

 

Sophie had come down to breakfast to find her father at the table, eating toast and marmalade 

and reading the journal. ‘What’s this your mum tells me about you wanting to go to Trer?’ he 

asked. 

‘I want to join Security on Trer,’ said Sophie, sitting down and helping herself to milk and 

cereal. 

‘I thought you were going to join the force?’ 

‘I’m joining a different one.’ Sophie began to eat. 

‘How do you know they’ll have you?’ 

‘I’ve been talking to Nira. She says that they’re very impressed by the force here, and 

they’d like to have people from Leicester to train. And she thought I’d be good because 

you’re in the force here so I know something about it, but I’d have to start from the bottom.’ 

Her father put down his journal, folded his arms and looked her full in the face. ‘So what 

brought this on?’ he demanded. 

‘Elma and Anne are going to join the government trainees,’ said Sophie, eating quickly. 

She wanted to get away as soon as possible and join Elma and Anne on the way to school. 
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‘Are they, indeed. And who fixed that for them?’ 

‘They were talking to Uncle Graham when we went to the wedding.’ 

‘I see. I thought you weren’t talking to your uncle.’ 

‘I wasn’t, but we made it up because he and Anja gave me that nice dress at the wedding.’ 

‘And now you want to run off and be with your uncle?’ 

‘I want to go with Elma and Anne. There’s no future here,’ snapped Sophie. ‘This is a big 

opportunity, Dad. Can’t you see that? This is their big chance, and I want to go too.’ 

‘I see.’ Her father gave her a long, considering look. Sophie went on eating, feeling her 

face burning, determined not to look up at him. She was going to act cool, as if she had 

nothing to hide. Why shouldn’t she go to Trer if she’d been offered a job there? 

‘There’ll be a few sad faces at the station when they hear you’re leaving,’ her father said at 

last. 

‘I’m not going yet. I have to pass my exams.’ 

‘Oh, well; no worries there, then.’ Her father went back to the journal. 

Sophie looked up at him, scowling furiously, gulped down the last of her breakfast and 

hurried out. 

 

‘He was being horrible. He thinks I can’t pass my exams.’ 

‘You can,’ said Elma. ‘You can come round to Anne’s house with me every day after 

school and we’ll do our homework together.’ 

‘Thanks,’ said Sophie, and there was genuine relief in her voice. 

‘You’ll be fine,’ said Anne. She shot a look at Gray. ‘As long as Graham doesn’t disturb us 

too much!’ 

He gave a wry smile. ‘You won’t be seeing quite so much of me for the next few weeks, 

I’m sorry to say. I have to be on Trer.’ 

‘Oh, why?’ asked three voices. 

‘Errehn is coming back from sector ten. He’s a friend of mine,’ he explained to Elma and 

Anne, ‘and he always wants all my attention when he’s on leave, so it’s best if I don’t keep 

coming over here. He gets very jealous of you – especially Sophie.’ 

‘Me! Why?’ 

‘Because he knows I love you best,’ – and he put his arm about her shoulders and kissed 

her hair tenderly. 

‘Hey,’ said Elma, ‘no nookey in the street.’ 

‘Can we stop at the Co-op?’ asked Anne. ‘I need to get something.’ 

The others waited outside the Co-operative stores while Anne went in. Elma checked her 

wristwatch – they still had plenty of time to get to class, she noticed, and tried to relax while 

she waited. Then she noticed the three young men walking towards them. 

‘Who are they?’ she asked, at the same moment that Sophie said: ‘Greg! Jim, Matt! Hi – 

what are you doing here?’ 

‘Hi Soph,’ said Jim. ‘We missed you last night.’ 

‘I thought you were on late shift.’ 

‘We thought you might have come down to the station to see us.’ 

‘I had homework.’ Sophie looked from one to the other warily. She was pleased to see 

them – she liked them – but what were they doing here? ‘Is everything OK?’ she asked. 

‘Because you didn’t come, we’ve come to find you,’ said Matt. 

‘Greg has something to ask you,’ added Jim. 

‘Will you marry me?’ asked Greg, then looked shocked because he had only intended to 

ask Sophie to come out with him that evening. His two colleagues stared at him open-

mouthed, then burst out into loud objections. 
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Gray, who had put mental pressure on Greg to say what he really thought, was also 

seriously annoyed. This was the young man who had broken his darling’s hymen, who clearly 

had dishonourable designs on her, and now – arguably worse, from his point of view – had 

decided to do the honourable thing. His hair began to rise slightly. Elma opened her mouth to 

speak, but Sophie got in first. 

‘That’s very sweet of you, but no,’ she said. ‘Thank you for asking me, but I’ve decided to 

go to Trer when I’ve passed my exams, to join Security there.’ 

‘Pass your exams? Are you serious?’ asked Jim, laughing. Sophie flushed and bit her lip – 

she knew that she wasn’t as academically bright as her friends, but there was no need for Jim 

to rub it in. She suddenly became aware that her uncle was seriously annoyed, and that her 

three policemen were in danger – she would have to persuade them to leave. 

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And my friends are helping me. So I need to get to school now – we’re 

just waiting for my friend Anne.’ She looked round at the end of this little speech, hoping to 

see Anne coming – but there was no sign of her. 

‘I’ll go and look for her,’ said Elma quickly, and took off at a run. Greg turned his 

attention to Sophie’s other companion. ‘I suppose you must be the famous Graham Bradley.’ 

‘What, him? He’s just a skinny teenager!’ jeered Jim. 

‘Scrawny as a plucked chicken,’ agreed Greg. 

‘Shut up!’ cried Sophie. ‘Don’t be rude!’ 

‘What, Soph? Do you fancy this miserable bandit?’ asked Matt. 

She didn’t know what to say. Gray, who was paying more attention to Soph’s distress than 

to the three young men’s jeers, looked round at the Co-op and said, ‘Something’s wrong in 

there.’ At that moment, there was a shout from inside the shop: more a scream of frustration 

than a cry of fear, but all three policemen at once ran into the shop to find out what was 

happening, leaving Sophie and Gray alone. 

Sophie looked her husband in the eye. ‘Did you do that?’ she asked. 

‘Not quite. Here come Elma and Anne.’ Sophie noted that her friends didn’t actually 

appear until a few seconds after her uncle had told her, but she didn’t comment on the delay. 

Presumably he’d fixed something. ‘Are you all right?’ she called to them. 

‘It’s mad in there. The computers have all gone down,’ cried Anne. ‘I couldn’t buy 

anything.’ 

‘The manager is going up the wall,’ said Elma. She looked at Gray. ‘Did you do that?’ 

‘Yes and no. C’mon, you’d better get to school,’ – and he led the way across the road, 

towards their destination. He left them at the school gate, promised to come back that evening 

for a short time, and hurried away. The three girls sighed a mutual sigh, and went into school. 

Gray slipped into space and spread himself out. He needed to make some adjustments to 

the time-space continuum around Earth, which he had interfered with before coming to find 

Sophie the other night. He knew that Julie, Wiroan and his sisters and brothers did not want 

him to see Sophie, and would try to prevent their meeting; so he had been using the powers 

which they had given him to hide himself and Sophie from them by interfering with the fabric 

of space-time around Earth. This had caused some computer disruption, especially in the 

interstellar network, and anyone trying to use an interstellar caller would have found that the 

connection was unusually poor. However, the network was so often unstable out here, far out 

on the galactic arm, and callers were so often out of order, that no one could be certain that 

anything out of the ordinary was occurring; and Gray had now set everything back as it 

should be. He then went off to Bessiday to see Ragnor and Sarah, as he hadn’t seen them for 

two days. 

Aoan, who had been trying to find him and was increasingly anxious as she was unable to 

pin-point him precisely, was greatly relieved when his mental signal returned loud and clear. 

She even stepped through space – which, it has already been observed, she disliked doing – to 
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find him at Ragnor’s club and to check that he was OK. Gray carefully shielded his mind and 

greeted her enthusiastically, and Aoan was reassured. She also admired Sarah, chatted in a 

friendly way with some of Ragnor’s guests who remembered when she first came to Bessiday 

as conquering general, and went to call on her garrison, which was now a rather larger force 

than when she had first installed them on Bessiday, because the locals had been flocking to 

join this prestigious and well-paid employment. She also visited the governor, Daaneh, who 

greeted her graciously and with a long list of recent achievements. Aoan listened patiently. 

She knew that a successful leader has to pay her subordinates some attention, even when it 

bores her to tears. 

She was so thoroughly irritated by Daaneh that by the time she got back to Greh she 

completely forgot to ask him where he had vanished to, so Greh did not have to tell her. He 

also neglected to tell Faroan, but this was because they were both so involved in the current 

developments in the heru-weaving labs that Greh forgot about everything else. He didn’t tell 

Anja or his children, or Bill, because he wanted their friends’ transfer to Trer to be a surprise. 

He didn’t tell Ray or Carl, because he knew Ray was jealous of Sophie and Carl had been 

saying for years that Sophie was damaging his reputation. The result was that the only one of 

his close lovers that he told was Memnon, because as Elma, Anne and Sophie would be going 

to work in the government offices on Trer, Memnon needed to start making arrangements 

now. Memnon flicked her whiskers at him and said, ‘Is this wise, Emron? Lord Aoan may 

think that they are available for her attention.’ 

‘They’ll be living in my quarters, Memnon – so they won’t be.’ 

‘Hmmm,’ said Memnon. ‘Under your roof – so your thralls? I thought you were trying to 

abolish that practice?’ 

‘I am. But Aoan still believes in it. So if they’re under my roof, they’ll be safe.’ 

‘I hope so,’ said Memnon thoughtfully. ‘By the way, Errehn is due back tomorrow. Shall I 

book a special meal for you both?’ 

‘Thank you, Memnon. Yes, that would be nice.’ 

 

The next few months would have been a very happy time for Sophie and Gray, if they had not 

had to be so secretive. Gray had to slip visits to Sophie and her friends between other 

functions, and dodged back and forth in time as far as he could. He kept interfering with the 

time-space continuum around himself and Sophie, so that Wiroan and Julie Smythe couldn’t 

pick up his visits to her. Sophie was very happy when she was with Gray, but spent the rest of 

the time desperately anxious. Her parents were suspicious of her, and kept trying to prove that 

she was wanted to go to Trer only to be with her uncle. As this was in fact the case, it was 

very difficult for her to deny it convincingly. Her young police friends were very hurt by her 

plan to go off-planet, and when she went out with them they niggled at her (as she described it 

to Elma and Anne) about it. Greg in particular was very difficult, and kept saying that he 

would get a transfer to Trer to be with her. As she didn’t want him to find out that she was 

married to Gray, Sophie didn’t want to encourage him, but to be completely indifferent would 

be suspicious. Besides, she did like Greg, and didn’t want to hurt his feelings. 

Elma and Anne found Sophie a little difficult at their post-school homework sessions, as 

she very often didn’t get the point of something at all, and had to be patiently talked through 

it. Sophie then felt stupid and angry, and her friends felt tired and exasperated. But they had to 

stick by Sophie (as she sometimes reminded them) as she was their link with Graham 

Bradley; and she had to stick by them (as they would remind her in return) because she could 

only get to Trer by pretending to go with them. 

So the months passed in a whirl of school work. Sophie found that she had little time or 

energy to go out in the evenings. Sometimes Greg or all three of the lads would come round 

to see her, and would spend hours arguing with her dad in the lounge. Sophie found this 
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boring, but at least it kept her dad happy. Her mum started asking her whether she was going 

to marry one of the lads, but Sophie insisted that she was going to Trer, ‘So I’m not marrying 

anyone.’ 

From time to time, Gray would join the girls after school and carry them through space to 

somewhere else: a warm beach on Thorion, a sunny hillside with birdsong, a warm 

mountaintop with jaw-dropping views on all sides. As promised, he took them over to Gustu 

for Bill’s birthday – a meal followed by an evening of Gustu music, very relaxing but slightly 

odd. For Elma and Anne’s birthdays, which were close together in November, he took them 

over to the market in Cray City where they shopped at market stalls selling produce from all 

over that planet: craft-made clothing and accessories, unfamiliar fruit and vegetables, bread 

which tasted quite different from the bread at home and was much pinker in colour, 

ornaments carved in oddly-coloured woods and strangely-textured stone. Once he took them 

to a lovely garden with green shrubs covered in blossoms, fountains and a lake, pools covered 

in water lilies, and pretty statues half-hidden in the vegetation, to be hunted out and 

discovered. On a hill side was a little tower, a sort of summer house, where they ate a meal of 

scones with jam and cream and drank tea. It was a lovely place – it might even have been on 

Earth. But for the most part, for all three girls it was work followed by work.  
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6. Sophie is seventeen 

 

Christmas came and went, and January exams, and they all had coursework to complete. 

Sophie had decided to have a party for her seventeenth birthday, and spent every spare 

moment (which were not many), planning it. She persuaded her parents to hire an upstairs 

room in the local community centre, and to hire a music player so that they could dance, and 

to pay for a buffet meal. Her parents, vaguely feeling that one reason Sophie wanted to leave 

Earth was that they hadn’t treated her to enough parties and the like, went along with her 

plans. She invited all her friends from school and from the gym, and from the police station, 

and she would have invited Bill and Lysa and her other cousins, but Gray told her that her 

younger cousins wouldn’t be allowed to come, ‘and Anja won’t be happy about Lysa coming 

– she’s expecting a baby.’ 

‘Oh!’ 

‘So best not to embarrass her by asking her.’ 

‘But she’s only a kid! Younger than me!’ 

‘I know – she’s a bit young. But she and Bill are very happy.’ 

‘What about her space training?’ 

‘She’s had to take time out from that.’ 

Yes, thought Sophie, like a whole year. She knew better than to get pregnant when in the 

middle of exams – but clearly Lysa had had too sheltered an upbringing. It was a part and 

parcel with never being allowed to visit Earth overnight. 

It seemed to Sophie that her party would never come, but at last the day arrived. She 

arrived early at the room with her mum, getting everything ready. They set up the music 

player with help from the man from the hire company. Sophie reflected that if Bill had been 

here, he would have been saying that off-planet the unit would have been pre-programmed 

and they need only switch it on and press ‘go’, but here they had to programme all the music 

they wanted and work out the playlist themselves. She preferred being able to do everything 

herself – she could choose the tracks she wanted and leave out what she didn’t want. The 

caterers brought the food in and set it up on trestle tables. The guests started to arrive at 7.30 

pm, bearing presents, cards, flowers, food and drink. Greg, Matt and Jim arrived early on, 

with a crowd off-duty from the police station; there was a group of lasses from the gym, and 

friends of friends, and her school friends – Jack, Sally, Sean, Elma and Anne. There was also 

a crowd of local people who invited themselves on the basis that they knew Sophie or knew 

the family or had come in off the street to see what was going on. Sophie stood by a table at 

one end of the hall, piled up with presents, chatting to her guests, sipping a glass of something 

fizzy and slightly alcoholic. Most of the guests were too young for ‘proper’ alcoholic drinks, 

but they were allowed ‘low-col’ drinks which would make people merry without being 

harmful – and which would discourage guests from bringing in anything stronger. 

Sophie’s parents circulated, talking to the guests and keeping an eye open for Graham. 

Sophie’s Auntie Susie was also around, but – looking out for her and not seeing her – Sophie 

decided that she was probably in the little kitchen next door, making cups of tea. Her gran had 

come with her great-uncle Jon, and they were sitting on plastic chairs at the other end of the 

hall, drinking out of plastic beakers. Sophie wondered whether great-uncle Jon was ever 

going to ask her gran to marry him, or whether he would just go on hanging round her forever 

like an adoring stray dog. 

And where was her uncle/husband? At last he appeared, quiet and understated in dark blue 

jersey and tight trousers. He gave her a kiss on the cheek and said, ‘Everything seems to be 

going well! Happy birthday, duck’ – and handed her a small parcel. 
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She hadn’t expected him to give her anything now, and was thrilled. ‘What is it?’ she 

cried, tearing off the wrappings to reveal a necklace of white stones, which glowed and 

glittered as if they were burning … 

‘Oh, lovely!’ She tried to put it on at once – he helped to fasten the clasp at the back of her 

neck. ‘How does it look?’ she demanded, swinging round to face him. 

‘Lovely.’ He would have kissed her, if there had not been so many people there to look. It 

hung across her throat like white fire, contrasting perfectly with her dark hair and dress. 

Sophie spun back to show her friends. 

‘That’s firestone,’ said Elma. ‘It’s from Bessiday.’ 

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Have you seen it before?’ 

‘No, but I’ve read about it.’ Her expression said, ‘you could have bought me something 

like that!’ and his said, ‘Wait until we all get to Trer.’ 

‘May I touch?’ Anne put out a hand to feel the stones. ‘They look hot, but they’re cold!’ 

All Sophie’s friends touched the necklace. ‘Weird,’ said Sean, and looked Gray in the eye. 

‘We’ve seen you every year at Soph’s parties, but never introduced ourselves,’ he said. 

‘I’m Sean. This is Sally, and Jack, and Elm and Anne.’ 

‘Delighted,’ he said, genuinely pleased, and shook Sean’s hand, followed by Sally’s and 

Jack’s. He was just turning to Anne – who was wondering what to do, as it was silly for 

Graham to shake her hand when they’d been sleeping together for six months already – when 

Greg Fisher noticed what was happening and said, ‘And of course this is the famous Graham 

Bradley.’ 

Sean, Sally and Jack paled. ‘What? We saw him on Gustu – you aren’t tall enough to be 

him!’ 

‘I’m in plain clothes,’ said Gray, shooting a glance at Greg. ‘I won’t appear as myself here 

– I might scare someone.’ 

Sally relaxed a little, and giggled. ‘Oh – I see. I recognise you now.’ She frowned at him, 

trying to match the figure she saw in the journals and on the tellyvisual to this reality. 

‘You were coming to the parties? Did Soph’s mum and dad know?’ demanded Jack. 

‘Not exactly,’ admitted Gray. 

Jack looked at Sophie, and then back at Gray. He was clearly coming to conclusions, and 

Elma decided that the time had come to act quickly. 

‘Why isn’t anyone dancing?’ she demanded. ‘Soph, ask Sean to dance with you. You know 

you want to.’ 

‘No, Soph’s dancing with me,’ said Greg, and pulled her on to the dance floor before she 

could say anything, to accept or reject. 

Dancing at that time on Earth was done quite chastely, in comparison to modern practice: 

the two dancers faced each other and jogged up and down without touching each other. 

Physical contact was permitted only in the ‘slow, smoochy numbers,’ the quiet, romantic 

tracks that were played at the very end of the evening. So Greg and Soph danced together 

without actually touching each other (modern young people of the Empire, be amazed!) and 

talked rather than kissing as they did so. 

‘I’m coming with you to Trer,’ said Greg. ‘I got confirmation of my transfer this morning.’ 

‘Oh, Greg! You can’t!’ 

‘I can.’ 

‘But your promotion!’ Greg had been intending to apply for promotion to senior constable 

at Leicester police station. 

‘It’s OK. It’ll count towards it.’ 

‘Greg, you mustn’t! It’ll ruin your career.’ 

‘I’ve got to be with you, Soph. I can’t live without you.’ 
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What could she say? Sophie realised that there was nothing to be done. ‘When will you go 

to Trer?’ she asked. 

‘End of July. I know you’re going at the start of July, but they couldn’t manage it any 

earlier.’ 

It occurred to Sophie that it would be nice to have Greg, her devoted slave, to give her 

moral support on Trer. Just in case her uncle started bossing her about, as he had before – 

Greg could come and rescue her. ‘It’s really sweet of you to come,’ she said, and she would 

have kissed him, but – as noted already – kissing wasn’t allowed on the dance floor, so she 

just gave him a big smile instead. 

He grinned back. ‘I know you’re going to Trer to get away from your mum and dad,’ he 

said. ‘We can have a lot of fun together without them breathing down our necks.’ 

‘I’m going to be working,’ she said primly, but the smile she gave him was anything but 

prim. 

‘Yeah, sure,’ he said, and gave her a big grin back. 

 

The party went off well, overall. There were some sticky moments – Greg and Jim got into 

a fight over whose turn it was to dance with Sophie next, and had to be separated by Sophie’s 

mum. Sophie was inclined to spend too much time staring into her uncle’s eyes, so Anne 

suggested tactfully that Gray should help his little sister with the washing up. Susie and Gray 

had very little to say to each other, but what they did say was amicable. Anne also talked 

Sophie into dancing once with every man in the room, so that no one had any reason for 

complaint. She and Elma made sure that all the presents were packed up and sent back to 

Sophie’s house with her parents. 

At the end of the evening, the family and close friends set to and tidied up. Elma and Anne 

escorted Sophie home, to make sure that she went. But having dropped Sophie off, they found 

that they were diverted into her parents’ lounge and cross-examined on their plans to go to 

Trer. What were their chances of getting scholarships? What were their opportunities when 

they got there? How much would they see of Sophie’s uncle? 

Anne was unable to come up with ready replies, but Elma said: ‘You’ve got to realise that 

Sophie’s uncle is the vice-president of the Federation. She’ll hardly ever see him. He has to be 

in the Federal Assembly half the time and in committees the rest of the time.’ 

‘So where are you going to live?’ asked Julie. ‘Trer is a big city.’ 

‘We’ll be in the government complex. A lot of the government personnel live there. We’ve 

had a letter from one of the ministers telling us about it,’ said Elma. ‘I think I’ve got it in my 

bag’ – she had been so thrilled to receive Memnon’s letter that she had carried it about with 

her ever since. Now she scrabbled in her handbag and produced it, unfolded it and handed it 

over to Julie Walker. Julie and David read it. 

Memnon had taken care to write in English, as she knew from the Emron that the humans 

did not speak Federation well. Her language was a little stilted, but the meaning was clear. 

Julie and David read that, provided she passed her exams, Elma would be offered a 

scholarship to the University of Trer with on-the-job training in the government science 

office. Accommodation would be in the government complex. She would receive a grant of so 

much per month. They read through the letter, then handed it back to Elma. 

‘Did you receive a letter like this?’ Julie asked Anne, who nodded quickly. ‘Mine is for a 

course in literature.’ 

‘Where would Soph go?’ 

‘She could live with us. She’d be working with Security, who are based in the government 

offices.’ 

‘You’d better talk to Nira, duck,’ said Julie to her husband. ‘Find out from her what’s 

going on here,’ and David nodded. 
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Elma and Anne were glad to escape. They hoped that they hadn’t done Sophie’s plans any 

harm. ‘If the worst comes to the worst,’ said Anne, ‘Gray will just have to abduct Soph.’ 

 

Sophie, Elma and Anne left Leicester spaceport on the trans-federal cruiser Free Spirit at the 

start of July, bound for Trer. Their parents, families and friends saw them off at the spaceport 

with many tears and good wishes. The girls were all in tears of grief and joy together. 

Sophie’s policemen kissed her passionately, her mother cried, and her gran kept saying: ‘You 

have to come back and see us soon, duck.’ The three each had more luggage than they could 

carry, and they were escorted by Nira and a few of the other Security guards who had been 

seconded to Earth, who promised to see them safely to their accommodation on Trer. They all 

promised to ‘call’ home each night, from the ship and then from Trer. They were all 

wondering whether they were doing the right thing, and spent the three days of the voyage in 

various states between utter terror and exhilaration.  

At Trer, they were met at the spaceport by Gray’s first minister Memnon. The three girls 

had very little experience of Marys, although they had all seen them on the telly-visual and 

had been told all about Memnon by Gray – about her intelligence, and her sweet personality, 

and her ingenuity and political good sense, and her wisdom, and her beautiful singing – until 

they all felt completely jealous of her and had resolved to hate her on sight. However, when 

they finally met this paragon of wisdom and beauty they were astonished to find that she 

looked like a very large, very furry dog, with a very waggy tail and expressive ears and 

whiskers. They all at once felt very superior, and were terribly polite and patronising. 

Memnon, a generous young woman, assumed that they were space lagged and 

disorientated at being on an unfamiliar planet, and hurried them to the government centre, 

where they were given a good meal, shown to their suite of rooms and sent straight to bed. 

The following morning they all woke up refreshed, but feeling decidedly groggy. Memnon 

dropped in to see how they had slept and to direct them to breakfast – ‘all the staff eat 

together in the dining room – it’s just down the corridor, the sunlit room on the left.’ She 

looked around at the three bleary-eyed females and added, ‘the washing facilities are through 

that door. I think you all need a good wash to get space out of your fur. I know I always do 

when I’ve been in outer space. Don’t forget to drink lots of water after spaceflight – all the 

water is suitable for drinking here.’ 

‘Ugh,’ said Elma when she tried the water in the washing room, ‘it’s bitter.’ 

‘I’ve brought some from the ship,’ said Anne, handing her a bottle she had bought on 

board: Elma took a long draught and said, ‘That’s better – thanks.’ 

‘I’m feeling dizzy,’ said Sophie, holding her head tenderly. Elma handed her the bottle and 

said, ‘Have a good drink.’ 

‘I don’t remember feeling ill when we travelled to Gustu,’ said Anne, doubtfully. 

‘We’ll feel better when we’ve had some breakfast,’ said Elma. 

Breakfast turned out to be strange fruits, breads and a hot drink that none of them could 

identify, but they did feel better after eating it. Arriving back in their room, they found Gray 

waiting for them, sitting on Elma’s bed. They all ran to greet him and after affectionate 

welcomes, they sat down around him – Sophie sitting on his lap, Elma and Anne one each 

side. 

‘This place is really strange,’ said Sophie. ‘I feel dizzy.’ 

‘I feel a bit sick,’ said Elma. ‘I’ve never felt like that when you’ve taken us anywhere.’ 

‘The air tastes funny,’ said Anne. 

‘I’ve never brought you anywhere so far from Earth,’ explained Gray. ‘You’ve only visited 

planets which are relatively close to Earth in galactic terms, and are almost identical to Earth 

in size and ecology.’ 

‘How could that happen?’ asked Elma. ‘How could they be the same?’ 
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‘They were designed for humans and similar life to live on them. Trer wasn’t. It’s less 

compatible with your physiology.’ 

‘But humans live here,’ said Elma. 

‘Yes, but their ancestors emigrated here many centuries ago. They’re adapted to the planet. 

Newcomers take a little while to adapt.’ 

‘Did you?’ asked Anne. 

‘No, but I’m an Imperial – we’re more adaptable. The atmosphere on this planet has 

slightly less oxygen than Earth’s so you’ll feel short of breath. You’ll need to take iron 

supplements to raise your haemoglobin levels in your blood. And the rain has an irritant effect 

on your skin, so stay indoors when it rains.’ 

Sophie felt a pang. She liked walking in the rain, and feeling it beat upon her face and hair. 

‘Trer’s gravity is slightly less than Earth’s, and the magnetic field is different, so you may 

feel disorientated. And there are three small moons instead of one big moon, so tides are 

different and your bodies will miss the moon to begin with. But you’ll soon get used to it.’ 

‘What was that drink we had at breakfast?’ asked Anne. ‘It tasted of cinnamon.’ 

‘That was coffee.’ 

‘What? That was nothing like coffee.’ 

‘It’s the local coffee.’ He smiled apologetically at their astonished faces. ‘Honestly, 

darlings, you will get used to it soon.’ 

 

The next few weeks were so busy that in the simple rush of everyday life they forgot about 

‘getting used to it’. As it was the middle of university term, Elma and Anne would have to 

wait until the start of the next term before they could begin their studies. So Greh took the two 

young women to meet Ray in the Technical Development Centre (also known as the 

Scientific Initiative Centre) at the Strategic Planning Unit. Elma was really excited by 

everything she saw there – Ray conceded that she might be able to come over to assist in the 

labs when her university course had started. ‘She’s got the right sort of brain,’ he said. Anne 

didn’t find the technical centre particularly interesting, but she got on well with Carl in the 

Social Planning and Outreach Centre of Strategic Planning, and Carl said to Greh afterwards 

that he thought she had promise as a co-ordinator and development officer: ‘She’s good at 

communicating with people.’ 

Sophie didn’t go with them to the Strategic Planning Unit; she’d met Ray and Carl many 

times when she was a young child, and she didn’t want to hang around her uncle’s old friends. 

She could have started her work in the Security Office at once, and she did go to the Security 

offices for a few hours each day, but Nira said that she needn’t start full time until her two 

friends started at University. In the meantime there was a city centre to explore, shops to 

investigate and clothes to buy, a suite of rooms for the three to adapt and adjust to their own 

liking, cultural and social events to try out – the theatre, musical performances, invitations to 

meet members of the government – and they also visited the Federal Assembly and sat in the 

visitors’ gallery, watching Gray or Lord Aoan preside, and sat in the government offices with 

Memnon while she talked them through various processes and procedures, and showed them 

how to use ‘a proper computer,’ which gave all three human girls terrible headaches. 

Sometimes Aoan looked in on them to see how they were getting on, and was very 

friendly, but the girls noticed that Memnon or one of the other Marys was always there when 

she came in, and that there was always a Mary or a Gustu Security guard with them. As Aoan 

was in charge of Security it struck them as odd that the Gustu were guarding them against 

their chief, but Nira explained: ‘Lord Greh has his own forces, and we answer to him rather 

than to Lord Aoan.’ 

‘So would you fight her to protect us?’ 
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Nira pealed with laughter. ‘No! I couldn’t stand against a Great One like Lord Aoan. But 

she won’t try to seduce you while Lord Greh’s protection is over you; protocol forbids it, and 

Lord Aoan does respect protocol.’ 

Sometimes when Aoan looked at her, Anne was not at all sure that protocol was enough; 

but, beyond smiling seductively at them, Aoan seemed content to tease and not to touch. 

Most of the day Gray was busy in the government offices, or in the Federal Assembly, or 

seeing his various officials everywhere, but when he could get away he took them out into the 

countryside, which they found weirdly different from Earth – the rubbery-leaved trees, and 

furry birds, and scratchy ‘grass’ underfoot, and of course the acidic rain. ‘Why do you live 

here?’ Elma demanded, and Gray admitted that he lived here only because Rose McCrae had 

done so. ‘And I don’t really live here. It’s just the government base. You know I have another 

home on Gustu, and I also have a base on Thorion with Faroan.’ 

‘Why don’t you move the government somewhere else?’ 

‘Because I need the Federation’s structures, and they are based here.’ 

‘You mean the President is based here,’ said Elma. The three girls had met the President on 

the second day after their arrival – Gray had taken them to meet her, in her ‘green room’. 

They had been amazed at how small she was, a little pixie-faced person who had clearly been 

aged by the weight of her responsibilities, and who was evidently very attached to Gray, 

whom she called: ‘dear’, which Elma and Anne found sweet and Sophie found irritating. It 

was only later, talking through the meeting, that she realised that the President still regarded 

Gray as Rose McCrae’s husband, and because Rose had been her great friend she was fond of 

Gray as a sort of surrogate for Rose. The oddest thing about that meeting had been the 

President’s attitude to Elma. 

‘How nice to meet you,’ she had said to the three girls. ‘Gray tells me that you’re going to 

train as his assistants.’ 

‘Yes, ma’am,’ they had all said together, sounding like a chorus in a pantomime, thought 

Sophie wryly. 

‘He certainly needs assistance. Those Marys are very good, but they don’t think like’ (she 

used a word which meant ‘creatures like us,’ and it was a shock to the three girls to realise 

that the President regarded Gustu, humans and Imperials as being similar mammalian bipeds, 

whereas Marys were quite another sort of animal). ‘You will look after Gray, won’t you? He 

needs looking after, now Rose is no longer with us.’ At this remark her face had twisted 

somewhat, and all three girls were shocked to see that the President was on the edge of tears. 

‘But you’ll be good for him,’ she said, ‘and I know I can rely on you.’ She had smiled at 

all of them then, and then said, ‘and I’m glad to see you are such a mixture of humanity. A 

dark one, like Rose’ – and she had given Elma such a sweet smile, and said, ‘You do look so 

like her, dear, when she was young. I remember her looking just like you.’ 

Elma flushed and said, ‘Really? I’m sure I don’t, ma’am.’ 

‘Oh, you do. That same dark skin and sweet smile – dear Rose. And you’re a scientist, too. 

You’ll be a great help to us, dear.’ Then she smiled again, so sweetly, that Elma was quite 

embarrassed. 

‘Then a pink-and-gold one’ – she smiled at Anne – ‘and a dark-and-white one,’ – smiling 

at Sophie. ‘Humans are so many different colours! Whereas we have to make our colours 

through our clothing. Well, dears, I hope you’ll be very happy here. Do let me know if there’s 

anything I can do to help you to settle in here.’ 

They quickly denied that there was anything that they needed, thanked her for her time and 

left as quickly as they could. ‘I’ve never had anyone describe me by colour before,’ said Anne 

as they beat a retreat down the corridor, ‘that was weird!’ 

‘My skin’s not white,’ said Sophie, ‘it’s pink, like yours’ (this to Anne). ‘Is there 

something wrong with her eyes?’ 
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‘Gustu probably see colours differently from us,’ said Elma. They all agreed: obviously the 

President was seeing the hardly-visible gold tints in Anne’s mousy hair, and the pale tones in 

Sophie’s skin. As Gustu and Imperials are quite boring in appearance – pale skin, dark hair – 

the colour variability of humans must be a shock to them. Still, it was hardly in good taste to 

mention it, and only underlined their opinion that people on Trer had very strange social 

customs. 

Well – not Trer so much as the government offices. They were either in the thick of things, 

being shown round by Memnon and shown how the government operated, or in their own 

suite of rooms, or with Gray. Gray came to see them every day, and slept with each of them 

every day – although Elma and Anne were pretty sure that Sophie got more attention than 

they did, they didn’t know for sure because he sent them to sleep when he was with Sophie. It 

was Gray who sent them out shopping for clothes, but who ensured that they always had at 

least one Mary official or one Gustu Security guard with them. They never met outsiders, 

apart from Memnon and the President, without a guard in attendance. They did meet other 

members of the government team – they went over to the Strategic Planning Unit about every 

day and chatted with Ray and Carl and their teams – but there was always a security guard 

there. Whenever there was a social event, with the visit of an assembly member representative 

from another planet, and the girls were invited to go along and be part of the social crowd, 

Nira or one of her colleagues was hovering nearby all the time. It was nice to feel that Gray 

cared, said Anne, and to feel safe, but a tiny bit irritating to always be being watched over, ‘as 

if we can’t look after ourselves.’ 

Elma agreed, but said: ‘Suppose Lord Aoan or another one of those Imperials turned up 

again and tried to kidnap us?’ 

‘Oh, they can’t,’ said Anne, ‘not here!’ 

But Elma and Sophie were not so sure. ‘And we do look very kidnappable,’ thought Elma, 

looking at the three of them as they stood together in the crowd. Gray had been true to his 

promise and had given herself and Anne necklaces of firestone, and they all had new heru 

dresses to wear, and their hair was beautifully arranged and they looked healthy and happy – 

Lord Aoan had just glanced across the crowd and given her a smile which indicated that she 

certainly found them attractive. So, better to have a guard. 

So the first few weeks passed in a whirl of excitement. As their lives began to take on a 

pattern, the three girls settled down into a routine. They all three spent each morning in the 

government offices with Memnon. Anne and Elma started to do preliminary work for their 

University courses, spending part of each afternoon working at their studies and part in the 

Strategic Planning Unit, Elma working with Ray’s technical team and Anne with Carl’s team 

on various social projects. Sophie spent afternoons at the Security offices, learning about how 

Trer Security operated.  

As they slowed down into routine, they had time to take stock of how they were adapting 

to their new environment. Anne found that she felt breathless all the time, and had to take 

double-dose of iron supplements. She also discovered that she was allergic to the local coffee, 

and had to take up drinking a leaf infusion instead, ‘Same idea as tea but not at all the same 

taste.’ On the other hand, Trer’s sun was more compatible with her skin than Earth’s sun, and 

a facial rash which had troubled her for years disappeared. Elma found that walking was quite 

difficult for the first few weeks, as she kept tripping up – until her body adapted to the 

different gravity and she could judge her steps again. She also found Trer air turned her 

stomach, and for several days she felt constantly sick, until Memnon worked out that lavender 

essential oil – which she had brought with her from Herluin, where lavender grows wild as on 

Earth – contained the vital chemical which Elma’s body needed. Elma started using the oil as 

perfume, and felt much better – although Anne complained about the smell. 
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Sophie fared least well of the three. She felt dizzy and disorientated, which Gray realised 

was a result of Trer’s different magnetic field. Her monthly period, which had been due to 

start as soon as she arrived on Trer, didn’t start when expected and then took twice as long as 

usual, which she herself put down to Trer’s three little moons not having the same 

complementary influence on her as Earth’s moon. She found that Trer’s water made her feel 

sick, and the iron supplements made her feel sicker – but if she didn’t take the iron 

supplements, she was constantly short of breath. All in all, Sophie found that she did not feel 

well on Trer. 

In her mind and her heart, everything was wonderful: she was with her husband for at least 

part of each day, she had hopes of spending much more time with him as time went on, and 

she was away from school and from her nagging parents. She was free to be her own woman. 

On the other hand, she missed her friends from the police station and the gym, and she found 

that she was desperately homesick for Leicester. She had been happy in her hometown, and 

moving to another city – even if it was the capital of the Federation – only reinforced her 

conviction that she belonged in her home. She wanted to be with Gray, but how she missed 

Leicester’s shops, nightclubs and pubs! She missed her gran, she missed the buses and the 

pavements and the parks and the birds and trees, the dogs and cats, the friendly sunshine and 

the sweet rain. She missed everything about it, and although she tried hard to like her new 

home, the more she tried the more she longed to be back on Earth. 

Gray, on the other hand, was delighted to have his young mistresses on Trer. As he 

presided over the Federal Assembly, or talked with his officials, or discussed government 

matters with Leel, Aoan or Memnon, he looked forward to spending time with them in the 

evening to come. The thought of them brightened his days and their physical presence made 

him happy at nights, so that overall he felt much happier than he had been since Rose died. He 

enjoyed entertaining them, taking them on trips off-planet as he had in the past, sending them 

out under guard to shop and explore, making sure that they were invited to government social 

events. He absorbed the positive energy from their enjoyment, and watching them having a 

good time helped him to relax after the stresses of a day in government. He was still having to 

adjust the space-time continuum to keep himself and Sophie shielded from Wiroan and his 

sisters and brothers, but it was worth it, he told himself, to have his young lovers at his side. 

He was aware that they were experiencing problems in physically adapting to their new 

environment and wanted to do everything he could to make them happy, so when Sophie 

reminded him that ‘we haven’t been to any clubs here,’ he took the three to one of his clubs 

on Trer and introduced them to some of the young men in his employment, whom he had 

previously warned that ‘I’m bringing some of my girls to meet you. They’re working for me 

in the government office. Be kind to them and make sure that they have a good time.’ 

The young men, aware how their boss treated his young men and women – as lovers, 

sleeping with them regularly – assumed that this meant sex, if the girls wanted it, and plenty 

of kissing and petting, dancing and drink as required. So they set themselves out to entertain 

the three young women. Elma was amused by their friendliness, was happy to dance and 

drink but shrugged off the petting and made it clear that she’d rather chat – for most of the 

evening she remained sitting at a table, discussing politics with two of the young men. Very 

dishy young men they were, too, Anne noted, but Elma clearly wasn’t interested in flirting. 

As for herself, she quickly found that one of the young men attached himself to her, asked her 

to dance, kissed her while they were dancing! – shocking behaviour which would never have 

been tolerated at home, thought Anne to herself – and then bought her a drink and sat her 

down in a corner behind a table and began to talk sweet nothings to her. Anne was 

embarrassed, although flattered. At last she said, ‘Do you do this for a living?’ 

‘Do I do what?’ he asked, kissing her ear. 

‘Chat up girls and make them feel special.’ 
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‘That’s exactly what I do.’ 

‘Why? I mean, it must be very pleasant’ – 

‘It’s pleasant when I have a lovely person like you.’ He kissed her ear again. 

‘But is it a way to make a living?’ 

‘Goldie pays me to do it – I don’t argue.’ 

Anne deduced that ‘Goldie’ was Gray. It seemed a sensible name for him, she thought. 

‘But what does he get out of it?’ she asked. 

‘Oh, I collect information too.’ 

‘I see. That makes sense.’ 

‘I expect one of your jobs is to process the information I gather.’ 

She giggled, thinking of all the records Memnon had been showing her on the computer 

that morning. She hadn’t been able to keep track of them at all. ‘It might be.’ 

He kissed her ear again. ‘Don’t let’s talk about work, Anne. Let’s talk about love. It isn’t 

often I have a lovely person like you to talk to.’ 

‘What sort of people do you usually have?’ 

‘People who are out for what they can get.’ 

‘Poor you.’ 

‘Yes. But today you come along, lovely and innocent and friendly, just happy to talk to me 

and let me make you feel special – which is what I love to do.’ 

‘Then you’re happy,’ she said, and was surprised when he kissed her tenderly on the lips. 

‘Anne,’ he breathed, ‘will you let me make love to you?’ 

‘Me? Why?’ 

‘Because you’re so sweet and lovely – I think I’m in love with you.’ 

‘I’m sure you’re not.’ 

‘I’m sure I am.’ He caressed the back of her neck tenderly, and she could feel herself 

growing warm with embarrassment – or pleasure. ‘Please. It would make me so happy – and 

I’d be really good for you. I promise to be really gentle and romantic.’ 

‘I don’t know – what would Goldie say?’ 

‘He said we should give you a good time. And this is the best good time I can think of.’ 

‘Oh, dear’ – Anne began to panic a little. What had Gray meant? ‘I only sleep with Gray – 

I mean Goldie.’ 

‘But I only sleep with him, too – I mean, he’s the only person I really want to sleep with. 

Until I met you. Come on, Anne. You’ll enjoy it.’ 

He was so tender and pleading, and she really began to think that perhaps he meant it, so in 

the end she said ‘yes’, and went with him upstairs to a rather nice flowery-decorated room 

with a nice bed and a shower room ensuite and everything to make her comfortable, and he 

made a fuss of her, and they petted and fooled about on the bed, and then he pulled her skirt 

up and pulled her panties down and started to lick her groin – which was very pleasant, Anne 

thought – and then encouraged her to undress him, and he helped her to undress, and made 

love to her very sweetly and gently. Anne was charmed, and very pleased with him. At the 

end, when he said, ‘Was that good for you, darling?’ she said, ‘Yes,’ at once, and then: ‘did 

you enjoy it too?’ at which he said, ‘Very much,’ and kissed her again. 

They made love again and played around in the room and the shower, until Anne lost track 

of the time. At last, her lover said: ‘I think it’s time for you to go back with Goldie, darling. 

Can I keep in touch with you? Can I call you? Or write?’ 

‘Oh, yes – yes, please.’ She found her handbag and wrote down his caller number, and 

gave him hers. ‘I don’t know your name.’ 

‘Raghund.’ 

It was an unusual name, she thought, but she spoke it aloud and thought it had a heroic feel 

to it. ‘Nice,’ she said, and wrote it down. 
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‘Darling,’ he said, pulling her into a hot embrace, ‘I’m so glad you came this evening!’ 

‘So am I,’ she said, returning his kisses – until Gray came to take her home. 

Sophie had spent a little time with the ‘lads’, but then Gray had come to dance with her, 

and she spent the rest of the evening with him. It was lovely to be with him, but she wished 

that she didn’t have a constant nagging headache – the effect of the funny daylight, she 

thought, because the sun here is too yellow for my eyes – and a constant sick feeling, as if my 

period’s about to start, but it doesn’t. Gray noted her discomfort, and tried to adjust her mind 

to make her feel better – but Sophie just said, ‘Ow – stop it,’ filling him with remorse at once. 

He hugged her to him and kissed her, and suddenly realised how thin she was. ‘Soph! Are you 

eating? You’re losing weight.’ 

‘I can’t eat.’ (She shrugged in annoyance at herself.) ‘I feel ill all the time, and when I eat 

it goes straight through me.’ 

Gray felt himself panicking, and was at a loss as to what to do. When he had taken the 

three young women home to bed, he went to find Memnon. 

‘There are lots of humans living on Trer. So why are my three girls finding it so difficult 

here?’ 

‘The humans who have lived here for generations have adapted,’ Memnon reminded him. 

‘Elma, Anne and Sophie come from families who have never left Earth. So their bodies are 

less adaptable.’ 

‘But I adapted to outer space. Why can’t they?’ 

‘You spent two months travelling in space, Emron. They had only a few days.’ Memnon 

flicked her whiskers. ‘The slow old ships had that advantage – they gave people more time to 

adapt to different conditions. And I expect it makes a difference that your young humans are 

female. Human females have such strange bodily functions – that monthly bleeding. It seems 

so unnecessary. What does it achieve?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ Gray sighed – this was getting him nowhere. ‘What can I do with them? 

The medical staff here just said that sometimes people react negatively to space flight, and 

they’ll get over it in a few months.’ 

‘You could ask the Priestess for advice – but she may not know anything about human 

illnesses. Or you wait and hope that they adapt.’ 

‘Hmmm.’ Gray thought of his dear, pale-faced Sophie, and knew that he couldn’t bear to 

wait any longer at all. 

‘By the way, don’t forget that Errehn is due back tomorrow,’ Memnon added. ‘I’ve 

ordered you both a romantic meal. It seemed to work well last time.’ 

‘Thank you, darling’ – and he touched his nose to hers, and caressed her ears. She shivered 

with pleasure, so he stroked her tail, and took her into his arms. 

 

The following afternoon, Gray was presiding in the Federal Assembly, trying to persuade the 

delegates not to blow the Federal/Imperial budget on subsidies for developing industry on 

underdeveloped (a.k.a. still naturally beautiful) planets. The Priestess and Faroan were 

extremely anxious that the sort of planetary ecological disaster which had taken place on 

Bessiday should not take place again, and had given him firm instructions which he intended 

to follow. He was aware that his various agents, officials, friends and lovers were busy 

elsewhere as he was working, and his mind kept wandering off in search of them, so that he 

had to pull it back and force himself to concentrate. 

He was aware that Anne was talking to Raghund on the caller. He was rather pleased that 

those two sweet young people had found each other – he had no intention of giving up either 

of them, but was very happy for them to build a relationship, marry and set up home together 

if they wished to do so. Meanwhile, whatever happened, he was happy for them to enjoy 

themselves. Elma was working at her studies, preparatory to starting work at the University in 
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the autumn. Memnon was – Memnon was trying to get hold of him. His hair floated up high 

about his shoulders. Errehn’s here, and he’s gone looking for you – I couldn’t keep him here. 

He’s gone in the direction of Security. I’m trying to have him stopped. 

Sophie was in the Security offices, doing some work with Nira, and the one person whom 

Errehn mustn’t meet was Sophie. He was bitterly jealous of her, and he might harm her. Greh 

felt himself panicking – he stretched out his mind for Sophie. Sophie, darling, where are you? 

Be careful – hide yourself! 

He felt her panic – she was in danger – he must go to her! Could he slip through time to go 

and return in the blink of an eye? He was about to do it, and then suddenly felt Sophie’s relief 

– she was safe. The panic was over. She was with someone who was taking care of her. 

Greh recognised the person, and relaxed. Sophie would be all right now, and he could 

leave her in safe hands. 

 

Sophie had been sitting on the floor in Nira’s office, working at the computer. She found it 

very odd to sit on the floor to work, and it made her bottom sore, but she did enjoy playing 

with this computer, which could do so many different things at once, as quickly as thought. 

She was just thinking through a set of records about night clubs in Trer City and had found 

the one where Gray had taken her and her friends the other night, when she heard a voice 

outside in the corridor. It was vaguely familiar – it was an Imperial voice, but not her 

husband’s. With a moment’s jolt of panic, she recognised Errehn. 

She had met Errehn a few times when she was a child and he had come to visit her gran 

with Gray. She knew he didn’t like her – Gray said that he was jealous, that he wanted to be 

Gray’s only lover. Well, he was silly. Gray loves everyone, she told herself. But now she 

heard what Errehn was saying: ‘Where is Greh? He’s with that human girl Sophiewalker, isn’t 

he? Where is she?’ and he was storming down the corridor towards this office. Sophie leapt to 

her feet – she looked about frantically for somewhere to hide … 

And then a door on the other side of the room slid open, and a voice called: ‘Soph! Are you 

here? Nira said you’d be here,’ and she ran straight towards it and threw herself into the 

speaker’s arms. 

‘Greg! When did you get here?’ 

‘Just now, duck. I came straight from the spaceport to find you.’ He stepped back and 

looked her up and down. ‘God, Soph, you’re not looking your best. Nira said this place wasn’t 

suiting you.’ 

‘No, it’s horrible – I feel ill all the time.’ 

‘Aren’t your friends looking after you?’ 

‘They’re ill too – but not as bad as me.’ 

‘You poor kid!’ He kissed her warmly, and she returned the kiss. ‘That’s better’ (a few 

minutes later), ‘you’re looking a better colour now.’ 

‘Oh, Greg! I have missed you. It’s lovely being on Trer, and there are such interesting 

people and great nightlife, but I’m planet-sick.’ 

He laughed. ‘Is that what it’s called?’ 

‘No, I called it that. It’s like being seasick but instead of being at sea you’re on a different 

planet.’ 

She was aware that the door by her workplace had opened, and someone was standing 

there, but she ignored them and concentrated on talking to Greg: Gray always said that 

Imperials can read your mind, so you have to think what you want them to read. ‘I’m so glad 

you’re here. Did you have a good voyage?’ 

‘It was OK. I guess I’ll be going back soon, with you.’ 

‘Greg! You’ve only just got here.’ 
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‘Yes, but look at you, girl! You’ve lost weight, your colour’s wrong – you’re not a well 

person.’ 

‘I know.’ The door behind her had closed again – if it had been Errehn there, he had gone, 

satisfied that Gray wasn’t in the room, and the people there weren’t interested in Gray. ‘But 

Nira said I’m doing well here.’ 

‘Yeah, when I called her she said your work’s great, and you’ve got a great future mapped 

out here, and your uncle will probably make you head of a sector in a few years. I knew you’d 

be seeing your uncle.’ 

‘Yes’ (defiantly). 

‘You needn’t take that tone with me, girl. I know your game. You’ve been running the four 

of us around: me, Jim, Mark and your uncle. Well, it’s got to stop.’ 

‘Why?’ (defiantly but with a beguiling smile). 

‘That’s my girl’ (kissing her again) ‘that’s my girlie’s smile. I’ve travelled half way across 

the galaxy for that smile.’ 

‘Really, Greg?’ 

‘Really, darling.’ 

She stopped smiling then, because he kissed her again, and they were locked in embrace 

for several minutes. At last he drew back a little and said, ‘But this playing around has got to 

stop, darling, because it’s killing you.’ 

‘Oh, Greg! I miss home so much! But I want – I mean, I want …’ 

‘You mean, you want your uncle. I’ve worked that out for myself.’ 

‘Yes. I’ve always wanted him.’ 

Greg looked her in the face. She was his beautiful Sophie, he wanted her more than he had 

ever wanted anything, he was pretty sure he’d die if he couldn’t spend the rest of his life with 

her at his side, and he’d just crossed the galactic arm to be with her. She was clearly 

overjoyed to see him; she was ill, she was losing weight, Trer didn’t suit her at all; he was 

pretty sure she’d marry him if he asked her, but she wanted to be with a tall, skinny, girlish 

creature who wasn’t even human but whom she called ‘uncle,’ and so she wouldn’t come 

back to Earth with him. 

At least … there must be some way … 

‘You’re not well,’ he said. ‘I’ll talk to your uncle, Soph. We’ll think of something.’ 

At this point, Nira came in and said, ‘Ah, Greg, glad to see you’ve arrived. What do you 

think of our Soph?’ 

‘She’s an angel. But she’s ill.’ 

‘I know. Come down to the refectory and have something to eat, and we’ll talk about it.’ 

 

‘I’ve come across cases of “planet sickness” before,’ Nira explained over hot drinks of what 

she called ‘coffee’ and Sophie and Greg called ‘cinnamon’. ‘It can be a problem when people 

go off-planet for the first time. But generally people get used to it soon. I usually feel queasy 

for a few days after arriving on a new planet, but I get used to it quickly. It’s a mixture of 

being space-lagged, and the differences in air quality, sunlight and gravity, and the planet’s 

electro-magnetic field.’ 

‘I’m feeling OK,’ said Greg. Nira shrugged. 

‘You’ve only just arrived. Give it a few days.’ 

‘Elma and Anne are feeling ill as well,’ Sophie reminded her. 

‘Yes, but they’re taking medication and are coping with it. Your body isn’t coping with it.’ 

‘What can I do? I don’t want to give up and go home, not after everything I’ve done to get 

here!’ 

‘I thought Lord Greh would have been on to it by now.’ Nira was puzzled. 

‘This is your uncle?’ Greg prompted Sophie. 
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‘Yes, that’s his official title. He has tried to fix it, but it just made me feel worse.’ 

‘Problem.’ Nira shook her head. ‘I expected him to be here by now,’ she added, looking 

around her, ‘but perhaps he’s been delayed in the Assembly.’ 

 

Greh had in fact been intercepted by Errehn, who was full of news about sector ten and 

expected Greh to drop everything to concentrate on him. Greh, who was extremely fond of his 

Rhuaan lover, was reluctant to hurt his feelings by brushing him off, so sat down to a long 

conversation over a warm fruit drink and a plate of hot breads, and then sent Errehn off to 

wash and unpack ‘and we’ll have dinner later, darling. Wait for me in my room.’ Errehn went 

off happily to oblige, and Greh went to find Sophie. 

He was glad to find her looking a little more lively and with better colour, sitting with Greg 

Fisher and Nira in the Security refectory. He gave her a warm kiss before turning to welcome 

Greg to Trer, and was amused to see Greg’s expression – a mixture of jealousy and alarm. 

This was the first time that he had seen Greh in full imperial dress and at his full height, so it 

wasn’t surprising that he looked alarmed, and Greh understood the jealousy, which was 

mutual. 

‘Welcome to Trer, Mr Fisher,’ he said. ‘I trust you had a good flight.’ 

‘Yes, thank you,’ replied Greg stiffly. ‘You haven’t been looking after Soph very well,’ he 

added immediately. 

‘I’m very concerned about Soph.’ Greh sat down on a chair on Sophie’s other side from 

Greg, and put an arm about her shoulders. She turned a smiling face at him – but it was a wan 

face – and put her right hand in his. Gray felt rather than saw Greg grind his teeth. 

‘Greg’s worried about me,’ she said. 

‘So am I, darling. I could take you to Thorion for the Priestess to examine you, but I’m not 

sure she knows how human bodies work.’ 

‘No Imperial scientist is going to examine my Soph,’ said Greg firmly. ‘She’s not a 

scientific specimen.’ 

‘I agree,’ said Gray. ‘I can only think of one solution, but I don’t like it very much and I 

don’t expect you or Sophie to like it. However, I’ll suggest it and leave you to think about it.’ 

‘Go on,’ said Greg (still between clenched teeth). Sophie raised her eyebrows at Gray in 

query; he kissed them tenderly, and then went on. 

‘Trer is making Sophie ill,’ he said. ‘Her physiology is so tied to Earth’s systems that she 

becomes ill when she leaves the planet. She’ll have to go back to Earth – it’s the only place 

she can live.’ 

Sophie uttered a cry of protest. He pulled her into his arms and held her very tightly as he 

went on. ‘Sophie and I love each other and have done since Sophie was a baby. We can’t live 

without each other, and you’ve probably already guessed, Greg, that we got married when 

Sophie was sixteen. So we’re not about to leave each other. 

‘But you’re also in love with Sophie and she’s very fond of you. So what I was going to 

suggest is that you go back to Leicester as a married couple – go to Thurcaston, Sophie’s 

always wanted to live there – and I’ll come to see Sophie every day, as before. I know you’ll 

hate sharing Sophie, Greg, and I’ll hate not having her here, but I can’t think of any other 

solution. Don’t either of you say anything about it now. Just think about it and we’ll discuss it 

over the next few days.’ 

‘I think it’s the only solution,’ said Nira. ‘It’s what I would advise.’ 

‘I don’t want to leave you, darling,’ whispered Sophie. 

‘I’m not sharing my wife with an alien,’ snapped Greg. 

‘I said “think about it”,’ said Gray. ‘We’ll talk about it tomorrow.’ He released Sophie and 

got up. ‘I’ll see you later, darling. Do show Greg round and make him feel at home.’ He bent 
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and kissed her again, and walked out of the room quickly – before he gave way to his urge to 

punch Greg Fisher in the face for even wanting to kiss Sophie. 

 

But later, discussing the day’s business with Leel, he knew he couldn’t bear to let Sophie go. 

Leel, observing that he was somewhat distracted, put down her files on the ‘deprived areas 

investment programme’ (DAIP) and said, ‘Really, Gray, you’ve got to stop letting your heart 

rule your head. Rose used to tease you about it, but you’re getting worse all the time. 

Memnon and I are having to re-do practically everything you do these days.’ 

Gray blushed indigo. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘Memnon’s been nagging me about it.’ 

‘If you can’t get yourself sorted out, you should take a few days off and relax. Go off to 

Thorion or one of your other dream-planets, or something.’ 

Gray had to grin. ‘Thorion’s not a dream-planet!’ 

‘Well, you know what I mean. You need to pull yourself together, Gray. Honestly, your 

young ladies would be ashamed of you.’ 

Gray regarded her solemnly. ‘Yes, they would – well, Elma and Anne would.’ 

‘Elma’s a very sensible young woman. She does remind me a lot of Rose when she was her 

age. I’d like to have her as my assistant, as soon as she’s settled in.’ 

Gray nodded. ‘I think Elma would be good at that.’ 

‘The other young woman – the pink and gold one – is rather sweet, but not so clear-

headed. What’s this I hear about her and one of your young men?’ 

Gray had to laugh. ‘Leel! Are you spying on me?’ 

‘Yes! Someone has to. Memnon and I keep you under constant surveillance.’ She regarded 

him in mock-severity. 

‘OK, yes, all right. I thought that the girls were getting bored stuck in the palace and I took 

them out to meet some of my other operatives – at the other end of the spectrum, so to speak.’ 

‘Is that wise? – Isn’t it the point that you keep your crime and your government on 

opposite sides of the page?’ 

‘Yes – normally I do. This time – I thought it was time they saw that there’s more to 

government than pushing information into a computer.’ 

‘So are you trying to offload your young woman on one of your catamites?’ 

Gray scowled at her. ‘Leel, I’m not getting into that argument again.’ 

‘All right.’ She took on a prim tone of voice: ‘One of your undercover spies.’ 

‘No, I’m trying to join up some loose ends.’ 

‘And what do you hope to achieve?’ 

‘To help Anne settle in, pull Raghund up – he’s been getting into a rut – and probably 

promote both of them to operations off-planet.’ 

‘I see. This leaves your niece. Who is nothing but trouble.’ 

‘Leel!’ 

‘She’s been your weak point for years, Gray. I remember when Rose and I were trying to 

ruin your reputation by exploiting your relationships with her. We nearly succeeded, too.’ 

‘You did not! Andy and I flattened that story.’ 

‘Not so well as you think. There are people who still remember that story.’ 

‘Only when you remind them.’ 

‘Gray! She’s got a happy relationship with that young security officer who’s just come all 

the way from Earth to join her. She doesn’t have half your brains or initiative. I’m sure all 

your friends agree with me – let her go. Get rid of her. Let her go back to Earth and get 

married and have children and do whatever ordinary people on Earth do. She isn’t settling 

here, she isn’t happy, and she’s a chain round your neck.’ 
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Gray sighed heavily, and Leel saw his golden hair go limp. She knew that her shot had 

gone home. ‘Just tell me one person apart from the pair of you who thinks that the 

relationship is going anywhere good for you,’ she insisted. 

Gray shook his head. He couldn’t think of anyone who did, apart from the Priestess on 

Thorion. Most particularly, Wiroan and Julie Smythe had told him not to get involved with 

Sophie, and he was wearing himself out keeping them off. He had to keep time slightly out of 

kilter across the galactic arm to stop them getting through, and so far he had managed to do it, 

but he was going slowly crazy. 

‘You’ve got to send her back to Earth,’ urged Leel. 

Gray tossed back his hair. ‘I’ll talk to Faroan.’ 

‘Well, that at least’s an improvement. Now can we talk about these DAIPs? I’m very much 

afraid that they’ll bankrupt the Federation.’ 

‘Yes, and Faroan thinks so too. So does the Priestess.’ 

Leel leaned across and put her hand on his. ‘Gray, why don’t you bring those two to Trer? 

We can discuss the whole thing together, as the leaders of the known galaxy. And you can 

talk about your girlfriends afterwards.’ 

 

Before he went to Thorion, however, Gray went over to Vairstown to see Rehn and their 

daughter. Since he had been based on Trer he had tried to get over to see Rehn every day, 

although it was usually a working trip – they were still lovers in theory, but in practice 

whenever he turned up she immediately gave him something to do. This time she got him to 

hold a ladder steady while she climbed up to fix up decorations in the Temple for the 

forthcoming autumn festival, and then got him to help her and her assistants cut up coloured 

paper to make table decorations. Eventually he got the chance to talk to her privately. 

‘Errehn’s back.’ 

‘That’s a relief. Is he OK?’ 

‘Yes, he’s fine. He still wants a child, and I’m running out of excuses.’ 

‘How about: “I’m too busy running an empire”?’ 

‘For some reason that doesn’t cut any ice with him.’ 

‘Are you asking me to get my brother out of your hair? You picked him up, you sort him 

out.’ 

‘No, I’m asking for ideas.’ 

‘I suggested that you send him to Teren to look after that lady archaeologist of yours.’ 

‘I don’t think Aimee’s interested in him.’ 

‘Well, if you can’t think of anything else, you could always have the child and leave him to 

look after her.’ 

‘You mean, like I did you? Your mother didn’t give me any choice on that!’ 

She gave him a wry, fond smile. ‘No, she didn’t, and you have been round much more 

since Mother retired. OK, but I do think that having a child to look after would calm Errehn 

down a lot. He just needs someone to be dependent on him.’ 

‘All right. I’ll think about it.’ 

 

Gray then went on to Thorion to find Faroan, and found him in the Priestess’s council hall, 

arguing about the very problem he had come about – how to improve the lot of the various 

citizens of the Empire and Federation without ruining the environment. The Priestess was just 

saying: ‘I’m glad to hear that we agree on this, for a change,’ when Greh materialised and 

said, ‘Greetings, both; I need your advice.’ 

‘Greh!’ The Priestess was at his side in a moment, hugging him warmly. ‘What is it? 

You’re all ragged – oh, it’s Sophie. Dear Sophie – how is she?’ 

‘Ill, and getting worse. She hasn’t adapted to Trer at all.’ 
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‘Oh, poor love! I must see her. Greh, you can take me over, can’t you?  I really should 

have been to Trer before, but you know how much there is to do here.’ 

Yes, thought Greh, and I know that Rehn isn’t anxious for you to invade her patch. Still, 

it’s high time that you did. 

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I agree,’ and Greh realised that he hadn’t shielded his thoughts from her, 

and blushed blue. 

‘Leel wants to talk to you both about DAIPs. Can you both come?’ He reached out his 

arms to them both: Faroan took his right hand and the Priestess took his left, and he stepped 

back into the void and swung them across space and time to Trer. 

The Priestess, who hadn’t expected him to move so fast, arrived coughing and gasping: 

‘Greh! That certainly upset the balance of my energies. Wait a moment.’ She bent over and 

took several deep breaths, then straightened up, saying, ‘This is a seriously unbalanced planet. 

No wonder Sophie is ill. I can’t think how anyone can live here.’ 

‘It’s very cold,’ Greh agreed. 

‘Cold! It’s hostile. So many dreadful things have happened here – no wonder the old 

priestess was so unhappy. I’ll go and see Priestess Rehn in the morning’ – looking round, she 

had already noticed that it was night – ‘but we must see the President first and set her mind at 

rest. And then I’ll see Sophie – is she asleep?’ She looked acutely at Greh, as if reading 

Sophie’s aura through his, and said: ‘Yes, I see she is. Right, let’s go and see the President 

first.’ 

Greh and Faroan exchanged amused glances, and she tossed her head at them. ‘I can feel 

this planet’s need, and both of you could do the same if you tried – come on, Greh, lead the 

way.’ 

Taking her hand in one of his and Faroan’s in the other, Greh led the way to the ‘green 

room’ in search of Leel. 

 

Sophie was asleep. She was feeling more unwell than ever, and her dreams were troubled. She 

had been so happy to see Greg, but she didn’t want to go back to Earth as his wife – she 

wanted to be her uncle’s girl, she wanted to be free, she wanted to be herself and not have to 

fit in with other people. She didn’t even want to have to fit in with her uncle, who had been 

dangerously close to bossing her again, and she wouldn’t stand for being bossed. She was 

beginning to realise that what she loved in Gray was his freedom, his lawlessness, the fact that 

he was separate from all powers and authority – he was his own authority. But he shouldn’t 

boss her – she was his darling, but she was his equal, not his subject. But if she went back to 

Earth with Greg, she would be Greg’s partner and would have to fit in with him. She didn’t 

want to have to fit in. She didn’t want to have to wait around for Gray to visit her, she didn’t 

want him to boss her about, she wanted to be in charge herself. She wanted her own life with 

him, not just to be part of someone else’s life. She didn’t know what she was going to do, and 

she felt so ill … 

She felt a cool hand on her forehead, and peace flowed through her. She felt sweetness 

pervade her whole body, as if spring air had been poured into her chill, winter soul. She 

opened her eyes and found that she was looking into a pair of dark eyes in a lovely face, 

framed with thick black hair. A beautiful woman was bending over her, a woman in a long 

sky-blue dress, who looked like an angel. Then Gray’s memories clicked into her own and she 

said in a voice croaky with sleep: ‘You’re the Priestess.’ 

‘Hello, Sophie,’ said the beautiful vision before her. ‘I’ve wanted to meet you for a long 

time. You poor thing! This is a terrible planet to have to live on.’ 

‘Yes, it is, isn’t it? I’ve felt so ill since I’ve been here.’ 

‘I’d feel ill if I had to live here.’ 
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‘I only came because of my uncle, and now he says I’ll have to leave because I’m so ill. 

But I don’t want to leave him.’ Sophie found that her eyes were filling with tears – her whole 

body revolted against the thought of leaving her lover … 

‘Dear child! Of course you don’t want to leave him. He’s your soul-mate. I always knew 

you were made for each other.’ 

‘Did you?’ Sophie smiled through her tears. ‘Everyone else says we shouldn’t be together.’ 

‘Everyone else can’t see the currents of reality as I and your uncle do. Now, sweet child’ – 

the Priestess sat down beside her on the bed and laid her hands on Sophie’s hands – ‘I’ll tell 

you what we’re going to do, and everything will be fine.’ 

 

The following morning in the breakfast room, Anne and Elma were surprised to see Lord 

Aoan, who was usually up and out of the building long before they were awake. She gave 

them a big, seductive smile and said, ‘I hear that you two are moving on.’ 

‘Are we?’ asked Anne, trembling all over – with fright or desire, she wasn’t sure which. 

‘Aren’t you going out to see that young man of yours today?’ 

Anne blushed. ‘Yes, I’m meeting him in town. How did you know?’ 

Aoan laughed. ‘I’m head of security; I’m supposed to know! If you and he want further 

amusement, you know where to find me.’ She laughed at Anne’s blushes and turned to Elma. 

‘And after breakfast, someone wants to see you in your lounge.’ She meant the room which 

the three girls shared for relaxation. ‘The President’s been singing your praises too loudly.’ 

‘What about?’ asked Elma, who also found that she was going hot and cold under Aoan’s 

seductive gaze. 

‘Only good things -- don’t worry.’ Aoan gave her another sweet, delicious smile and 

turned away to pour herself another hot drink. 

The two girls grabbed some food and sat in a corner to eat it. Apart from Aoan, there were 

two Marys in the room, but they weren’t confident in Marys’ ability to stand against the 

beautiful general if she wanted to try anything. Aoan, however, drank her drink and departed, 

her mantle and hips swinging, and the girls watched her go with a mixture of relief and 

disappointment. 

‘Are you going to see Rag this morning?’ asked Elma. 

‘Yes, Memnon said I could have the morning off. We thought we’d walk down to the 

park.’ 

‘You’re really keen on him, aren’t you? What does Lord Gray say?’ 

‘He’s really happy. He says that we both needed new friends and he wants us to get on 

well.’ 

‘How well is “well?’ 

Anne blushed. ‘I’m sure he knows, because he can read our minds.’ 

Elma shrugged. ‘OK – well, enjoy yourselves. I guess the President has found someone to 

give me some work to do for her.’ 

But when Anne had hurried off into town to meet Raghund, and Elma walked into the 

lounge all alone and feeling a little isolated and overlooked, she found that there was no 

Gustu or Mary official waiting for her. Instead, seated on the floor near the window was a tall, 

black-haired figure dressed in dark blue tunic and cloak. It might have been Gray in terms of 

size and dress, but the hair was wrong. And the moment she walked in through the door – 

which snapped to behind her and locked, without her touching it – she realised that she was in 

the presence of a creature of power.  

It simply exuded power, energy, force – the strength of it filled the room. And with the 

power was passion, such passionate emotion that it all but knocked her flat. It was like Lord 

Aoan, but so much more so that she was paralysed for a moment, then it looked up and its 

eyes met hers and she felt as if she were falling into twin black pools of annihilation in desire.  
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She realised that this was the Emperor Faroan, and she then realised why Gray was so 

crazy about him and why Gray could never really marry anyone because s/he was united 

forever to this devastating creature, this embodiment of being. She realised that President Leel 

had been praising her to Faroan and that Faroan had come to see her for himself. He was 

waiting for her, his whole self ready to absorb her. She walked across the floor and into his 

arms; and felt him melt himself into her, like fire into a sea of ice. 

She screamed, or perhaps it wasn’t her but some other existence far away. She was 

spinning in space, she was spread out through the stars, she didn’t exist anymore except as an 

idea that someone had had once, somewhere. She was absorbed in Faroan, spread out through 

him, one with him yet not the same person but completely within him forever and ever and 

she was in agony but it was so wonderful that she never wanted it to stop …. 

She was lying somewhere warm, on her back. Faroan held her in his arms. She looked into 

his eyes. 

‘Greh didn’t underestimate you,’ he said softly, and kissed her mouth. 

‘What happened?’ she asked, not expecting any sort of sensible reply. 

‘That was union,’ he said. ‘You are certainly a dragon. Greh said that you are, but I wanted 

to see for myself.’ 

‘Greh and I have never done anything like that!’ 

‘Greh does some strange physical things, but spiritually she’s rather unadventurous in sex.’ 

Elma noted Greh’s change of gender, but didn’t comment. It seemed quite reasonable that 

Greh should be female with Faroan. 

‘Does that mean I can step through space like Greh does?’ she asked, noting in a detached 

way that she’d picked up the Imperial pronunciation. 

‘If you like. But for the moment I suggest we concentrate on enjoying ourselves,’ and 

Faroan’s hair wrapped around her, and Elma felt herself being drawn into his electro-

magnetic field again, as if she were melting into him. 

 

‘I have been discussing the DAIPs with representatives from the Empire,’ Leel announced. 

‘We have reached some agreements which will enable us to take the process forward without 

costing the Federation the extortionate sums which members of this house were mentioning 

yesterday.’ 

She looked severely around the Assembly hall. The Mary who was leader of the house 

stood up. ‘That’s excellent news, Madam President,’ she said. ‘May we know when we will 

receive full details of these agreements?’ 

‘As soon as my aides have completed the calculations, so by tomorrow afternoon,’ said 

Leel. There was a murmur of approval from the Assembly members. 

‘Madam President,’ said one member, half way up the tiers of the chamber, ‘may we know 

with whom you have been discussing these issues? Not the drug runners of Herluin, I trust?’ 

Some laughter followed, but Leel hushed it with a gesture. ‘Certainly not,’ she said. ‘I’ve 

been discussing it with the Emperor Faroan and the Priestess of Thorion.’ 

A gasp went round the chamber, followed by an excited jabbering of voices. The Leader of 

the House stood up and motioned for silence. ‘Madam President,’ she said, ‘are we to 

understand that these two persons are currently on Trer?’ 

Leel nodded. ‘They are.’ 

‘I believe I am speaking for the whole House when I say that we would be very honoured – 

I mean, delighted – if they would come to speak to the House.’ 

‘I’m sure that can be arranged,’ said Leel, and nodded to the back of the stage, where Gray 

was sitting cross-legged on the floor, next to Memnon, who was busily taking notes on a 

hand-held paw-sized computer memo pad. Gray nodded, jumped to his feet and hurried out. 

‘What is the next item on the agenda?’ Leel asked the Leader of the House. 
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‘Adverse weather conditions due to excessive solar activity in sector eight point three one,’ 

she replied. ‘The scientific report suggests that a means of moderating such activity may be 

possible, if the house will approve the additional expenditure on development costs. The 

member from Inders Planet has a report.’ She sat down, and the member rose and began to 

read aloud. 

The reading completed, the member was again seated and Leel chaired the ensuing 

discussion. The members had practically agreed that the Scientific Initiative Centre (in short, 

Ray) should conduct some further laboratory tests at moderate cost, when the door at the back 

of the stage opened and Aoan walked in, dressed in her purple dress with a sky blue cloak. 

She gave Leel a broad grin and sat down at the back, beside Memnon. Leel wished that the 

Rhuaan general wouldn’t flaunt her sexuality so much, but she realised that the populace liked 

it. In any case, the fact that Aoan had appeared but had taken a back seat presumably meant 

that Gray was coming back with more eminent people – to wit, the Priestess and Lord Faroan. 

Frankly, she found both of the Rhuaan leaders terrifying, but as President she had got used 

to flattening her own fear and getting on with the job. She turned back to the Assembly and 

drew the discussion to a close. She could hear Gray’s voice somewhere – he was thinking 

straight into her head, which was rather useful on occasions such as these. ‘Leel, I’ve got 

Faroan and Elma – the Priestess is coming on shortly.’ She nodded to herself, and said aloud: 

‘The honourable members will be pleased to hear that the Emperor and Priestess of Thorion 

will address them now – the Emperor first, then the Priestess.’ She turned and nodded to the 

guards on the door; the door opened, and Faroan strode in, with Elma in hand. Elma was 

wearing a long purple dress and looked rather stunned, but she managed a smile at Leel 

before sitting down next to Memnon, on her other side from Aoan. Gray followed them in, 

and stood behind Faroan. Faroan walked to the middle of the stage: Leel rose and held out her 

right hand to him, and Faroan shook it. Then Leel turned to the members, and saw that all of 

them had risen from their seats and were staring goggle-eyed at the Emperor. 

The Emperor! He looked magnificent. He exuded power. His long black hair floated about 

his head as if it were in a high wind. He looked out at the assembly members, and a great 

silence fell on the hall. Leel found that she was holding her breath; then everyone sat down, 

and Leel felt herself relax, and sat down on her chair. It was as if a crisis had past, and the 

assembly had welcomed the Emperor. 

‘People of the Federation,’ said Faroan, speaking the Federation language with a rather 

pleasing Rhuaan accent, ‘thank you for your welcome. I have come to your centre of 

government on the invitation of your President, to discuss environmental matters. Since the 

disturbances which divided our planets so many centuries ago’ (there was a murmur of 

amusement at his understatement) ‘many of our planets have suffered death, destruction and 

devastation. On many life has become extinct, and on others only now are steps being taken to 

restore life. On the planet of Bessideh in the Empire the Priestess and myself have worked to 

restore the environmental balance. We know that you have similar problems here in the 

Federation and we freely offer you our knowledge and experience, such as it is, to help 

rebuild your ecologies. In return we ask for your co-operation in our own rebuilding. Our 

experience has been that the process of rebuilding will generate a great deal of constructive 

employment, which will do much to develop the economy and industrial base of your 

Federation – but without further damaging your ecology.’ 

There was a general murmur of approval. 

‘You will be aware,’ Faroan went on, ‘that we of the Empire already have close ties with 

the administration of the Federation through your vice-president Graham Bradley, and his 

associates Aoan Sommerer and Memnon of Herluin. I can now report that your President and 

I have agreed to appoint a young official who will be primarily responsible for liaison 

between our two governments in this co-operation in environmental rebuilding. Her name is 
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Elma Strickland and she is from Earth, in sector three.’ He turned and nodded at Elma, who 

rose, smiled at the assembled members, gave a little bow and sat down again. Faroan 

continued: ‘I and the Priestess of Thorion have also agreed that she will send medical experts 

from Thorion who will be able to advise specifically on the medical conditions which have 

arisen from the Great War, and in rebuilding the ecology of Trer in particular. The Priestess 

will speak to you about this in more detail.’ He paused, looked around at everyone in the hall 

and said, ‘my greetings to you,’ and stepped back to indicate that he had finished speaking. 

There was tumultuous applause. Members jumped up from their seats and started to ask 

questions, but Leel urged them to sit down again. ‘The Priestess is about to speak.’ 

The door at the back of the stage opened again, the guards leapt to attention, and a 

beautiful, black-haired woman dressed in a long sky-blue dress walked into the hall. The 

members all rose to their feet and stared at her. They felt the hall fill with the sweetest of 

scents, the loveliest of music. While the Emperor exuded power and passion, this figure 

exuded joy and sweet affection. She walked to the front of the stage, looked up at them all 

with the loveliest, merriest, gladdest smile on her face that many of them had ever seen – a 

smile of pure joy, which made them all smile in return, without being able to help themselves. 

She stretched out her arms wide to them, as if to hold them all in embrace, and she said: 

‘Children! I am so glad to visit you at last.’ 

Every non-Imperial in the hall found themselves weeping for pure joy, even the Marys, 

who knew what she was doing and tried to resist it. Greh and Faroan exchanged wry glances: 

‘She does it so well,’ said Faroan’s mind to Greh, and Greh replied: ‘Don’t knock it – it’s 

working. It’s only what I do myself.’ Elma found that she wanted to cry, then she wanted to 

laugh, then she realised that the Priestess was mind-twisting everyone in the hall, just as Aoan 

and Gray had mind-twisted herself and Anne. But what power the woman has! A whole hall 

of them, held transfixed! However does she do it? 

She became aware that someone else had entered the hall behind the Priestess – Sophie, 

also wearing a sky blue robe and smiling happily. Elma looked up at her, eyebrows raised, 

and Sophie gave her a big, triumphant grin. Good, thought Elma – at least Soph’s feeling 

better. I wonder what’s up? She had an idea that if she pushed out with her mind she might be 

able to read Soph’s thoughts, but it seemed rude to do so, so she turned her attention to the 

Priestess. 

The Priestess was talking to the members as if they were all her personal friends. ‘I know 

that you’ve had some very difficult times here, almost as difficult as we have had in the 

Empire. But now at last I know how to repair your planets’ ecologies and how to make you all 

well. I shall be on Trer for a few days, visiting your people and listening to your needs. And 

I’ll talk to the Imperial priestess you have here and pass on the new knowledge so that she can 

start working to help you. But more than that, I shall send my trained specialists to all your 

planets, to start the work of healing and rebuilding. Together, children, we’ll build a better 

galaxy for us all.’ 

‘Here I am, calling you children, because that’s how I’ve always thought of you – my own 

dear children whom I longed to see. When Greh told me that you’d set up an assembly to 

discuss government I thought “surely not, the children don’t know how to do that”. But I 

forgot! Children grow up, they learn to support themselves and they leave home to start their 

own lives. My children, I see that this what you have done! You don’t need me as your 

mother anymore! But then I see that even adults need their parents to love and support them 

in all they do. My dear children, think of me as your proud mother, watching your great 

achievements as adults and taking pride in them, and always ready to help you, whenever you 

need me.’ 

She paused, smiling on all of them, and every one hung on her words. ‘And I have news 

for you, my dear children. Your cousins in the Empire send their greetings and ask you to 
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come and visit them on those fine new ships which Memnon’s mother and her colleagues 

have been building on Herluin, and which you build in the shipyards on Teren. They are also 

setting up assemblies to discuss government, and I am sending out my trained specialists to 

every planet, to guide and support them. Sometimes it’s quite difficult to find someone to 

send, because it’s always best to have a local person, so I am training local people to do the 

work. So I’m absolutely delighted to tell you that the priestess for Earth is here now – you 

may know her as Graham Bradley’s niece. Here she is’ – she gestured behind her – ‘Sophie 

Walker.’ 

Then Sophie walked to the front of the stage, and everyone applauded her – for no 

apparent reason, but simply because the Priestess seemed to expect it. Sophie smiled her 

lovely smile, and bowed to everyone, and said ‘Thank you,’ and went back to stand at the 

back of the stage. Why doesn’t she sit down? thought Elma, then realised: ‘she can’t, she has 

to be above everyone of lesser standing, if she’s going to be a priestess. Well! Who’d have 

thought it! How she’ll love bossing everyone about!’ 

The Priestess was saying, ‘Now, my children, thank you again. Remember, I love you and 

I’ll always be ready to help you,’ and she blew a kiss to them and left the hall, taking Sophie 

with her. As the door slid shut behind her, the assembled members in the hall gave a mutual 

sigh of peaceful happiness, and then shook themselves and looked at each other in 

puzzlement, asking ‘What happened?’ 

Leel immediately stepped into the breach, rising from her chair to address the assembly, 

calling them to order, telling them that the Priestess and the Emperor would be on Trer for the 

next few days, and would be available for discussions with ‘genuine interested parties,’ and 

then adding, ‘but now I thank the Emperor for his visit and we must move on to other 

business.’ 

‘One question, Madam President,’ said a voice from the lower tiers of the hall. Leel looked 

at the speaker impatiently.  

‘Very well,’ she said, ‘but it must be quick; we have a lot of business to get through today.’ 

‘Will you be visiting the Imperial capital on Thorion?’ asked the member. 

Leel hesitated. This thought had not occurred to her, but it would be a good opportunity to 

cement the alliance and reinforce the concept that she was the Emperor’s equal, not his 

inferior. 

‘Yes,’ she replied, ‘at such time as I am invited.’ 

‘Whenever you wish,’ said Faroan, who was standing just behind her. 

‘We’ll make arrangements for a visit in the immediate future,’ said Leel briskly. 

‘We members will also hope for an invitation,’ said the questioner. 

‘Your hope is noted,’ said Leel. ‘Now, to business. Leader of the House?’ – turning to the 

Mary in the front row. 

The Leader of the House rose to her hind legs, and bowed to the Emperor, saying, ‘Thank 

you, Lord Emperor.’ Faroan returned her bow, then shook Leel’s hand, and left the stage with 

Greh. Elma jumped to her feet and went out with them, and Assembly business continued. 

In the corridor, a safe distance from the hall, Greh said, ‘I think that went pretty well. They 

seem to be happy.’ 

‘What’s this about Sophie?’ demanded Elma. 

Greh sighed. ‘I don’t know – the Priestess didn’t discuss it with me. Soph looks happy, 

though, so I think it solves her problem. I don’t know what her parents will say, but at the 

moment I don’t really care. I’ll miss having Soph here, but I can travel to Earth to see her.’ 

‘You go to see Mick anyway,’ Elma reminded him. 

‘Not every day.’ 

‘If Earth is getting a priestess, is it getting a planetary assembly too?’ 
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‘Yes, it should have one. It needs a new president first – the old one should have retired 

years ago.’ 

‘So perhaps you’ll be going there more often.’ 

‘Elma – are you trying to get rid of me?’ 

‘No, darling, but I’m trying out this mind-reading that Faroan has taught me. It’s really 

great! Do you know, I can see the colours of your thoughts? And when you’re about to say 

something, I hear it in my mind before you open your mouth?’ 

Greh turned to look her full in the face, and then said, ‘Faroan, have you stolen another of 

my lovers? Is nothing safe with you?’ 

‘No, darling. Leel told me how wonderful Elma is, and how she reminds her so much of 

Rose, and then I knew I had to talk to her myself.’ 

‘Faroan!’ 

‘You said you thought she’s dragon-blooded. Well, she is.’ 

They had reached Greh’s room by this time, and Greh led them in, let the door slid shut 

behind them and locked it with a thought. ‘Elma,’ he said, ‘what has this practised seducer 

done to you?’ He put his arms about her waist and looked her in the eye. She smiled up at 

him, face glowing with happiness. ‘He’s opened up your mind! Faroan, how did you do it?’ 

Faroan sat down on a floor cushion and tossed back his hair in a careless gesture which 

turned Elma’s groin over with desire. ‘I just went into her mind and drew it out.’ 

‘Elma, darling! Did it hurt?’ 

‘Yes, but I can see so clearly now.’ 

He kissed her – there didn’t seem to be anything else to do. She returned the kiss. Faroan 

said: ‘When you two have finished exclaiming over nothing, we have unfinished business.’ 

They looked down at him. He was sitting on the floor, knees up and legs apart, his black 

hair floating about his head. His black eyes glittered with desire. They both felt the same 

powerful tug on their bodies, the hot pull of Faroan’s passion. They looked at each other. 

‘I don’t think I can do anything about it,’ said Elma. 

‘He has that effect on me, too,’ said Greh. 

They both sat down, one each side of Faroan, and fell into his embrace. 

 

When Greh at last got back to look for Sophie, he found her at Rehn’s house, sitting in the 

Temple room where the Flame burned on its plinth. She was just sitting quietly, muttering 

something to herself, but looked up at once when he came in and gave him a big, triumphant 

smile. 

‘Look at my dress! Do you like it?’ 

‘Yes, darling.’ He sat down beside her. ‘Sky blue heru – did the Priestess bring it with 

her?’ 

‘I think she sent Faroan back for it. It’s a perfect fit.’ She smiled at him beatifically. ‘I 

won’t be going anywhere with Greg now. He’ll be coming with me.’ 

‘Yes. No one tells a priestess what to do – not even the Emperor.’ 

She flung her arms about his neck. ‘Darling! And I feel so much better. The Priestess says 

that my illness is linked to the planet, because the planet is out of balance. So I’m sensitive to 

the balance of forces, and that’s why I was OK on Gustu because Gustu is balanced, and 

Earth is balanced, but Trer isn’t.’ 

‘No.’ 

‘And she says you’re my soul mate. Darling, she’s the only person who’s ever believed in 

us, except you and me.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘I’m so happy! I’ll be in charge of the Temple on Earth, and the Priestess says it should be 

in Leicester, at the old site near the Newarks, and she’ll send funds to get it rebuilt, and she’ll 
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show me how to set up the Flame, but she’s already got me to practise and it’s really easy, it’s 

just about focussing energies. I’ve been counting the waves of the Flame – she’s showing me 

how to do that, and then I can tell whether they’re disturbed, and I have to work out what’s 

disturbing them, but it’s just a matter of balancing the level of disturbance, and seeing the 

colours – darling, are you listening?’ 

‘Yes, darling. It’s just that this is priestess’s work, and it’s a bit beyond me.’ 

She laughed merrily. ‘It’s not difficult, darling.’ 

‘Not for you, darling. I’m going to miss having you here.’ 

She looked into his stricken face and said solemnly, ‘You suggested that I should go back 

to Earth.’ 

‘Yes, but that was a last resort, because you were so ill – I couldn’t think of any 

alternative. I don’t want you to go, darling.’ 

‘Oh, darling! I won’t be leaving you. I’ll be here – in my head’ – she put her hands over 

her ears, as if to capture the moment in her mind. ‘You’ll be able to call to me across the void, 

and I can call to you, like I do now. And I’ll be doing really important work.’ 

‘Yes, I know you will.’ 

‘Aren’t you proud?’ 

‘Yes, darling. But I will miss you a lot.’ 

‘Oh, darling! The Priestess says that you’ll be father to my children. There isn’t anyone 

else who should do it. Greg will just be amusement.’ She grinned. ‘He is very amusing. I do 

like him a lot. But he won’t be able to tell me what to do.’ 

‘He may not want to stay, when you’re priestess.’ 

‘He’ll have to,’ she said fiercely, and Greh saw in her face the ruthlessness of every 

priestess who ever guarded a flame. He felt a moment’s pity for Greg, who had come so far to 

find his love and would discover that she had changed from a sweet maiden into a strong-

minded woman. Still, perhaps he liked a challenge. 

‘So when do you want to start this family?’ he asked, with assumed innocence, and she 

sparked back: ‘As soon as possible.’ 

‘Like now?’ 

‘The Priestess says that the Flame is the best place to do it.’ 

He took her into his arms and got on with the job. 

 

‘I think that you should start your own family,’ said Rehn later, when Greh and Sophie had 

reluctantly given up their family-making so that the Priestess could take Sophie away to 

lecture her on reading auras. ‘After all, my brother wants one, as he keeps telling me and 

you.’ 

‘Are you suggesting that I go and lay your brother?’ 

‘I think you’ll find that that’s exactly what he has in mind.’ 

‘I haven’t seen him today,’ said Greh offhandedly. 

‘That’s because he hasn’t been in Trer. He went for a trip to Teren.’ 

‘Oh? Why?’ 

‘To see a lady archaeologist and pick some berries.’ 

‘For her?’ 

‘No, for you, you insensitive numbskull! Now go and find him and tell you adore him. It’s 

time you stopped running around and made someone happy.’ Rehn gave Greh a gentle push. 

‘Commitment time!’ 

 

Errehn was sitting waiting in Greh’s room. Memnon had ordered another romantic evening 

meal for them. He had mashed up the berries of the singing tree which he had brought back 
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from the Temple on Teren, and had mixed them with warm water and honey to make a 

soothing drink. Now he was sitting waiting, hoping that Greh would come. 

And he came – a few minutes after Memnon had predicted, but he came. He looked drawn 

and tired, and his golden hair sagged. Errehn jumped to his feet and hugged him, saying, 

‘Come and relax, darling,’ urged him to sit on the pile of floor cushions he’d arranged for 

him, and handed him a tall glass of the drink, taking another in his own hand. 

‘To us, darling,’ he said, holding his glass out towards Greh. Greh smiled fondly at him, 

and drank. The warm fluid ran down into his stomach, seeming to permeate his whole body. 

The world seemed to become a warm, bright fuzziness, with Errehn in the middle of it. He 

smiled more broadly, and drained the glass; Errehn refilled it. 

‘Keep drinking, darling,’ he said. ‘Tonight there’s just the two of us.’ 

Greh thought: Sophie’s with the Priestess, Faroan has taken Elma, and Anne is with Rag. 

Errehn’s right – there’s just the two of us. 

‘Just the two of us, darling,’ he echoed, and drained the second glassful. 

Two handfuls of singing tree berries, thought Errehn. He had calculated, with Aimee and 

Mike’s help, that this should be sufficient to stimulate ovulation in a Rhuaan and so get that 

child on Greh that he had longed for, for so long. Once the dormant ovaries were pushed into 

action, the womb would grow around the fertilised egg and the rest would follow. ‘Keep 

drinking, darling,’ he said, and poured his lover another glassful. 

Several hours later, after a meal, frenzied love making and fitful sleep, Greh woke up with 

terrible cramps in his groin. The process of child making had begun. 

He opened his eyes. A woman was standing there – a woman with brown hair and a red 

dress: Julie Smythe. 

‘Ow,’ he said. ‘I thought I locked you out.’ 

‘Not completely,’ she said. ‘Good try, though. How do you feel?’ 

‘Awful.’ He rolled over on to his stomach, wincing as he did so. ‘Is it always like this?’ 

‘You’ll get used to it.’ 

‘Thanks!’ 

‘You couldn’t keep Sophie,’ she said. ‘Sorry. She’s not for you, and you’re not for her.’ 

‘The Priestess says she’s my soul mate!’ 

‘We might allow that – at a distance.’ 

‘Will you people stop interfering in my life?’ 

‘Strictly speaking, you’re dead. You died on Kimball’s Kiss when Aoan took your body. 

So what you are now is what we’ve made you.’ 

‘Will you just go away and let me be dead, then?!’ 

‘We’ll be keeping an eye on you,’ she said, and gave him a big grin which reminded him 

heart-wrenchingly of Sophie. ‘Take care,’ and she vanished. 

‘Damn you!’ he shouted. ‘Damn you and all of you to hell!’ Oh, God, I wish I was dead – 

the pain, the pain … 

‘Poor Greh,’ said another voice, and he felt a cool hand on his forehead. It was the 

Priestess. She smiled down at him. ‘Errehn said you’d conceived, so I came to check up on 

you. This isn’t really wise, you know.’ 

‘I know. Rehn talked me into it.’ 

‘She’s very unbalanced – it comes of being on this terrible planet. I’d like to take her to 

Thorion to try to get her energies re-balanced, but I know the planet can’t spare her. So I’ll 

just do what I can while I’m here, and send her some support.’ 

‘I’m sure she’ll be grateful.’ 

‘Greh! Sarcasm does not become you.’ 

He managed to smile through the pain of the cramps. ‘Sorry.’ 
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‘I know why you’ve done this – you’re so loving, Greh. You pour yourself out for others 

and try to help them. I only hope you won’t pour yourself out beyond repair.’ She smiled 

down at him. ‘I’ll do what I can to help. How are you feeling now?’ 

He considered. She was pouring coolness into him – the pain in his groin was subsiding. 

‘Better – thanks.’ 

‘Good.’ She sat down on the floor by the pile of cushions that was his bed. ‘Now, you’ll 

need to get out into the sun as much as you can – but the sun here doesn’t produce the right 

wavelengths for you. I don’t know whether it’s wise for you to leap through space when 

you’re pregnant. You may have to go back to travelling by ship.’ 

‘I’ll try to leap – it’s much less bother than a ship.’ 

‘You need to come to Thorion – but the other low-sector planets would be almost as good. 

And of course you must go to Sophie on Earth.’ 

‘Thanks for sorting that out,’ he said ruefully, ‘but I’ll miss her.’ 

‘I know you will. I’m sorry,’ she said, and stroked his forehead again. ‘Don’t worry – 

she’ll always be yours, and she can speak to you through the Flame.’ 

Greh considered that the Priestess had apparently not heard of the modern caller system. 

He decided that he didn’t have the energy just now to explain it to her. 

 

It turned out that he was able to leap across space, if he didn’t do it too often – otherwise he 

made himself ill. So a month later he was able to get to Gustu to see Anja and their children, 

and Lysa and Bill’s child – his first grandchild. How strange, he thought, to be about to 

become a mother, just when he became a grandfather! It was even stranger to find Julie and 

David there, having a holiday on Gustu and staying as guests of Bill’s parents who had come 

to Gustu City to be near Bill while their grandchild was born. It was as if his home in New 

Parks had been transported to his new home on Gustu in some strange sort of dream, a dream 

brought on by the mental confusion of his own pregnancy. Between morning sickness and 

worrying about Lysa he managed to be pleasant to his sister and brother-in-law, and they were 

unusually pleasant back, although Julie did make several references to ‘Soph’s success in her 

new career’, which Greh felt were intended as a dig at his failure to find Sophie a successful 

career on Trer. 

He was on hand when his grandchild was born. He congratulated his daughter and Bill and 

held the new-born in his arms while Anja hung on his right arm crying: ‘Isn’t she lovely, isn’t 

she sweet!’ Lysa cried, ‘Mum, be careful, Dad, don’t drop her!’ and Bill hovered nearby 

ready to take the baby back at the first opportunity. 

Through all this, Greh never mentioned that he himself was carrying a tiny baby within his 

body. Of course Aoan and Anja, Faroan and all his close partners knew about the baby in his 

womb – and Leel had to be told, in case complications arose. ‘It’s an Imperial thing,’ Greh 

explained, apologetically. 

Leel thought it very peculiar, but as she would be the first to admit that she had had to 

reverse almost every belief she had held about ‘Imperials’ during her life, she merely said: 

‘Do take care of yourself, Gray. The Federation needs you – and so do I.’ 

Memnon and her relatives were sceptical about the benefits of Greh carrying a child – they 

were sceptical about in-uterine incubation as a method of producing children, seeing a well-

cared-for egg as far more practical. However, they merely nodded and carried on with their 

work. It was not their place to argue with the Emron. 

Greh was able to muddle his physical appearance so that the increasing size of his womb 

was not obvious to onlookers, although anyone who touched his groin would feel the womb. 

This complicated his dealings with his various clubs and crime networks, where he controlled 

his managers through sex. Some of them, such as Ragnor and Nick van der Ruhe, could be 

told that he was pregnant because they accepted that Imperials have different physiologies to 
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humans. His pirates had no problem with the idea that Hyunnah could become pregnant; they 

were only disappointed that they couldn’t claim parentage of the child. Ray and Carl both felt 

sick at the thought of their lover as pregnant, and tried to cope with it by treating it as a 

scientific observation exercise – Ray kept asking Greh to come down to the Scientific 

Initiative Unit for tests so that he could see how the Imperial body adapted to pregnancy, but 

Greh simply refused to co-operate. Others simply had to be mind-twisted so that they didn’t 

notice, or forgot. 

About three months into his pregnancy, Greh travelled by ship with Leel and their 

assistants (including Memnon, Elma and Anne) to Thorion for the return state visit which 

they had promised the members of the Federal Assembly. It was a large undertaking, with 

four hundred reporters from the journals and telly-visuals of the Federation and the Empire, 

the members of the Federal Assembly on Trer and individual members from sector and 

planetary assemblies, and thousands of spectators from Thorion and from across the galactic 

arm. Leel, somewhat anxious but fully aware of the historic significance of the occasion, had 

spent weeks negotiating by caller with Faroan and the Priestess (who now knew what a caller 

is) to make all the arrangements. She had brought a suite of security officers, and Admiral 

Rogers accompanied the Presidential ship in her battle-cruiser, but the understanding was that 

everyone would travel unarmed. Greh also arranged for a small escort of his pirates to come 

with them – Oroso, Peiriol, Ledern and the rest wanted to visit Thorion. Aoan made sure that 

Anja, the children, and a good number of the leading citizens of Gustu were present. Nick van 

der Ruhe was there from Herluin with his suite, and a group of Marys came to represent the 

Mary workshops, including Memnon and Ipse’s mum and her development team. Ragnor and 

Sarah came from Bessiday with a crowd of Ragnor’s entertainers and hangers-on, and Billie 

came from Cray with a group of technicians and engineers. The leading citizens of Halleh, 

Abbaba and Oh – planets destroyed in the Great War which were now being repopulated – 

also came along. Earth sent a delegation from Paris, but Mick was also there with some of his 

family and friends. Errehn came because he wanted to be with Greh, and Rehn came because 

she wanted to keep an eye on Errehn, but also because the Priestess had specifically invited 

her. Sophie came with Mick, and dragged Greg along with her – he had said that he didn’t 

want to go, but she insisted. 

Leel and Greh (for the Federation) met Faroan and the Priestess (for the Empire) in the 

ancient arena of audience on the hillside above the Sapphire Cape. They had originally 

planned to meet indoors in the great underground meeting chamber, but the crowd was too 

large to be accommodated there, so they braved the spring rain and remained outdoors. They 

exchanged brief speeches of welcome (which hardly anyone among the onlookers could hear), 

and gifts (which everyone could see). Leel presented the Priestess with an old Federal visual 

recording of the bombing of Halleh during the Great War. The Priestess presented Leel with a 

copy of the blueprint for the Gustu race. Gustu medics who examined this after the meeting 

declared that it would enable huge strides to be made in medical care. Some asked why it had 

taken so long for the Priestess to release this record, but Greh said that probably she had 

simply not realised that it would be useful to ‘the children.’ ‘She can be slow on the uptake,’ 

he explained. 

After the exchange of gifts, there was a banquet. Everyone sat on the grass and ate Rhuaan 

food, and said how tasty it was, although a few people asked for something with meat in it 

and had to be told that Rhuaans do not eat meat. Short speeches were made on both sides 

about healing wounds and going forward into the future in unity. Some music was played and 

some people danced – the Marys danced their traditional celebratory dances, throwing flowers 

and fruit at each other, Sarah and a support group sang some of her popular songs, and a rock 

band from Cray sang about piracy and violence in a way that seemed most inappropriate for a 

peace mission, but all the humans just said: ‘Oh, well, that’s Cray for you.’ 
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The party broke up well after dark, and everyone had to be found accommodation 

somewhere. Somehow this was done, although it was a quartermaster’s nightmare: the 

population of Thorion had not been so large for centuries. 

The following day, the Priestess gave Leel a formal tour around her labs and library, and 

Leel asked many intelligent questions. The journalists wrote and photographed to their hearts’ 

content. Leel was given special UV filter spectacles and taken to see the Flame, and many 

people who didn’t have the proper protective eye-covering went with her and complained of 

headaches for hours afterwards. Everyone wanted to know how it burned, but the Priestess 

said simply that only God knows. This answer satisfied no one, but stopped the questions. 

Those who did not choose to join the tour or who were not invited to join it went off to 

explore. Some found their way down the cliffs to the beach and swam in the sea, while others 

walked in the woods or across the hills. Those who had been lodged with the local Rhuaans 

found that their hosts were very anxious to take them out and about and show them the 

beauties of the planet. Sarah, who had been on Thorion before with Faroan, was anxious to 

see more of the planet than just the Sapphire Cape and the labs. She and Ragnor asked their 

hosts to show them round ‘the town’, and were puzzled and disappointed to find that there 

was no town, just a community scattered over the hillside. ‘But where do you buy things?’ 

Sarah asked, and their host answered: ‘We make them ourselves, or trade for them with our 

neighbours who make them.’ 

‘But what about markets? What about commerce?’ 

‘We don’t do markets and commerce.’ 

‘How do you know where to find people who make what you want?’ 

‘We all meet regularly in the meeting hall, and discuss what we need.’ 

Sarah was shocked: ‘It’s all so backward! No society at all. Don’t you have music, and 

dancing?’ 

‘Oh, yes, at the festivals of the year. We each make our own music, all together. And we 

dance.’ 

‘Don’t you have books? And visuals?’ 

‘Oh, yes, people compose literature and produce art.’ 

Sarah found the whole set-up completely alien. ‘How can you live here? There’s nothing to 

do.’ 

‘There’s plenty to do. I work in a laboratory with my neighbours – we are studying how to 

remove biological pollutants from water.’ 

‘Your neighbours? But this house is by itself in the forest.’ 

‘They live very close by. Just a mile away.’ 

The contrast between the Rhuaans’ hi-tech scientific developments and their low-tech 

lifestyle was almost too much for Sarah to cope with. To recover, she took her support group 

out into the wood and they practised their act for a performance that evening after dinner. 

Meanwhile, Ragnor sat down with his cronies, to discuss politics. About half way through the 

morning, Governor Billie of Cray, herself a native of Thorion, came walking through the 

wood with three engineers, looking up at the trees and discussing the tensile strength of 

Thorion timber and the possibilities for importing some to Cray for their building projects. 

Ragnor intercepted them and tried to engage them in a trade war against Herluin, but failed. 

The attempt gave him ideas, however. In the afternoon he set out to find the other 

presidents and planetary leaders from the Imperial sectors, and held an impromptu summit 

meeting. He managed to persuade the representatives from Earth to join in, and Tesseran, who 

had accompanied Anja from Gustu, agreed to take part on the understanding that he had not 

been authorised to make any agreements binding on the governor of Gustu. The meeting 

discussed trade and commerce within the Empire and with the Federation, and the problems 

of enforcing taxation and fixing elections to planetary assemblies. The representative from 
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Earth had to admit that Earth had not yet got a planetary assembly, and found that he was 

having to defend his government’s policy in the face of very determined and pragmatic 

criticism. 

‘Don’t you realise that an assembly gives your government legitimacy? You can get the 

members to approve anything you do, and your fiercest critic won’t have a leg to stand on.’ 

‘You can claim that everything is approved by the people, because the assembly agreed.’ 

‘Even if no one votes, it’s democracy. The people’s voice in government.’ 

‘You must institute an assembly. I’ll send you details. What’s your inter-stellar caller 

code?’ 

The representative from Earth had to admit that he didn’t know, but he eventually found it 

in his pocket diary. 

All in all, the afternoon’s meetings were a great success in terms of strengthening the unity 

and identity of the Imperial sectors, and it was decided that they needed a regular programme 

of such get-togethers, taking it in turn to host them. Ragnor volunteered to host the first on 

Bessiday, whereupon Nick van der Ruhe said that he would take the next on Herluin. 

Governor Billie of Cray said that Cray would host the one after that: ‘And by that time 

perhaps Earth will have got their act together.’ 

All the presidents, governors and planetary representatives looked hard at the unhappy 

representative from Earth, who muttered something about ‘logistical problems.’ 

That evening another meal was organised by the local Rhuaans, who somehow managed to 

produce enough vegetable soup for everyone – although Nick van der Ruhe was heard to 

comment sarcastically that he should have brought his own sandwiches from Herluin. There 

was another concert, this time more thoroughly rehearsed. Sarah sang a selection of her 

greatest hits, accompanied by a dance and backing group, to much applause; a group of Gustu 

performed part of one of their epic poems, a combination of music and drama; Memnon sang 

one of her love songs, and a group of her cousins sang a rather complex multi-part traditional 

folk song. A school class of young Rhuaans sang a Rhuaan meditation on the inter-

connectivity of all things, which Sarah said was very pretty and cute but so, so primitive it 

was unbelievable. 

Again, the party went on long into the night, and then everyone found somewhere to sleep, 

somehow. 

On the final day of the state visit, Leel was given an air tour of the planet. The journals and 

telly-visual journalists followed her in other craft. The visiting Imperial and Federal 

dignitaries decided to go too, and persuaded local Rhuaans to take them in their own craft. 

The party ended up on a tropical island, where Leel was shown the flora and fauna and treated 

to local food and drink, while the journalists and dignitaries had a party, got drunk, went 

swimming and fell off rocks on the beach and generally acted like young people on holiday. 

While they made fools of themselves, Leel and the Priestess sat in the shade and discussed 

serious issues. 

‘Have you given thought to appointing your successor?’ asked the Priestess. 

‘My successor will be elected by the Federal Assembly,’ answered Leel, ‘but there is only 

one viable candidate: Graham Bradley.’ 

The Priestess nodded. ‘You know he is the Emperor’s partner. So, in effect, if he rules the 

Federation, the nine sectors will be reunited.’ 

Leel agreed. ‘I am now assured that he will govern responsibly. I am sure that the Federal 

system is safe in his hands. But, of course, it is effectively ten sectors now – my explorers 

have travelled far towards the galactic centre and have done extensive survey work. He will 

go on expanding our territory across the galactic arm.’ 

The visitors travelled back to the Sapphire Cape for one final night’s meal and concert. 

This time Sarah got everyone dancing, and persuaded Gray to do one short dance with her, 
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‘For old times’ sake, darling!’ She smiled sweetly, and added: ‘You can keep your clothes 

on.’ 

Everyone stayed up far too late, and it was a hung-over and exhausted group of travellers 

who set off back to their home planets the following day. The leaders of the Imperial planets 

went back satisfied with a useful meeting and discussions, with trade deals and co-operation 

deals fully or partly fixed up. The representatives from the Federal planets returned home full 

of ideas for projects and co-operation with the Empire. The journalists went home with ears 

glued to callers, filling the void with reports of all they had seen and done, and when they got 

back home they filled journals and telly-visuals with colourful pictures and film of the great 

events of the visit. They wrote of ‘The lost planet,’ ‘the mysterious Priestess,’ ‘the wondrous 

Flame,’ ‘the great peace,’ and ‘the seductive Emperor.’ The Imperial fanzines such as Andy 

Hagenmuller’s pet publication Empire, and the more freelance Instel (short for Interstellar), 

and the rest received lots of pictures and copy from fans who had been on the trip, and for 

months afterwards the correspondence pages were full of letters and poetry extolling the 

beauties of Thorion and of the Imperials, with comments such as: ‘the Emperor is so luscious 

I want to eat him!!!’ 

Leel went home tired – by the flight, the unfamiliar planet, and having to talk to strange 

people of stranger races, but very pleased: satisfied with herself for having faced her 

childhood fears and overcome them, and glad that she had, as she put it, secured the future. In 

the ‘green room’, in a debriefing the day after she arrived back on Trer, she said to Greh: ‘I’ve 

decided the succession. You’ll succeed me, Gray. Of course there will be elections, but I’m 

confident that you’ll be elected without opposition. I don’t think that anyone would want to 

stand against you.’ 

‘No,’ her subordinate agreed. 

‘You must keep the representative assemblies going. They make government so much 

more stable. They nearly always do what they’re told, but they make the populace so much 

more trusting of government. I can’t think why we never introduced them before.’ 

‘They were Memnon’s idea.’ 

‘I know, and it shows how a different sort of brain can bring a completely different 

approach – but one that works.’ 

‘Memnon says that there used to be representative assemblies on some planets. They used 

to have them on Earth: they were called parliaments. It means “talking shop”.’ 

‘That’s a good title! That’s exactly what they do, but they allow discussion and even 

opposition to occur within a controlled environment, and so diffuse it. You must make 

Memnon first minister, you know: she has real political talent.’ 

‘She has. I’ll always appoint Marys to top government positions – they’re so level-headed.’ 

‘And the Emperor – your partner’ (Leel shuddered involuntarily in fear at the thought of 

the terrifying creature) ‘the Priestess says he’ll delegate his authority to you, so the sectors 

will be reunited.’ 

‘Yes. I’ll ensure all the planets have representative assemblies – even Earth.’ 

‘Ah, yes: Earth. It’s a problem. Fermier must go; he’s a worse governor than the last one. 

We need a new person at the top there – I suppose it will have to be a human, as there are 

hardly any Gustu or even Marys on Earth, and the governor should represent the population. 

It would be best to have someone elected, if possible. Do you have a preferred candidate?’ 

‘I have, but I haven’t told him yet. It’s my agent on Earth. We’re old friends and I think I 

can trust him to do as he’s told. But I want to get this baby born first.’ 

Leel frowned down at Gray’s abdomen. ‘Yes, the baby. I really think that it wasn’t a good 

idea, but you seem to be coping better now. When is it – I mean him or her – due?’ 

‘A month. Imperials carry for a year.’ 

‘It seems forever since you conceived it.’ 
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‘I know’ (heavily) ‘it does.’ 
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7. Lilah 

 

Lord Greh hated that first pregnancy. She later compared it to a long purgatory of pain, in 

which she had more than adequate opportunity to repent her willingness to fall in with Rehn’s 

urgings and please Errehn. She spent the best part of twelve standard months feeling 

alternately sick, ill, faint, as if she were about to die, and as if her brain had walked away and 

left her unable to think straight. Her feet swelled up, then her arms swelled up. She felt so 

weak that she couldn’t even get out of bed in the morning, and everything she ate came back 

up again. She then managed to transfer herself to Thorion, where the wavelengths of the sun 

were far more suitable to her, and spent several days lying in the sun absorbing its rays and 

feeling much better as a result. 

On her return to Trer, she found that letting her form slip back into dragon shape reduced 

the strain on her physical body, so she spent as much time as she could as a dragon – but, 

obviously, she couldn’t discharge any of her official duties in that form, and it alarmed her 

lovers and officials. Elma and Anne thought it was sweet, but said it was difficult to kiss a 

dragon. When she was in humanoid form she spent more time than usual making love to 

humans, Gustu, Marys or other Rhuaans, trying to keep her energy levels up. Young Raghund 

at the Trer ‘Escorts Club’ saw more of her as usual – he was used to the idea that Goldie 

could be female or male, ‘it’s an Imperial thing,’ and was very happy to service her however 

she wanted. Anne felt slightly ambivalent about her fiancé having sex for pleasure (rather 

than money) with another female, but felt she couldn’t object because it was Gray, albeit in a 

different gender. 

Having promised to visit Sophie regularly, Gray was heart-sick, but physically relieved, 

that Sophie did not actually want regular visits. She was too busy enjoying herself on Earth, 

establishing herself in her new role, watching the Temple being (re)built following the 

instructions of the Priestess of Trer – there were no objections from the city council, who 

welcomed off-planet investment in their city – and then organising the grand opening, with 

the lighting of the Flame. Gray went over for that event, stood by and congratulated her, and 

was wryly amused to see Greg in the same position. Sophie’s two long-term partners stood 

together in the background while their sweet young darling, now decidedly round about the 

stomach, carried out the ceremony and sent a blue Flame shooting ten feet into the air about 

the stone plinth. 

‘I won’t ask you how it’s done,’ said Greg to Gray. 

‘It’s an optical illusion,’ replied Gray. 

The two could not pretend to like each other, but they recognised the signs of a fellow-

sufferer. Memnon, who had come along to support Gray, thought it most interesting that the 

Emron, who usually controlled others through sex, now found himself controlled by another. 

How could he let it happen? She flicked her whiskers – these mating creatures could not 

control their emotions, she thought. 

After this event, Gray went to visit Mick and catch up on business. He had arranged to 

meet Mick for lunch at one of Leicester’s best restaurants, so he left Memnon to discuss 

Temple business with Sophie and the Priestess – who had come from Thorion for the event – 

and set off to walk into the city centre. 

He found Mick easily enough, sitting at a table for two by the window of the restaurant, 

looking for all the world like a businessman waiting for his wife or girlfriend. He considered 

that he and Mick had been working together now for nearly twenty years. In this time Mick 

had matured, grown heavier of body and rounder of face, and although he was reasonably fit 

and healthy he looked his age – not quite forty, but getting there. Yet, he was still the same 
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old Mick: energetic, determined, fiercely loyal, almost fearless, the best of friends. He smiled 

fondly as he approached the table. 

Mick looked up as his business partner approached, and for a moment he didn’t recognise 

him. He saw a tall, slender figure, with long golden hair with a slight curl in it, wafting about 

her shoulders. She looked about eighteen, or even younger. No, she didn’t look younger – she 

just looked ageless – those eyes weren’t the eyes of a young woman, they were clever and 

cunning, the chin was arrogant, the stance was – good heavens, it wasn’t a girl, it was Gray. 

‘Hi, Gray,’ he said, getting to his feet to welcome his friend, ‘sit down. I didn’t recognise 

you for a moment.’ 

Gray gave him a sweet smile, only underlining Mick’s odd feeling that his friend looked 

more like a woman than a man these days, and sat. Mick called to a waiter, and asked him to 

bring the menu. Act normal, he thought, and everything will be normal. I must be getting old; 

I’m seeing things. 

‘How’s business?’ asked Gray. It was what he always said at the start of their meetings. 

‘It’s good. But I’ve got a bone to pick with you, mate.’ 

‘Oh? What?’ 

‘You promised to bring me back a girl. And you never did.’ 

Gray looked at him, startled, and again Mick was struck by that female quality in his 

friend. Then Gray remembered what he meant, and laughed. 

‘You mean, when I first left for Kimball’s Kiss? I sent you a postcard.’ 

‘That’s hardly compensation, is it?’ 

 ‘You’ve waited a long time to complain! Why bring it up now?’ 

‘I dunno – it just struck me, all of a sudden.’ 

Gray gave him a keen, piercing glance, and Mick thought: He doesn’t look like a woman 

now. He doesn’t look like a man, either – he looks alien. He had seen Gray with aliens, with 

his Gustu wife, with that Mary woman of his, and on the telly-visual with Imperials and with 

Gustu. But, somehow, he couldn’t think of his old friend as anything other than human. Then 

Gray said: ‘Don’t worry – I’ll fix it. Give me a few months, mate.’ 

‘Great. That’s sorted, then.’ 

‘It will be.’ The waiter arrived with the menu, and they turned their attention to food. 

 

Gray visited Earth to see Sophie, Mick, his mum and others several more times over the next 

few months, but less and less often as the pregnancy progressed. His next long visit was when 

Sophie’s son Neil was born; he went to be with Sophie through labour, and was present at the 

naming ceremony. Sophie declined to name the father, insisting that both Gray and Greg take 

part in the ceremony, and the two males had to swallow hard and put up with it. 

Rhuaan children can have more than one father; more than one male can contribute to a 

child. Because Rhuaans are not strongly gender-defined, their eggs and sperm can be 

incomplete, so the more that combine to make a child, the better. The berries of the singing 

tree provide additional essential materials, and it helps if a mother can spend as much time as 

possible in the sun after conception. The quality of the males involved, however, is crucial in 

creating a strong child, and Sophie was certainly within her rights as a priestess in enlisting 

the help of two males. Both said males would have preferred to be sole father, but after the 

naming ceremony Gray said to Greg: ‘I’ll allow you to claim sole father rights for this child, 

Greg. I’ve got enough to deal with in family matters at present.’ 

He let Greg see his other self for a moment: the slender, golden-haired female with a large 

bulge. Greg stared, swallowed and said, ‘What?’ 

‘I thought you knew I’m pregnant.’ 

‘I thought it was a joke!’ 

‘It’s not. I often wish it was.’ 
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‘Ouch,’ said Greg with feeling, ‘rather you than me.’ 

After this, he treated Gray with a sort of awed respect, which Gray found odd but 

gratifying. 

 

Gray’s first child came on a cold day as the acid rain of Trer lashed the city. She gave birth in 

her own bed; Elma and Errehn were with her, and Rehn came to give her support, with their 

daughter Tuerin – who was a trained midwife. Aoan and Memnon took care of government 

matters, looking in from time to time during Gray’s labour to see how she was getting on. 

After a few hours, Aoan took a deep breath and jumped through space to fetch a medic from 

Thorion, as Gray’s labour pains were enormous and the baby was not coming. Faroan came 

back with them and joined Elma, sitting by Gray to give her strength and ease her pain while 

the two Rhuaan medics struggled to save mother and child. Between them, the medics 

eventually managed to weave a net of peace around the writhing, agonised Gray, forced her to 

relinquish control of her body to them, and – working in tandem – mentally pushed the baby 

out. The baby was born at last after 18 hours of labour, an undersized, weak creature which 

did not cry but only whimpered, an indication of weak lungs and physical underdevelopment. 

She was rushed at once to Trer hospital and put into intensive care, and Tuerin sat by her, 

pouring life-giving energy over her to keep her alive. She told Gray to express milk from her 

breasts into a container so that it could be fed to her baby daughter in intensive care. Gray was 

distressed, terrified that the baby she had resented for so long would be lost to her, and found 

it almost impossible to get any milk from her breasts at all; Faroan sat with her caressing her 

nipples, until at last some liquid was produced. Meanwhile Errehn was in such a panic that 

Rehn had to give him mental sedation to keep him quiet. She sent Aoan and Memnon away, 

telling them to go and do Greh’s job for her and at least relieve her of that burden, but let 

Faroan stay to try to keep hold of Greh’s mind through her haze of agonising pain.Through it 

all Elma, Tuerin and one of the Rhuaan medics, Duerah, tried to remain calm, and kept the 

web of peace strong around the sick mother as she slowly recovered from her ordeal. 

The next few days were difficult; the baby was weak, Greh seemed to be too broken by 

labour to repair her own body, and government had to continue. Faroan made an informal 

visit to President Leel in her green room, and after amicable discussions Leel agreed that he 

could step into Greh’s place for a few days while her vice-president was out of action. So 

Faroan joined Aoan and Memnon in the government offices, making decisions which Greh 

would usually have made, talking to the Mary officials, and gently teasing the Gustu security 

guards who turned pale blue when they set eyes on him and fell on their knees. Oroso told his 

own group that if they played any tricks like that they’d be out of the service: ‘We all know 

the general; he’s just our lady’s husband.’ When Faroan asked him whether he had been 

performing his services to his lady as a good servant should, he retorted: ‘You’ve been getting 

all her favours recently, but we’ll win her back when this baby business is sorted out.’ 

Faroan treated it as a joke: he saw the Gustu pirates as Greh’s thralls, who had no real 

power and who were effectively part of Greh’s own family. Leel was little shocked when she 

heard that the guards had been cheeky to the Emperor, and even more shocked when her own 

guards saluted Faroan as ‘All hail the Emperor!’ But Faroan told them quietly to stop it: 

‘Your President is supreme here. I am here only to stand in for Lord Greh.’  

After a week, when Greh was still far too ill to work, the baby was discharged from 

hospital and allowed to return to her mother’s care, under Tuerin’s supervision. She had to be 

kept in a warm cot, fed and cared for. Elma and Tuerin did the bulk of this work; Errehn 

watched, but was too scared to touch the child, and Duerah forbad Aoan or Faroan to get too 

close: ‘Your strong auras will damage the baby. She’s still too weak to bear your presence.’ 

After two weeks, when it was clear that the baby was going to live, Rehn came to perform 

the naming ceremony. After all, she said, it was she who had bullied Greh into bearing this 
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child, so she would take responsibility for naming her. The baby was named Lilah (love), and 

after the ceremony Duerah allowed Greh to get up and go back to work in the government 

offices, although she was still very weak and should only stay up for a few hours each day. 

Fortunately no emergency situations had arisen during her absence, and Aoan and Memnon 

had managed to cover up for her absence from the Federal Assembly. Leel, however, let her 

views be clearly known: ‘I would advise against having any more children, Gray; it isn’t good 

for you. Perhaps Imperials of both sexes can bear children, but clearly some are better suited 

to it than others.’ 

Greh took her rebukes in the caring and concerned spirit in which they were meant, and 

promised not to repeat the experiment. Privately, she doubted that she could. Bearing a child 

had left her so weak that she had to be outside in the sun for every available hour of daylight 

or in the arms of her lovers. Elma did what she could, assisted by Aoan, Memnon and Faroan 

– but Faroan had to go back to Thorion ‘before the Priestess wrecks my educational scheme, 

again.’ Elma wished that Anne had been here to help her, but Anne and Rag were away off-

planet: Greh had sent them away on government business shortly before the birth. In fact she 

had done this on purpose – she knew that the birth was going to be difficult, and wanted to 

spare these two tender-hearted lovers the trauma. 

To make matters more difficult, Lilah was fractious and unwilling to sleep – perhaps a 

reaction to her mother’s illness. Greh tried to feed Lilah herself as much as possible, but Lilah 

was such a hungry baby that she had to supplement her own milk with artificial milk. Tuerin 

remained in the household as a full-time nurse, doing all the tasks which Greh would have 

liked to have done herself were she fit to do so. But when Greh expressed her gratitude for her 

eldest daughter’s help, Tuerin retorted: ‘Father, what would you expect me to do? Of course I 

have to stay and look after my little sister – and you, too.’ 

Listening to this conversation, Elma reflected on the strangeness of the Imperial family, 

where one person could be father to half a family and mother to the other half. On the one 

hand, Tuerin was Gray’s eldest daughter as father, while on the other Lilah was his eldest as 

mother – at least, she assumed that there would be others. Of course, there have been many 

others, but Lord Greh has learnt better since then how to deal with pregnancy, and even says 

that it has its pleasant moments: ‘But mostly when it’s over.’ 

As Lilah grew stronger, Tuerin allowed Errehn to take over some of the caring duties of 

washing, feeding and generally caring for his daughter. Errehn was at first impatient of his 

niece’s advice, but quickly realised that a baby is both much more fragile and much more 

demanding than (say) a spaceship. So he sat quietly and listened while Tuerin lectured him on 

basic child care, and did exactly as she told him. Greh, watching him, was amused and 

relieved to see her lover doing what he was told, just for a change. She hoped that Errehn 

would be able to take over the main responsibility for caring for Lilah, for although she 

adored her baby daughter she was extremely frustrated at not being able to get out and about, 

to see her lovers, organise government, control crime and generally run the Federation and 

Empire. She loved to be in the thick of things, and here she was stuck on a pile of cushions … 

And she could see that caring for Lilah was going to be a full-time occupation for a great 

many years. The baby was intelligent, attractive, demanding, manipulative … rather like 

Sophie, in fact. 

In particular, Gray had unfinished business to attend to on Earth. She had promised Leel 

that she would sort Earth’s government out, and she did not want to put it off any longer. 

 

Mick was sitting in the study of his large house on Stoughton Road, working hard on his 

interstellar-linked computer. He looked up, started, as Gray walked in. 

‘Hi,’ he said, ‘I wasn’t expecting you. Just let me finish this spreadsheet, then I’ll crack 

open a few cans of beer.’ 
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Gray sat down on a chair on the other side of the table. ‘This isn’t about business, exactly. 

It’s about interstellar politics.’ 

Mick glanced warily at him. Gray was leaning on the table, his arrogant, smooth white chin 

cupped in his long, white hands and his cunning, clever black eyes on Mick. His long golden 

hair flowed over his shoulders like a veil, and his red mouth was set in a slight smile. Mick 

thought again how like a woman Gray looked. Such a long time it was since they used to 

chase the girls together, and Gary Wright inevitably stole them. Gary was now married and 

living in Evington, well away from Mick and from his old home, and Mick felt it was good 

riddance. 

He tapped the screen of his computer to save and close and then turned to face Gray. ‘OK, 

tell me.’ 

‘I’m sacking Fermier, and I need a replacement. The President and I want planetary 

elections for the president of Earth this time. I can organise elections here – I’ve got my reps 

in every continent. But I need a candidate.’ 

Mick mimicked his pose, cupping his hands, elbows on table, chin in hands. His eyes met 

Gray’s. 

‘Some shapely blonde from one of your clubs?’ he asked. 

‘No.’ 

‘Not like on Bessiday, then.’ 

‘No. There’s only one Sarah.’ 

‘Some gangster you’ve picked up out of the gutter?’ 

‘If you mean “like on Herluin”, he picked himself up and the answer’s “no”.’ 

‘One of General Aoan’s girlfriends.’ 

‘Mylee isn’t interested, and anyway I want a human. This isn’t Cray; the overwhelming 

bulk of the population is human here.’ 

‘Don’t you have a shapely pirate?’ 

‘On Earth? There’s only one pirate here – me.’ 

‘So who’s your victim? Let me guess.’ 

‘You’ve guessed it.’ 

‘Why me, for Christ’s sake? I’m not a politician.’ 

‘You’re popular, you’re on-planet, you’re known to be my supporter. Any more reasons 

required?’ 

‘Sure – who’s going to run this business?’ 

‘We’ll appoint a manager.’ 

‘I like that “we”! This is my business, I’ve built it up – look, I’m not interested, 

understand? I like this business, but I don’t want any more. I don’t want responsibility for 

millions of lives.’ 

‘You’ve got that already.’ 

‘OK – but you know what I mean. And I like Leicester.’ 

 ‘We’ll move the government here.’ 

‘Don’t be daft! We don’t want it here.’ 

‘It used to be here.’ 

‘Yeah – in ancient history. Look, be sensible. I don’t want the job. Find some other 

victim.’ 

Gray shook his head. ‘I don’t trust anyone else. I want you.’ 

‘Nothing doing. Sorry.’ Mick looked away deliberately. He had learnt from sore 

experience that it was better not to meet Gray’s eye when you were disagreeing with him. 

‘Look, Mick’ – 

‘I’m not such a fool.’ 

Gray laughed suddenly. ‘OK. You know me too well.’ 
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‘I do. Find another puppet.’ 

‘I’ll put one of Soba’s children in.’ 

‘That’ll be great. Just don’t ask me.’ 

There was a silence at that, which lasted for a couple of minutes. At last Mick tired of 

waiting for Gray to say something conciliatory and got up, saying: ‘I’ll get those beers.’ 

When he got back from the kitchen, Gray was looking through his computer files. He 

logged out as Mick came in. ‘Looking good,’ he said. 

‘How did you get in? I’ve changed the password.’ Mick put the cans of beer down on the 

table. 

Gray shrugged. ‘I hacked. The basic computer operating system was written by Aoan.’ 

‘Oh, so she taught you.’ Mick sat down, put two glasses on the table and opened his can. 

Gray took the other and poured the pale liquid into his glass. It was Burton’s Pale Ale, which 

used to be his favourite. Alcohol now gave him a headache, and he only drank it when he was 

at Mick’s, for old times’ sake. 

‘How’s Gary?’ he asked suddenly. 

Mick almost choked on a mouthful of beer. He’d only just been thinking about Gary – 

Gray hadn’t asked after their old mate in years. ‘He’s living in Evington. Haven’t seen him.’ 

‘What’s he doing?’ 

‘Still in the bank.’ 

‘Hmm,’ said Gray. Mick looked anxiously at him. ‘You can’t put Gary in! He’s married, 

he’s got kids, and he’s a complete bastard.’ 

‘Yes – OK, I’ll think of someone else.’ Gray smiled sweetly at Mick, who was again 

uncomfortably aware that from certain angles his old mate looked like a woman. 

‘Cheers,’ he said, raising his glass. Gray raised his, but did not repeat the word. 

Mick could never remember afterwards what went wrong that evening. He drank too much 

beer. Gray drank too. They talked about old times, and reminisced about girls they had 

known. Gray asked after Mick’s mum, and said all sorts of nice things about her. He asked 

after Mick’s cousin Darren and his wife and kids, and about Mick’s uncle and the rest of the 

family. Mick forgot to be on his guard and began to relax. They laughed together about old 

jokes that Mick had almost forgotten. Mick remembered afterwards that Gray had leaned back 

on his chair, his legs crossed casually, arm slung across the back, head supported on one hand, 

his hair tossed back casually, looking him in the eye and saying, ‘Oh, but you haven’t lost it, 

Mick. You’ve grown more distinguished with age. Shouldn’t any young woman want to get 

her hands on you and your money?’ For some reason he’d laughed uproariously. 

After a fifth can of beer, Gray had said: ‘Don’t you have a better room for entertaining 

guests?’ and Mick said, ‘Yeah, let’s go into the lounge.’ 

So they went into the lounge, with its thick, expensive carpet and low-slung, expensive and 

comfortable suite, and Mick put on some music, and Gray lay on his back on the sofa and 

kicked off his ankle boots, and they drank more beer and talked about girls, and Gray teased 

him some more about being a bachelor and asked him if he was losing interest in sex. ‘Can’t 

you keep it up any more?’ 

Mick laughed, and said of course he could. 

‘Perhaps I should try you out,’ said Gray, stretching himself luxuriously on the sofa. 

This was where it all seemed to go wrong. Mick had treated it as a joke. He’d got up and 

knelt by Gray and said, ‘OK, I’ll prove it,’ and put his hand up Gray’s shirt as if to caress his 

“breasts”. Then he found that Gray actually had breasts. He found he had a woman in his 

arms. She looked him in the eye and said, ‘Well, Mick? Can’t you do it?’ He’d spluttered 

something about being out of practice. She grabbed his trousers and pulled them off him and 

pulled down his underpants, grabbed his penis and sucked. Taken by surprise, he took the 
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plunge and kissed her hotly. She sighed and relaxed under him. He pulled off her trousers and 

made love to her. 

It was glorious, wonderful, fantastic. He was on a high of lust and energy. He went on and 

on. He’d never had such a girl before. She kept urging him on and he kept doing it. At last he 

fell asleep on her, and woke up in his own bed. 

He looked around. He had a splitting headache. The sun was shining through the gaps in 

the curtains. He was aware that someone else was in bed beside him. He said: ‘Christ! What 

time is it?’ 

‘Eight o’clock,’ said Gray’s voice. ‘How’s your head, Mick?’ 

Then Mick woke up properly and looked at his partner, and Gray looked back and laughed 

at him, long and merrily. ‘Congratulations,’ he said at last, when he had calmed down 

sufficiently to speak, ‘you’ll be an excellent governor of Earth, Mick. Yes, you will because if 

you don’t I have a few things to say about you to your friends. You forgot, didn’t you? I 

promised to bring you back a girl and I did! I thought you knew how I deal with people.’ 

Then Mick remembered that Graham Bradley used sex to control his managers – all his 

managers except him, Mick, because they were old friends, and they trusted each other; but 

when he’d tried to defy Gray he got the same treatment as all the rest. He’d been a fool. He 

stared at Gray in horror. Gray sat up and laughed fondly at him. ‘Tell me you love me, 

handsome.’ 

‘Christ! Shut up! What did you do to me, you sod?’ 

‘Mind-twisted you. Flame, Mick, you were fantastic!’ 

‘That was a dirty trick. That was an evil thing to do to your old mate, your business 

partner, after all we’d done together, that was an evil thing to do.’ 

‘Yes. But you fell for it.’ 

‘So why did you do it?’ Mick stared Gray in the eye, challenging him to answer – and then 

realised that he’d made the same mistake again and tried to pull away, but it was too late. 

He could see Gray changing – very subtly, but he changed. His face hardly altered – his 

body seemed to go out of focus and then came back into focus as a woman’s, still very 

slender but now with small breasts and more curved hips. The figure that was Gray opened its 

mouth, and a sweet voice came out, saying: ‘Here I am, Mick, don’t you fancy me? I’m all 

yours.’ 

‘Christ, no!’ he managed to say. ‘Don’t do it again.’ 

‘Ah, but I shall. I promised you a girl from outer space, and I’ve brought you one. And 

you’ll fancy me.’ A white hand caressed his check. ‘Don’t you, darling?’ – the last in a husky, 

seductive whisper. 

‘Shut up! Leave me alone!’ 

‘Oh, calm down,’ said Hyunnah, as she was also known: ‘it’s only sex. Flame, Mick, you’d 

think I’d made you eat yourself or something. You enjoyed it, didn’t you? I thought you 

would. I know you don’t have time to meet girls these days, and it’s my fault, so I’ve supplied 

the girl, OK? So calm down. Now, my dear, I want you to be governor and when I make a 

decision nowadays I expect people to jump to it. And I’ll take care of the electoral campaign. 

Just do as I tell you.’ 

‘I take it I’ll be allowed to choose my own policies,’ growled Mick. 

‘Of course. I won’t let you think of any I don’t like. Now, my dear, as you gave such a 

good account of yourself last night, do you fancy it again? Because I do.’ Hyunnah put her 

arms around Mick’s neck and kissed him on the mouth. Mick looked down at her body, 

slender, white and clearly female. ‘Come on,’ murmured the golden vision in his arms, taking 

his left hand and placing it on her own groin, ‘love me again.’ 

Mick remembered hearing that Graham Bradley did this to everyone. He remembered 

thinking what fools people were to get caught, that he could handle Gray, that Gray would 
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never do that to him. How wrong I was, he thought. He only left me alone because I always 

did what I was told. As soon as I said ‘no,’ he treated me just like the rest. 

… he didn’t want to do it, but he had to. She told him to do it, his whole body shook with 

desire, he was on fire, he had to do it. He kissed her like a maddened thing and she fell 

sweetly into his embrace. He made love to her passionately, until he collapsed with 

exhaustion. Then she left him to sleep, and when he awoke he was alone, still with the 

splitting headache and with an aching heart as well. 

 

So Mick co-operated, and Gray got him elected as governor of Earth. The elections were, as 

Gray had predicted, perfectly straightforward. And when Mick had the office of governor he 

discovered it was still like running a business, only a much bigger business. But he now had a 

woman on his arm some of the time, a devastatingly beautiful blonde named Hyunnah. When 

asked who she was, he only said: ‘Oh, we were at school together.’ 
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8. Oroan 

 
Leel was sitting in the garden of the government palace, enjoying a rare period of summer 

sunshine. Above her in a rubbery-leafed tree, a furry bird cheeped and twittered. There was 

nothing for her to do for a few hours: Memnon had gone to preside in the Assembly, Aoan 

was chairing a meeting with a business delegation from sector seven, and Gray was meeting 

with a group of astro-scientists and Ray Lewis, to discuss development possibilities in sector 

ten. She sat back on her soft sun-chair, closed her eyes and relaxed. 

 She could hear voices from the lawned part of the garden: the leader of Gray’s security 

forces, Oroso Bal the former pirate, was drilling his troops. No – she heard a higher-pitched 

voice cut in with a shout of command: Oroso Bal was teaching his lord’s three-year-old 

daughter Lilah how to drill troops. Leel, musing to herself, reflected that Lilah loved bossing 

people about. She was going to be an absolute terror as she got older. Now she was a slight, 

golden-haired beauty whom everyone had got into the habit of spoiling silly when she was a 

baby. Her elder sisters and brothers – Gray’s children as father – all adored her and ran 

around to meet her every whim. She was beautiful, she was beguiling, and she had her 

mother’s seductive eye; Leel had watched her mind-turning people, so that those who opened 

their mouths to rebuke her had suddenly become glassy-eyed and then said: ‘Sorry, lady, for 

troubling you,’ and walked away. Leel would have laughed if she had not been so worried 

that Lilah might turn into a proper little tyrant. However, with Leel, Lilah was always very 

polite and respectful. She knows how to get the right side of people, Leel thought wryly. Now 

she would be tossing her lovely head so that her golden hair streamed out in the breeze, and 

holding out her hand for Oroso to kiss – and he would kiss it. All the Gustu security guards 

loved ‘the golden princess,’ as they called her. But even they did not love her so much as her 

father, the Vairstown trendy Errehn, who worshipped the ground she walked on. 

But Lilah was going to have competition. Leel knew that Gray was pregnant again, and she 

knew who the father was this time. Well, I warned him, she thought to herself, and this time 

he seems to be coping better. Or should that be ‘she’? Anyway, Gray doesn’t look as ill as last 

time around, but I really wish he hadn’t done it. What’s more, not only has Faroan got Gray 

pregnant, but I think he’s got Elma pregnant too. I’m going to have to do without my 

assistant, and then without my vice-president! Who’s going to replace them? 

‘I will,’ said a smooth, husky voice, and Leel opened her eyes to see Faroan standing over 

her. 

‘Sit down,’ she said impatiently, waving him to sit on the grass by her chair, ‘and tell me 

what you’re doing here. I thought you had an Empire to run, but now you’re practically 

always here.’ 

He sat as instructed. ‘The Priestess can run it,’ he observed. 

‘You’ve always told me and Gray that she can’t. And in any case she seems to be on Trer 

all the time these days.’ 

He nodded. ‘She’s trained a group of her birds – I mean, her acolytes – to weave a web of 

peace around Trer, to try to resolve the disjunctions in the planet’s electro-magnetic field.’ 

Leel raised her eyebrows. ‘And to what purpose?’ 

‘The climate should improve, and there will be less incidence of chest and respiratory 

infections. And the Rhuaan population will be happier.’ 

‘You mean, they might pay taxes to my treasury?’ 

He laughed. ‘I wouldn’t go that far, but they might agree to allow your security forces to 

police their streets.’ 

‘What does Gray’s girl – the priestess girl from Vairstown – think about this?’ 
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‘She’s putting up with it. She knew it had to come – Thorion would try to draw the distant 

Flames back into its ambit.’ 

‘Does that really make any difference to her?’ 

‘Trer’s priestesses have developed their own ways of doing things over the centuries, and 

my Priestess is trying to bring them back into line.’ 

‘And will that make any difference to the rest of us?’ 

‘Rehn’s acolytes might play a greater role in healthcare in the city. At the moment there 

are only a few of them who do – Gray’s daughter Tuerin, for example.’ 

‘I think some of their scientists are working with Ray Lewis.’ 

‘Yes, they already work with the strategic planning unit on various projects.’ 

‘So it won’t make much difference.’ 

‘It may well improve the climate. It did on Bessideh.’ 

Leel looked up at the sky. ‘On days like today, it doesn’t need improvement.’ 

‘They would tell you that today is the result of six months’ work.’ 

She laughed a little. ‘So what are you doing here? I’m sure you really do have an Empire 

to run.’ 

‘Seriously, I don’t. I’m taking a holiday. Greh has been so successful in encouraging the 

governors of the Imperial planets to work together that they’ve set up a Council of Planets and 

are taking their own decisions now. I’ve left one of my own subordinates in charge of the 

court of government on Thorion, and I’ve come to spend time with my wife.’ 

‘And start a family.’ 

His answer was a slow, slightly wry smile. 

‘Really, Faroan, Gray isn’t strong enough for another child. He was really ill last time.’ 

‘She’s fine. I’m channelling strength to her.’ 

‘And what about Elma?’ 

Again that gentle-wry smile. ‘What about my angel?’ 

‘Yes, indeed. You’ve got her pregnant too.’ 

‘Madam President, you should know by your age that it takes two to make a child – Elma 

played her part.’ 

‘Did you ask her?’ 

‘I don’t think that either of us thought much about it at the time.’ 

Leel shook her head at him. ‘Irresponsible youth!’ she said, and he laughed at her, tossing 

back his long black hair in a way that she always found infuriatingly distracting. 

‘So the government palace will be full of children.’ 

‘Yes, because Anne is expecting a child too.’ 

‘Anne? I thought Gray had posted her to sector eight.’ 

‘She and Rag are coming back here. Gray has work for Rag on Trer, and Anne would 

rather be with her friends during her pregnancy.’ 

‘We will be overrun with children. How will we have time to run the government?’ 

He looked into her face with his big, black eyes, and his broad, red mouth smiled. ‘I told 

you. I’ll help you, Madam President.’ 

She reached out an idle hand and touched his shoulder where he sat by her chair. ‘Don’t 

call me that.’ 

‘Leel.’ He took the hand and kissed it. 

‘What do you think the Assembly members will say if they see the Emperor in the 

Assembly?’ 

‘They’ll all behave themselves like awed school-children.’ She could feel his smile, 

although she wasn’t looking at him now – she was looking up into the sunny sky, into the 

many-branched tree above her head. 

‘Leel.’ He was trying to get her to look at him – she ignored him. 
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‘I’m looking for that bird. Can you hear it?’ 

‘Leel.’ 

‘Don’t think you can wind me round your seductive little finger as you’ve wound everyone 

else. Truly, you’re worse than Gray.‘ 

‘Don’t think you can ignore me,’ said the lazy, liquid voice, and as she turned to look him 

in the eye, he kissed her mouth – just a little peck. 

‘For goodness’s sake,’ she said as he drew away, ‘I’m not worth seducing.’ 

‘I’ll decide that for myself,’ he said. ‘Are you going to let me assist you while Gray and 

Elma are out of action?’ 

The black eyes held her; she thought that she could probably break away, but decided not 

to. Faroan could be amusing company, and it was flattering to be flirted with by someone who 

looked a quarter of her age. 

‘Very well,’ she said, ‘as you insist. But you’ll have to follow instructions – none of your 

Imperial independent action.’ 

‘You can make sure I do,’ he assured her. 

 

Elma was a bit annoyed with Faroan. She could only be annoyed with him when he wasn’t 

there, because whenever he was near her she found her brain filled up with joy and passion, 

and she couldn’t say a word against him. When he wasn’t there, however, she wished she 

could have told him that it would have been better to have waited, rather than have herself and 

Gray expecting a baby together, and what with Anne expecting at the same time … it was 

going to be chaos. At least Faroan was staying around rather than abandoning them, so he 

could give them moral support. Aoan was being supportive as well, although she couldn’t 

resist teasing Gray and Elma about their respective conditions. Elma wished that someone 

would get Lord Aoan pregnant and shut her up, but Gray said that no one can get a Rhuaan 

pregnant without at least their partial agreement: ‘they have to release an egg.’ 

‘Faroan got you pregnant.’ 

‘Yes – but that’s Faroan. He carries you away.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Elma heavily. She talked to Memnon about this, because she knew that 

Memnon was close to Faroan too – and Memnon confirmed it. ‘He does it to all of us, Elma. 

Don’t blame yourself.’ 

‘Whatever will I tell my mum?’ 

Memnon’s ears flicked. She realised that this could be a problem. ‘I remember from my 

visits to the Emron’s mother that your culture is insistent on a permanent partnership before 

you begin having children.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘You could tell her that it’s the Emron’s child.’ 

‘Yes – well, he did add something later, he says.’ 

‘But will she be happy with your being the Emron’s girl?’ 

‘I’m not sure,’ said Elma heavily. She wanted her parents to be proud of her and of their 

first grandchild, but she didn’t think they’d be impressed when she told them that the heads of 

government had got her pregnant. It would look bad if it got out into the local press – which it 

probably would, if anyone at home found out. ‘Local girl in love child shock! Alien lover got 

me in the club, says local girl, aged 18.’ She winced at the thought. 

When she was with Faroan, however, she felt blissfully, madly happy, as if nothing else 

mattered in the galaxy. And when she was with Gray she just felt so right, as if this was 

always meant to be, and they were made for each other. The trouble was, she knew that lots of 

other people felt the same. Memnon just twirled her whiskers and said, ‘It’s a club, Elma – 

welcome to it,’ and Elma knew that she was right. There should be a club for women and men 

whom Gray had seduced, and whom he still loved, but they all had to share him. 
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She knew, however, that some were not loved quite so much as they used to be. Gray was 

fond of Errehn, but she realised that Errehn expected far more of Gray’s time than Gray was 

now willing to give. He had Lilah, however, and doted on her every minute of the day. That 

girl was so spoilt! But here again, much as Elma often wanted to strangle Lilah, as soon as she 

got close to the child – even without Lilah looking at her – her anger melted away, and she 

would pick the little girl up and hug her, while Lilah murmured, ‘I love you, Auntie Elma’ 

and hugged her back, kissing her with her lovely little red lips. 

‘It’s mind-turning,’ said Memnon. ‘She’s such an expert at it that you hardly even feel it.’ 

‘I don’t feel it at all,’ admitted Elma. ‘I only realise when she’s gone.’ 

‘That girl will go far,’ said Memnon darkly, and Elma echoed: ‘As far away as possible!’ 

Perhaps when her child was born, and even more when Gray’s second womb-child was 

born, Lilah would have competition. Until then, they all had to dance attendance on the little 

dragon-princess whether they liked it or not. 

Greh was annoyed with herself for letting Faroan get her pregnant. She knew that Elma 

and Leel were right – it would have been better to wait. She knew she really wasn’t strong 

enough yet, and by getting pregnant she was leaving Lilah even more than usual in Errehn’s 

care, and her daughter would become even more unbearable than she was already. About the 

only person who could withstand Lilah’s mind was Faroan, but so far it hadn’t come to a 

showdown. When Greh wanted her daughter to do something, she had to steel herself as if she 

was standing against a hurricane, grit her teeth, hold down her hair and push. Generally Lilah 

would give in eventually, but occasionally she didn’t, and Greh wondered what would happen 

as Lilah got older, and stronger. 

She was also annoyed with herself for not being able to tell some of her lovers that it was 

all over. She still loved Renual and went to see him once a week, but some of her club 

managers really should retire. Those who were now running planets – like Nick van der Ruhe, 

and Ragnor and Sarah – had developed well, and could be persuaded to do their own thing 

and not rely too much on Greh’s sexual services, but some others were proving awkward. Bob 

Meurs sulked if Greh didn’t go to see him; Bligh Everetts was as bad. They were still sweet in 

some ways, but they were becoming mentally slower, more demanding, less adaptable, less 

able to see Greh’s needs and more determined to impose their own. Sometimes Greh was glad 

that humans’ lifespan is short. 

Aimee Neasden and Mike Daims still welcomed him to Teren, although Greh hardly ever 

asked them to sleep with him/her now; neither of them had ever been particularly interested in 

sex and what interest he had been able to arouse in them had faded back to a gentle 

romanticism. It was very frustrating. On the other hand, other people were only too anxious to 

get Greh into bed and try to bend her/him to their will, and s/he had to tell them where to get 

off. 

For example, four months into the current pregnancy, Greh had got up one morning feeling 

such a sharp stab of rending grief in his head that s/he realised that s/he must go and find its 

source. Bother, she thought, I guess I still owe him something, although I could say that I’ve 

long since paid off the debt. So she went, as smartly dressed as she could in her present state, 

taking care to disguise the bulge as far as possible. She went to Fairly planet, to the 

headquarters of Interstellar Avershams, and materialised in Aversham’s own office. 

J. Aversham should have retired some years before, but refused to do so: it was his 

company, and he did not trust any of his subordinates to carry it on with success. So he 

remained as managing director and still controlled everything, much to the frustration of his 

subordinate directors, who had their own ideas of how the company should develop. 

Now he sat in his executive chair, at his executive desk, looking through the stills of the 

current catalogue, and dreaming of the only people he had really loved: Gray and Errehn, 

particularly Gray. He remembered how he had first encountered them on the backstreets of 



 443 

Trer; he even boasted that he had launched them. But they had left him and gone on their own 

ways, and now he never saw them. He missed them so much, his lovely gods. 

Then a sweet voice said: ‘J? You called me.’ 

Aversham looked up and would have jumped to his feet, but he was old for jumping. He 

only put the catalogue down on the desk, said: ‘Gray – come to my arms,’ and held them out 

to him. 

Gray hugged him with a kiss on the mouth, but rather than sit on J’s lap he sat on the desk, 

his feet on J’s lap. This wasn’t completely comfortable, but he didn’t want J. to feel his bulge. 

J. slipped Gray’s shoes off his feet – light slip-on shoes, hardly there at all – and caressed 

his bare feet with his hands. They were still well-manicured hands, not dry or rough, hands 

that had never done manual work, thought Gray drily. 

‘My beautiful god,’ murmured J. ‘Where have you been, Gray? I’ve hardly seen you for 

ages.’ 

‘You know what I’ve been doing. I’ve been governing the Federation.’ 

It was hard for J. to envisage this golden-haired vision in a position of power, and he 

dismissed the suggestion. ‘You’ve got Errehn with you,’ he said. 

‘He’s in charge of the expansion into sector ten,’ said Gray. ‘I keep him busy.’ 

J’s strong hands massaged Gray’s feet with strong, masterful movements. ‘I miss you, 

Gray. Won’t you do a picture-shoot for me?’ 

‘J., don’t be silly. How can I? I’m vice-president of the Federation. The Federal Assembly 

members would have a fit.’ 

J. was silent for a moment, as if thinking how to persuade his love-god to his point of view. 

His hands ran up Gray’s legs, over his trousers. ‘You look younger than ever. How do you do 

it?’ 

‘I’m Grade A blood – we’re all like that. How are you, J.?’ 

‘Better for seeing you. I need to see you – but you’ve been staying away.’ His tone was 

plaintive, accusing. 

‘I’ve been too busy, and you always want me to do so much – I can’t, not now, I have so 

many obligations.’ 

J. clearly wasn’t listening. He ran his hands up Gray’s legs, then, leaning forward, he 

gathered Gray into his arms, putting an arm behind his buttocks, a hand on his abdomen … 

Gray tried to pull away, suddenly alarmed, and J. pulled away in turn, and stood up. Gray 

slipped down from the desk top and stood upright, facing him. 

‘Gray,’ said J., puzzled, ‘what’s this?’ He touched Gray’s abdomen again – Gray moved 

back as the child within kicked viciously against the touch, as if it resented it. ‘Are you ill? 

Have you got a growth?’ He tried to pull his lover towards him, but Gray slipped back out of 

reach.  

‘I’m not ill. I’m fine.’ 

‘So what is it? Why have you got a hard lump?’ 

‘It’s not a hard lump, it’s a womb – I’m grade A, remember? We’re both sexes at once.’ 

‘You’re not,’ exclaimed J., as if afraid, Gray noticed. Why? Couldn’t he cope with the idea 

of a multi-gendered being? 

‘I am, and I’m pregnant. The father is Faroan – the Emperor. I’m expecting in about eight 

months.’ 

‘You can’t be. Gray, let me feel you – you can’t be. I know you’re not’ – and J. tried again 

to seize Gray, but the latter kept out of reach. 

‘I am. That’s one reason you haven’t seen me. I’m a mother; I’ve got a daughter already, 

and now I’ve got a son’ (he knew the sex of the child in his womb because he could sense its 

aura) ‘and Faroan is delighted. So I can’t sleep with you now – it might damage the baby. 

And I can’t do a shoot in my condition.’ 
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J.’s face was a picture of confused grief, bewilderment and disappointment. ‘I know you’re 

a man. Don’t talk like this. What have they done to you?’ 

‘Nothing. I did it. Now, stop panicking. I’m fine. But I’m pregnant and I don’t want to 

have sex or heavy petting – I’m not interested just now. Can’t we just talk?’ 

‘No,’ retorted J., ‘I don’t want to “just talk”.’ He turned his back on Gray and marched 

over to the window, where he stood looking out at the finely-kept grounds of his domain. 

Behind him, Gray sighed, shrugged and disappeared – and when J. turned round to face his 

demi-god and repeat his demands, he found that he had vanished. 

 

The child came unexpectedly. Greh should have been warned, for Elma’s child had come 

suddenly, a week before the due date; she had been sitting with Leel in the garden, taking 

notes for Leel on the hand-held, and suddenly uttered a cry and bent over double. Leel turned 

to help her and saw a large pool of liquid gathering under Elma where she sat, grabbed the 

hand-held from Elma, flicked over the functions and called the hospital. There wasn’t time to 

get her there, however, and Elma gave birth on the green grass of the palace grounds, with 

Faroan holding her hand and Gray her shoulders, and Tuerin shouting: ‘Don’t push! Don’t 

push! It’s coming far too fast!’ 

Leel said afterwards that she preferred to avoid such excitement at her time of life, but she 

was relieved that her secretary had lived through the experience. Elma was the proud mother 

of a girl, whom she instantly named Catherine (saying that the baby looked like a Catherine 

she’d once known), but Tuerin translated this to ‘Celoan’ and said it was the name of the first 

Priestess of Thorion ‘and an excellent omen.’ (In fact, the first Priestess had been named 

Caroline, but languages were not Tuerin’s strong point.) 

Anne and Raghund’s child, Mark, was born on the due date and labour went smoothly. 

Anne was relieved that Mark was a ‘normal human’ without any Imperial blood in him; she 

and Rag had been off-planet and well away from Gray when she had conceived. Mark was 

much easier to handle than either Lilah or Cathy; he didn’t cry so much, and was happy to lie 

in his cot and wave his limbs around, watching what went on around him. Of course, there 

was a lot to watch. Lilah was inclined to be jealous of Cathy, sensing competition, and so she 

wasn’t allowed near the baby without supervision. Instead she adopted Mark, and wanted to 

cuddle him and pretend to feed him. At first Anne was frantically worried, but when she 

found that Lilah was actually caring for the child in a responsible way, she allowed her to 

nurse him under supervision. So Mark spent his days either feeding or sleeping or staring into 

Lilah’s eyes, and Lilah had a lovely time caring for her new ‘pet’. 

‘She’s learning how to care for pets,’ Greh said to Elma. ‘It’s good for her to learn to love 

someone other than herself.’ 

‘So long as she doesn’t brainwash him,’ replied Elma. 

‘I’m keeping a check on that,’ Greh assured her. 

But Greh’s child came suddenly, and almost in as much of a storm as Lilah. She awoke in 

the night at Faroan’s side, to appalling contractions. Moaning, she tried to crawl to the 

lavatory room. Faroan awoke, realised that she was in labour and called mentally for Tuerin, 

who was asleep down the corridor in Elma’s room, looking after Elma and Cathy. Tuerin 

came hot-foot, and calling for Duerah, who had to wake up, dress and hurry over to the 

government palace. The baby was born ten minutes after she arrived. 

Greh was stunned and exhausted, but at least this time she was able to feed the baby herself 

from the start. She was able to sit up in bed and greet visitors, which was just as well as many 

visitors came to see the new child. It was a true dragon-blooded Rhuaan, with chalk white 

skin and jet black hair, strong, energetic and noisy. Rehn came to see the baby, bringing her 

own acolytes with her; the acolytes of the Priestess of Thorion came; Faroan stepped through 

space to Thorion and brought back the Priestess herself, who was delighted with the baby and 
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almost forgave Faroan and Greh for having a relationship. ‘At last we have new dragon blood. 

Look at him! He’s a real dragon!’ 

Lilah came running in to see the baby, and stopped short in her tracks. The baby turned its 

great black eyes towards her, and looked at her; the short black hair on its head twitched. 

Lilah pulled a face. ‘He says I look funny!’ She moved towards the child to slap it, but 

stopped short. ‘Mummy! He won’t let me go!’ Then: ‘Mummy! Why are you all laughing at 

me? Stop it!’ 

‘Darling,’ said Greh, when she managed to stop laughing, ‘we’re laughing because we’re 

happy that you’re going to love and care for your little dragon brother so well.’ 

Lilah scowled and stared at the baby, who opened his mouth and yelled at her. She jumped 

backwards in fright. ‘He’s a roaring dragon!’ 

‘That’s a good name,’ said the Priestess, so ‘roaring dragon’ (Oroan) became the baby’s 

name, and the Priestess herself performed the naming ceremony a few days later. 

 

‘Aren’t you ever going to go home?’ Leel asked Faroan. They were in her blue office, 

overlooking the garden. They had been discussing the day’s debates in the Assembly, and Ray 

Lewis’s latest technological project in sector ten. Leel was sitting on a low chair by the 

window; Faroan was sitting on the floor, with a computer slab on his knee. He said he 

preferred to use a ‘proper’ computer, and Leel did not object. 

‘Greh will still be feeding Oroan,’ Faroan replied. 

‘I meant home to Thorion.’ 

‘Haven’t you noticed? I’ve moved home.’ 

‘What about your people on Thorion?’ 

‘I told you. I’ve appointed my representatives. They keep me informed about what the 

Priestess is up to’ – he tapped the computer slab. ‘And so I can stay here, with my wife and 

my lovers.’ 

‘I still worry that you might get someone else into trouble. Some of the Security guards, for 

example.’ 

Faroan gave her one of his slow, gentle smiles. ‘I’ve told you, it takes two to make a child.’ 

‘I don’t think that they have much choice when you’re around. Those big black eyes of 

yours; they make me realise why my ancestors rebelled.’ 

‘Oh?’ He looked up into her eyes, and she smiled. ‘I should never have let the dragon in. I 

should have forbidden Rose to have anything to do with Graham Bradley. I should have sent 

Aoan away when she came to help after Rose’s death. I should have banished you when you 

came to help Gray after little Lilah was born.’ 

‘Perhaps. But you didn’t.’ 

‘And now I have the dragon in my own home, and I can’t get rid of him.’ 

‘Do you really want to?’ 

‘I’m sometimes concerned that I’m being taken over too.’ 

‘Only sometimes?’ His smile grew broader, and he laughed at her; she laughed too. 

‘Aren’t I a good enough replacement for Elma?’ he asked, and she shook her head. ‘No 

one can replace Elma. And to think I recommended her to you!’ 

‘Never recommend a good official to another. They’ll steal them.’ 

‘You certainly did. And you’ve stolen Gray, too.’ 

‘Ah, but I’ve given you myself in compensation. And I do so much more.’ 

‘You mean, you stare into my eyes and try to make me forget that the only person I’ve ever 

loved is Rose.’ 

‘Yes. Because I think you’re also fond of Greh.’ 

‘Everyone has to be fond of Gray.’ 

‘And of Elma.’ 
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‘She’s a highly efficient and intelligent young woman.’ 

‘And me.’ 

‘You are just a seducer.’ 

‘Just? Isn’t seduction worth anything?’ 

‘Emotions are so fickle.’ 

‘But I’m not. I’m consistently seductive.’ 

She had to laugh at him, and he said: ‘Dear Leel! Always be your bossy, controlled self. I 

wouldn’t have you any other way.’ 

‘I’m just a challenge, then.’ 

‘If you fell into my arms, it wouldn’t be any fun.’ 

They both laughed, and he kissed her hand. ‘Let’s keep it like that,’ she said. ‘I really don’t 

think I can cope with any more emotional excitement in this place at the moment.’ 

They sat for a moment in silence, then Leel remembered something. ‘Talking of Thorion 

and the Priestess,’ she said, ‘reminds me: have you and Gray thought about how you’re going 

to educate your children?’ 

Faroan blinked at her. ‘I hadn’t thought about it. Lilah is still young for being schooled 

with others – Errehn and Rehn are teaching her elementary skills.’ 

‘And Oroso is teaching her how to order people about, as if she needed to learn that! But 

she will need to learn how to work with other people, and particularly other races; she needs 

to learn how to respect other races’ rights.’ Leel looked at him severely. ‘The Federation was 

built on mutual respect between races.’ 

‘I thought it was built on the blood of my murdered people,’ remarked Faroan mildly, ‘but 

you know that my people regard themselves as the guardians of all other races, so of course 

we respect them.’ 

‘But not in the way we want to be respected. You’re patronising; you treat us like children. 

You remember what the Priestess said when she spoke to the Federal Assembly.’ 

Faroan nodded. ‘But she admitted that the Federal races had grown up. We are trying to 

treat you like adults.’ His mouth twisted into a seductive smile: ‘it isn’t always easy.’ 

‘For you, you mean? I’d noticed.’  

‘You try so hard to pretend I have no effect on you.’ 

‘You could try harder to pretend you haven’t noticed.’ 

He laughed. ‘Very well. I admit that my people are not good at treating the Federal races 

like equals, and perhaps there is little point in trying. But Lilah should learn to respect other 

races’ rights. She needs to be taught with other Rhuaans, so that she learns how to respect her 

peers; and she needs to mix with other races and learn how to live with them rather than 

exploiting them. When she has learned all this, she may be fit to govern.’ 

‘Ah, so that’s what you plan for her. I wonder whether she’ll ever be fit for government.’ 

‘Not in the way you’re thinking, perhaps. But she has considerable powers of diplomacy 

and manipulation – she’ll do well in the right environment.’ 

‘But how are you going to have her taught with other Rhuaans? Are you going to send her 

to Thorion?’ 

Faroan shook his head. ‘Greh could not bear to have her daughter so far away, and I’d 

prefer to keep her under my eye. As I intend to remain on Trer beside Greh, Lilah should be 

taught with the Trerian Rhuaan children of Vairstown.’ 

‘Those hooligans? Are you sure?’ 

‘No, but the Priestess’s birds have been making a lot of difference; they’ve improved the 

ambiance of the planet and the local Rhuaans have settled down considerably. We can at least 

try it. And you’re right to mention it now, because Lilah needs something to occupy her mind. 

She’s been trying to practise turning into a dragon.’ 

‘What?’ 
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‘She saw her mother as a dragon while Greh was laid up expecting Oroan, and Greh 

explained to her that the dragon is our natural form, so she’s being out in the garden trying to 

do it. She stands in the sun to absorb energy and then shakes herself out, she says. So far she’s 

succeeded once, transferred herself across the park and ended up in the University Library, 

and scared two security guards into a blue fright. So she needs something to occupy her 

before she does herself a serious injury or causes an accident. School would be ideal.’ 

‘I’m glad I mentioned it, then.’ Leel smiled at him. 

‘I expect you sensed my concern about Lilah.’ 

‘You know I’m not a sensitive personality.’ 

‘You’re sensitive about people you care about.’ 

‘I wish you wouldn’t look at me like that when you say things like that.’ 

‘Would you be disappointed if I changed the subject?’ 

‘I think I’d be relieved.’ 

He smiled, a seductive but also amused smile. ‘Very well, then. Memnon’s officials report 

that the problem of congestion in the shipping lanes about Trer is reaching crisis point. You 

know the three moons aren’t in the same plane and have always limited times of approach to 

the planet – well, as traffic has increased over the last two decades, this is now causing 

considerable congestion, with ships in orbit about the planet sometimes for days before they 

can get a window for planetfall. Ray Lewis and Carl Poulson have suggested setting up an 

artificial moon as a transfer station where ships can planetfall rather than coming on to Trer, 

but Aoan and Greh think that this will only make the problem worse. I’ve been doing some 

calculations and I think that with a slight change to the orbit of the outer moon we can double 

the frequency and length of the approach windows. Have a look.’ He held out his computer 

slab to her. 

Leel winced – she never enjoyed using this device which connected directly with her mind, 

but she disliked allowing him to appear superior to her, so she put a hand into the dancing 

lights above the slab surface, let her mind relax and fill with the information he had prepared 

for her, and thought a few queries, for which the computer quickly found answers and 

channelled them straight into her mind. Faroan waited while her mind ran through the 

possibilities, then put one of his own hands into the lights, so that both their minds were 

linked. 

Well? What do you think? 

I agree the calculations, but how do you propose to move a planet? 

I think the Priestess’s birds can do it by force of mind alone – it doesn’t require a great 

adjustment – but they’ll need to work up to it. I’ll speak to her about it. 

Yes, do that. It could make an immense difference to Trer.  

It occurred to Leel suddenly that she was doing the strangest thing she could imagine: 

sitting in her favourite lounge, talking amicably to her childhood demon, discussing how the 

beings whom her forebears had fought to the death could do what her forebears had objected 

to – manipulate the galaxy around them. And she was not only agreeing to these evil beings 

interfering with her galaxy, but she was encouraging it. What was she doing? Had she gone 

mad? 

Then she felt Faroan’s gentle mind in her own, gently soothing and caressing, stroking 

away her concerns, assuring her that she was doing the right thing. She knew he was a 

seducer, that he could seduce a lump of rock, that he was an even worse seducer than Gray – 

who had got past Rose’s well-constructed defences. Faroan had slipped in under Elma’s door, 

he had undermined at least three of the fiercest young women in palace security, and she had 

heard that he seduced the Marys too – and Marys don’t even know what sex is, she told 

herself. But nevertheless, it was very pleasant to have a companion who flattered and flirted, 

who teased and reassured, who made one feel valued; for it is very lonely at the top of 
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government, and since Rose’s death Leel had had no close companion, only Gray as a friend – 

and she always saw him as Rose’s partner, not her own. Faroan was Gray’s partner, but 

Faroan was non-exclusive. He absorbed people, and if he absorbed her occasionally, she felt 

that overall she was entitled to a little relaxation. 

Faroan held her mind gently in his. A tired woman, he thought, a very tired, lonely woman. 

Greh was fond of Leel, but felt constrained from approaching Rose’s former partner – it 

would feel like theft. Faroan felt a great deal of sympathy for Leel – he knew what it was like 

to be tired, alone, with many to criticise and few to encourage. He liked to sit with her, to 

work with her, to help her carry her burden. He enjoyed teasing and flirting – it made her 

smile, and amused him. He took the computer slab gently from her and set it on the floor, and 

put his arms about her. She could doze in his arms and relax, and he would enjoy simply 

caressing her spirit and feeling her affection. 

 

So Lilah went to school, and hated it until she learned how to manipulate the other school 

children and the Rhuaan teachers, by being charming and friendly to everyone and working 

them round to doing what she wanted. With some people it’s necessary to push, but with most 

people it’s only necessary to give them a beautiful smile to coax them into believing that they 

want what you want. 

Greh and Errehn were relieved that their daughter had settled down at school, although 

they agreed that it hadn’t really solved the problem of her manipulative behaviour, only given 

her a larger field in which to operate. However, at least she wasn’t causing havoc in the 

government palace any more. They got reports from the teachers when she practised 

transferring and took half the class to the other side of town by mistake, and when she showed 

the class how to manipulate light and set fire to the desks, but generally life was quieter once 

Lilah was at school, and Oroan was able to crawl or toddle around the palace without his big 

sister descending on him and leading him into mischief. 

Meanwhile, Greh went to visit her grandchildren on Gustu. Despite Anja’s claims that she 

wanted Bill and Lysa to go off-planet and act as ambassadors for Gustu, or go into deep space 

with the space fleet, or whatever, it was clear that she was in no hurry to have her daughter 

leave the planet. Bill and Lysa were now raising a family, and it was Krissie who was likely 

to be leaving, as she was planning on going to Thorion to study in the scientific labs there. 

Bernie was doing well at school. Greh wondered whether Bill and Lysa would ever go on to 

advance in the space fleet as they had once planned, but at least they were happy. 

On Earth, Mick was getting settled in as President and Sophie and Greg had a second child. 

This one was definitely only Greg’s child—Greh had had no part in her. She had been newly 

pregnant with Oroan when Sophie’s most fertile day of the year had come around, and Greg 

had got in first. It was not until a week later that Greh felt well enough to get over to see 

Sophie again, by which time the foetus was embedded in Sophie’s womb and was starting to 

grow. Greh was distressed about this, and even more distressed by the fact that Sophie didn’t 

seem to mind. She had missed Greh, certainly, but she was still so happy with her work as 

priestess on Earth and all that there was to do that she had not had time to feel Greh’s absence 

deeply. Greh felt that somehow the Priestess of Thorion had stolen Sophie from him by giving 

her this post on Earth, then told himself that it was stupid to feel that way because the 

Priestess had possibly saved Sophie’s life on Trer and had certainly enabled her to take on a 

lifetime vocation that she loved … but still he felt that he had been forcibly separated from 

Sophie. She had been his dear heart, his sweet darling, who loved him with all her heart; she 

still loved him, but many more things had come into her heart. 

It was Greh’s mother who expressed it best, Greh felt. ‘She doesn’t need any of us now, 

duck,’ she said to him whenever he asked her whether she’d seen Sophie recently. ‘She hardly 
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ever comes to visit; says she’s too busy. She didn’t come to see her mum when she had ‘flu 

that time, just sent her a bottle of medicine.’ 

‘But it did cure her, mum,’ Greh pointed out. 

‘Yes, it did, but that’s not the point. She should have come. And that husband of hers! He’s 

got no manners. He never has a good word for anyone except Sophie, and if he had his way 

she’d never come to see any of us. He says we’re to leave her alone and let her get on with her 

job. Well, I ask you! If a girl can’t come and see her gran, what’s the world coming to?’ 

After Sylvie was born, Greh accompanied his mother and his Uncle Jon down to the 

Temple in Leicester to see the naming ceremony. The Priestess of Thorion was coming to 

perform the ceremony – a great honour, which showed how highly the Priestess thought of 

Sophie. Greh persuaded Mick to take a few hours off his official duties and come too, and one 

of Mick’s secretaries came with them, to conduct business via the caller and contact Mick if 

anything important needed his attention. Julie and David also came to see their second 

grandchild named, and Susie managed to take a few hours off work to attend. She didn’t 

really approve of these non-Christian ceremonies, but wanted to be supportive of her niece 

and family. Greh had been greatly tempted to bring Cathie and Oroan, but decided that it 

would be asking for trouble. Instead, he looked after young Neil during the ceremony, so that 

Greg could stand with Sophie by the Flame, while the Priestess performed the ceremony. 

The ceremony took place at mid-morning in the main Temple building, so that anyone who 

happened to be present could see events. As there were a great many people there – some 

came to seek medical help, some came looking for financial or social assistance or simply 

advice – the Temple hall was quite full. Sophie, wearing her ankle-length sky-blue priestess’s 

dress, and Greg, wearing a smart suit, stood holding baby Sylvie in their arms on one side of 

the blue Flame on its pedestal, and the Priestess stood on the other side, with a group of 

acolytes behind her, all in their sky-blue robes. Some of these were young Rhuaans who 

worked in the Temple with Sophie, while others had come with the Priestess. The family 

gathered at the front of the hall, near to the Flame, so that they could see events. The Priestess 

began proceedings by asking Sophie and Greg why they had come, to which they replied that 

they had come to ask God’s blessing on their child, and to give the child a name in the sight 

of God and of their family and all the people. 

Neil, holding Greh’s hand in the front row of the audience, looked up and said in a 

whisper: ‘Why is that lady asking questions?’ 

‘She’s making sure that everyone here can see what’s going on,’ Greh answered, in a 

whisper that spoke straight to his mind and was almost silent. 

‘Why isn’t Sylvie crying? She always cries.’ 

‘I think that the lady has asked her not to cry.’ 

‘I wish the lady would ask her not to cry more often,’ was Neil’s sad reply. 

Sophie and Greg passed Sylvie to the Priestess, who held her in her arms and said, ‘I 

welcome this child in the sight of God and of our family and of all the people. I name her 

Sylvia, and I bless her in God’s name. May she have a long and happy life in peace.’ 

Everyone made noises of agreement; some said ‘amen.’ The Flame burned tall and blue, a 

good sign. The Priestess kissed the baby on the forehead and handed her back to her proud 

parents, and Neil said to Greh, ‘Can we go and play now?’ 

‘I think so,’ said Greh, and he led his son out of the Temple and down the road to the 

nearest park, where they played hide and seek for an hour before lunch. 

Sophie had organised lunch for the whole family – a buffet affair in one of the large 

meeting rooms attached to the Temple. A number of outsiders managed to invite themselves, 

so there was quite a crowd. Greh carried Neil on his shoulders back from the park, Neil 

shouting: ‘Gee up, horsie!’ but his father refused to gallop. ‘This horse is trotting today. It’s 

too tired to gallop.’ Having arrived at the lunch, he left Neil to entertain his mum and Susie 



 450 

with stories about how naughty Sylvie was: ‘She’s always crying, and she broke her rattle,’ 

and went to try to get a word with Sophie. 

‘I’m great, thanks darling,’ she said, smiling up into his face. ‘Are you OK? You’re 

looking tired again. I keep telling you that you’re too thin but you never do anything to look 

after yourself. You really should take more care, darling.’ 

He smiled self-deprecatingly. ‘I’m still getting over Oroan, and he’s another hungry baby – 

I’ll have to get back home soon to feed him. I thought that the Temple was very full today – 

your care services are developing well.’ 

‘Oh, yes! The youth care programme is going really well and our care in the community 

programme is fantastic. I have some great people in the team and more coming forward every 

day. And the Priestess has been asking me whether we can open up the baby transfer scheme 

yet. We’ve been working on it for some time – you know,’ as she saw puzzlement in Greh’s 

eyes, ‘it was my idea. Where a pregnant woman doesn’t want the baby, for whatever reason, I 

wanted to transfer it to another mother who does want it. We had a little trouble working out 

how to stimulate the growth of the womb and the cord to attach to the baby when it comes in 

to the new mother, but we’ve worked out a way of doing it now and we’ll be able to open up a 

new wing on the medical centre.’ 

‘Soph, darling, couldn’t you just persuade the girls that they do want the baby, and support 

them so that they are able to keep it? It seems – an infringement of their bodies.’ 

‘I know it’s a religious thing for you, darling, but honestly lots of people here don’t see it 

that way. We’ve been losing a lot of completely healthy babies because their mothers change 

their minds and don’t want them, and this way we can stop them being killed.’ 

Greh felt slightly sick at the thought, and shook back his hair in an effort to clear away the 

feeling. ‘OK, darling. It’s your work – the Priestess is supporting you, so do what you think’s 

best.’ 

‘I do.’ She grinned provocatively at him. ‘Darling, it’s going wonderfully. I’m so happy! 

I’m so sorry I couldn’t stay with you on Trer and I miss you a lot, but Greg has been so 

supportive and I’m really glad when you can come over.’ She smiled sweetly, and added: 

‘Are you coming tonight?’ 

‘If I may.’ 

‘Greg’s out at a Police Association meeting, so he won’t be around to feel jealous.’ Her 

provocative smile widened. ‘We’ll have a lovely time, darling.’ 

They did have a lovely time, and Greh left Sophie as much in love with her as ever, but 

very much aware that, as his mum had said, her work as priestess now came first for her and 

everything else, even her children, had to come second. He stayed long enough the following 

morning to walk to school with Neil and his nurse, one of the acolytes attached to the Temple 

– Sophie was too busy to walk with her son to school, and Greg was on duty. Neil said to 

Greh as they said goodbye at the school gates: ‘I hope you come back soon, because Sylvie is 

driving me mad, and no one seems to care.’ 

‘Try to keep Sylvie quiet,’ Greh said to the acolyte, who looked shocked and said, ‘of 

course I will, lord.’ 

The result of this was that Greh suggested to Sophie that Neil should be allowed to go and 

visit his grandparents at weekends and in the evenings, and eventually a system was worked 

out whereby two or three evenings a week David would pick his grandson up on his way 

home from work and take him home for the evening meal, bringing him back at bedtime. This 

made Neil feel slightly less neglected, although he continued to resent Sylvie. He felt better 

when his mum told him that another baby was coming, ‘a baby brother for you,’ and when 

Damien was born he felt that he had an ally at last. So now Sylvie felt outnumbered, and 

became querulous and even more difficult. The fact that his tall dad, ‘My proper dad,’ as Neil 

called Greh, was also Damien’s ‘proper dad,’ was also a big plus in Neil’s opinion. Sylvie had 
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only one dad, ‘my dark dad,’ and he wasn’t nearly as good a dad as the golden-haired godlike 

figure who turned up most days to meet them out of school. Of course they didn’t see him for 

long each day because he had to live on another planet, ‘Because he’s vice-president of the 

galaxy,’ Neil told his friends, but at least they did see him; when things were difficult at the 

police station they hardly saw their dark dad at all, and their mother always seemed to be 

working in the Temple. The children all agreed on one thing: they hated the Temple, where 

they had to behave themselves and which was always full of strangers and which their mother 

seemed to love more than she loved them. 

When Damien commented on this to their ‘proper’ dad, he looked rather bothered and said, 

‘Yes, I’m sorry to say she loves it more than anything.’ 

‘Even you?’ prompted Damien. 

‘Even me.’ 

‘You ought to tell her off! You ought to have her arrested! You rule people, don’t you!’ 

‘Yes, but – I’ll have a word with her.’ 

Sophie just laughed it off. ‘They’re just being demanding. It’s a difficult time for them at 

school. Are you staying tonight, darling? Greg’s on late shift.’ 

So Greh stayed, and he and Sophie made love very passionately, and he knew he loved her 

as much as ever and was pretty certain that she had almost completely lost interest in him. 

Damien was right: she only loved her Temple. 

‘I blame you, duck,’ his mum said. ‘It was you who took her to Trer and introduced her to 

that Priestess woman.’ 

‘I didn’t take her, Mum. She took herself. And the Priestess introduced herself – I didn’t 

have anything to do with it.’ 

His mum sniffed, as if she didn’t believe him. ‘And what’s this I hear about you and Elma 

Strickland?’ 

‘Elma? She’s the President’s personal secretary.’ 

‘I hear she’s had your child.’ 

‘Not mine, Mum. Faroan’s.’ 

‘I heard it was yours. Are you going to marry her?’ 

‘We are pretty much married, Mum.’ 

‘I didn’t get invited to the wedding.’ 

‘I didn’t invite anyone. The Imperials just make vows together over the Flame, like the 

naming ceremonies.’ 

‘So did you make vows with Elma Strickland?’ 

Greh sighed. He hadn’t, and how could he explain to his mother that he and Elma lived 

together, and shared each other with Faroan? So he just said: ‘Yes, Mum. It was a few years 

ago now. We didn’t make a big fuss about it.’ 

His mother looked him up and down. ‘I don’t believe a word of it. I’m ashamed of you, 

Graham. I never thought you’d treat a girl like that.’ 

‘OK, Mum.’ He got up from the sofa. ‘If that’s how you feel, I’ll be on my way for now. 

Shall I call in next week?’ 

‘I’ll think about it.’ She wasn’t looking at him, so he bent and kissed her forehead, and let 

himself out. 
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9. Counting the Cost 

 

‘I wonder. Was it all worth it, do you think?’ 

Aoan propped up her head on her hand and looked up at Greh. They were sitting in the 

gardens of the government palace in Trer City. The sun was shining warmly – such a 

welcome change, she thought: clearly the Priestess’s birds and their web of peace were finally 

having some effect – and the whole of Greh’s ‘household’ had come outside to enjoy the 

summer evening. 

Lilah was playing with young Mark, a guessing game which involved him trying to read 

her mind, and then her trying to read his. Lilah, of course, could always read Mark’s mind, 

but Mark was getting better at guessing Lilah’s thoughts. Tuerin was watching over Cathy 

and Oroan, who were tending a small patch of garden that they had been allowed to plant with 

flowers. Cathy was showing her mother’s independence of mind by growing fly-catching 

plants; Oroan was growing marigolds. Errehn was watching Lilah and chatting to his niece 

Tuerin. Mark’s mum and dad, Anne and Rag, were sitting on the other side of the garden pool 

under a tree, giggling and cuddling and fooling about, as lovers do. (Anne will be pregnant 

again soon, thought Aoan as she watched them.) Memnon was dosing in the sun , stretched 

out on the grass on her back with limbs spread out, like a large and very furry teddy bear 

(thought Greh) but with a pointed nose and long tail. Even Ray and Carl had left their 

respective offices in the Strategic Planning Unit early and had come to talk to Memnon, but 

were now sunbathing beside her on the grass. Memnon’s brother Ipse and some of her cousins 

and friends were padding in the garden pool, flicking water over each other with their tails 

and jumping about in glee. Elma was dozing with her head on Greh’s shoulder, and Greh was 

sitting upright, knees bent up and arms about them, looking out across the garden. His aura 

was yellowish, Aoan noted. Come to that, it usually was yellowish, but she put that down to 

his being stressed – was he still stressed, even now? 

‘What do you mean?’ she asked. 

‘This,’ said Greh, waving an arm around to encompass the whole scene about them. ‘It’s so 

peaceful and calm.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Was it worth it? Is this what we were fighting for?’ 

Aoan considered. ‘The Empire is restored – so, yes.’ 

‘I know,’ Greh retorted. ‘I didn’t expect to restore it quite like this.’ 

‘You thought we’d have to fight our way over the President’s threshold? But we couldn’t. 

We never had enough warriors or ships or firepower to take the Empire by force.’ 

‘You took it by subtlety,’ said Memnon, rolling on to her stomach and looking up at them, 

whiskers twirling. ‘You tricked, seduced and enticed your enemies and persuaded them to let 

you in.’ 

Greh shook back his golden hair. ‘Faroan’s with Leel now,’ he said, sourly, ‘I guess he’s 

well in.’ 

‘Greh!’ Aoan chided him. ‘Are you jealous?’ 

‘No. But Leel was Rose’s dear friend – it’s difficult watching her with someone else.’ Greh 

shook his hair again, so that it fell forward over his face. 

‘You know we can’t do anything about Faroan,’ said Elma sleepily, from his shoulder, ‘so 

there’s no point in fretting.’ 

‘I know.’ A heavy sigh. ‘I just think – Elma, did you expect this? This peaceful tedium of 

government? Or did you expect to be flying through the stars in a pirate’s star dancer?’ 

She sat up and looked him in the face. ‘I didn’t know. I just wanted to be with you, 

darling.’ 
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‘We set out to fight the Federation, and we won – but I never thought beyond that. I looked 

forward to the victory, but I never thought about the millennia of responsibility that would 

follow it.’ Another sigh. ‘Aoan, did you?’ 

‘Me? I’m not a governor. You know that. I’m a general. I start wars and I fight them – I 

don’t think about what to do after I’ve won.’ 

‘Perhaps you don’t expect to win,’ said Elma, with a grin. 

Aoan flashed her a brilliant, seductive smile. ‘I can always return for a second attempt,’ 

she retorted, and Elma blushed crimson. 

‘Everyone’s so happy – everyone seems to have what they want, even the Assembly is 

happy. You know, today the member for Houdain stood up and congratulated me on my 

beneficent government? And everyone applauded! And I sat there and thought: but I never 

wanted to be a beneficent government. I wanted to be a spaceship engineer, and then I was a 

freedom fighter, and a pirate – and now I have to govern the Empire. And government’s not 

fun. Power isn’t a game – it’s boring. Everyone says I’ve freed them from the stranglehold of 

Federal bureaucracy – but if I’ve freed them, it’s been at the cost of my own freedom. Aoan, 

do you ever think about running away?’ 

Aoan, Elma and Memnon regarded him with sympathy; Ray and Carl woke up and 

regarded him with suspicion. 

‘This is no time to be running away,’ said Ray. ‘Not now we’ve got everything on an even 

footing.’ 

‘Have you been to see any of your criminals recently, darling?’ asked Aoan gently. 

‘Not really. I don’t have time.’ 

‘I think you need to get out more. Memnon can go and sit in the Assembly for a couple of 

days.’ Aoan flashed a grin at Memnon, who waved her tail, put back her ears and said, 

‘Gladly, lord.’ 

‘Take Elma with you. She needs to get out with you.’ 

Elma pulled a face. ‘I don’t think I fancy any of your clubs,’ she said to Gray. ‘Faroan’s 

been telling me about Sarah, and I don’t think we’d get on too well. But we could tour some 

of the planets. You’ve never been round the Federation – I mean the Empire – as vice-

president. Leel could come too, if she likes. I’m sure people would like to meet you both in 

the flesh. And we could see some of the places we deal with every day in government, and 

that would help us make decisions.’ 

‘Are you suggesting we take the children, darling?’ asked Greh. 

‘We could do it in short trips. So Cathy and Oroan could come with us for one trip, and 

Lilah and Mark for another. It would be a good idea for Mark to come, because he’ll keep 

Lilah quiet, and I know Anne and Rag love travelling about.’ 

Greh considered. It would not be the same as his first travels about the Federation, when he 

was young, carefree and foot-loose, but it would be a welcome change and it would please the 

people. And, despite his claims of boredom, he did love making his people happy. 

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Let’s do it. I’ll talk to Leel – when I can get Faroan away from her.’ 

 

Leel, however, although she approved the concept of an official tour, decided not to go with 

her vice-president. There was no point, she said, in their both being away from the heart of 

government together. If Gray went, he could introduce himself to the people as her successor, 

and impress them with his commitment to peace, fair government and justice for all, so that 

when he came to take over from her, he would be accepted without question. 

Faroan stayed on Trer with Leel, because – he said – he did not want to undermine or 

compete with Greh; but Greh knew it was because he was enjoying winding his way into 

Leel’s affections. Elma stayed with Faroan for part of the tour, and accompanied Greh for part 

of it, with Oroan and Cathy. Likewise, Aoan and Memnon took it in turns to travel with Greh 
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or stay on Trer and supervise the Federal Assembly. Errehn came for part of the tour, with 

Lilah. Lilah insisted that Mark, Anne and Rag came along with her, so that she could ‘look 

after Mark,’ as she put it. Greh had his piratical escort with him for the whole of the tour; they 

were particularly pleased with themselves for sticking by their Lady Hyunnah throughout, 

while all of his usual companions came and went. Greh slept with them more frequently than 

he had recently, and felt better for it. 

The tour took a standard year in all, visiting more planets than Greh had previously 

realised existed. He slipped away through time and space to visit other loved ones throughout 

the tour, but he spent most of his time meeting his subjects and learning what their priorities 

were – and trying to think how best to meet them. He also reported back regularly to Trer, and 

government policy was adjusted in response to what he encountered, from farming subsidies 

to educational policies. The tour finally ended on Teren, where Greh made a formal visit to 

his spaceship development plant and had a long talk with Andrewes about current 

developments and future policies. He then went over to the archaeological dig, to see Aimee 

and Mike, and to bring Andy up to date with his activities. 

He found that Errehn was already there, having come across to Teren to meet him. He’d 

brought Lilah, who was chatting up the archaeology students and charming them into letting 

her do anything she liked, such as try out digging with their trowels, do chemical tests in the 

lab hut, and light the gas on the kitchen stove by producing a spark from her finger – 

fortunately she managed to do the last without blowing up the kitchen hut. Errehn greeted 

Greh enthusiastically with a hug and kiss, but Greh noted that Aimee was slightly distracted. 

However, Mike had plenty to say about the progress of excavation into the wood to the west 

of the Temple site, and Priestess Nayhn wanted to talk to him about allowing pilgrims into 

more of the old Temple complex, so Greh didn’t have time to ask Aimee what was wrong. 

While he was talking to Nayhn, Lilah came wandering down the site, weaving a daisy 

chain about her fingers. Greh was sitting on the grass at the foot of the Flame’s pedestal, 

while Nayhn stood nearby. The whole of this end of the site had been thoroughly cleared 

down to the original, paved ground level, and made safe so that pilgrims could come and go 

without having to clamber up and down a slope into a trench as had been the case when Greh 

and Nayhn had first come to Teren. Nayhn was telling Greh about the pilgrims who were 

coming regularly from Trer and other planets, ‘Not just our own people, but also the children 

– they say the Flame makes them feel stronger’ – when Greh became aware of his/her lovely 

daughter, standing just outside his direct line of sight. 

He flicked out his hair to find out what she was doing – Lilah could never be trusted to 

keep out of trouble – and realised that she was nursing some information which was troubling 

her. He flicked a thought to her to come and tell him what was wrong, but Lilah refused to 

budge – she always wanted a person’s full attention, not just a mental nod. 

‘Lady, excuse me a moment,’ he said to Nayhn, and looked towards his daughter. ‘Lilah! 

Do come over here and say hello to Lady Nayhn.’ 

Lilah smiled, that lovely smile which would certainly shatter hearts when she was older, 

and ran with open arms into Nayhn’s embrace, kissing her charmingly on the cheek. She 

smiled happily as Nayhn said, ‘Greetings, my beautiful Princess. How lovely you look this 

morning.’ 

‘Thank you,’ said Lilah, in that sweet voice which already made hearts tremble with 

happiness, ‘I’m so happy to be here with you, Lady Nayhn.’ 

Greh related wryly that Lilah had probably forgotten the Priestess’s name, but had simply 

lifted it from her mind when she needed it. 

‘Would you like to look into the Flame? Are you learning how to read it?’ Nayhn, still 

holding Lilah in her arms, turned so that the little girl could look into the rushing blue 
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brightness, but Lilah shook her head, letting her hair rise up around her head like a halo. 

‘Please read it for me, lady.’ 

Nayhn laughed. ‘It says that it’s good that you are here. Aren’t you going to be a priestess 

when you grow up?’ 

‘No, I’m going to help Mummy to rule the Empire.’ Lilah gave her mother a sweet smile, 

with just a hint of satisfaction in it. 

‘Yes, darling,’ said Greh sweetly. ‘You’re already excellent at reading auras.’ 

‘Are you?’ Nayhn rose to the bait at once. ‘What can you read, sweetness?’ she asked 

Lilah. 

Lilah looked at her, then her mother, then Nayhn. ‘Miss Aimee Neasden isn’t very happy,’ 

she said. ‘My Daddy has been talking to her, trying to make her happy, but now she’s even 

less happy.’ 

Greh’s hair sparked and fluffed out around his head. Lilah pretended that she hadn’t 

noticed, and continued: ‘Daddy says that he has to talk to her, because Mummy doesn’t have 

time, but Aimee Neasden says that she isn’t Daddy’s pet.’ 

I’m sure that she didn’t use the word ‘pet’, thought Greh, but that’s beside the point. 

‘When was this?’ he asked, a little too sharply. 

Both Nayhn and Lilah noted the sharpness. ‘This morning, before you arrived, Mummy,’ 

said Lilah. ‘Daddy told me not to tell you, so I haven’t. I told Lady Nayhn, and you 

overheard.’ 

Typical of Lilah, thought Greh, jumping to his feet. ‘Thank you, duck,’ he said, pausing to 

kiss her forehead, and then running off down the camp. 

‘That was very clever, sweetness,’ said Nayhn, smiling at Lilah. 

Lilah smiled back at her triumphantly. ‘I’m always clever,’ she said. 

Greh ran down to Aimee’s caravan. He could feel her energy field inside – she was 

agitated – and he could sense Errehn also – he was with her. He knocked quickly on the door 

and went inside. 

Aimee was sitting on her bed, and Errehn was sitting on the floor in front of her. His hair 

was just sinking back on to his shoulders – he had obviously been radiating energy, and to 

judge from Aimee’s mental state, he had been trying to mind-turn her. Aimee jumped to her 

feet the moment she saw Greh, and threw herself at him; he caught her in his arms and held 

her tight. 

‘Gray! Keep this mind-turner off me!’ 

Greh looked over Aimee’s shoulder at Errehn and demanded, ‘What have you been doing 

to my lover?’ 

‘You haven’t been looking after her,’ retorted Errehn. ‘You have a duty to look after your 

thralls, and you haven’t. You’ve left Aimee alone – she’s been longing for you – I’m your 

partner, so it’s my duty to look after her if you won’t.’ 

‘Mike’s my lover too. Are you also after him?’ 

Errehn looked a little abashed. ‘I’ve always preferred Aimee. You know that.’ 

‘Just because I’m not here all the time! Did she invite you?’ 

‘No. But I felt her longing.’ 

‘That was for me, not for you.’ 

‘I thought it might be for me, too.’ 

‘It wasn’t.’ 

‘If you don’t mind,’ said Aimee, faintly, ‘I can answer for myself, darling.’ 

Greh let go of her, and she turned to face Errehn. ‘I’ve told you, Errehn, you’re a really 

nice person, and I do like you a lot, but I’m not for you. I’m for Gray.’ 

‘But I’m his partner, so it’s the same thing.’ 

‘No, it isn’t. Perhaps it is for you, but it isn’t for me.’ 
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‘But you’re really lonely, and so am I, and I thought we should get together.’ 

‘And I said no.’ 

‘But you know he’ll never spend time with you. He has so many lovers. So you and I could 

be really happy together.’ 

‘I told you, no.’ 

‘But I can make you happy. If you’ll just let me.’ 

Greh decided to intervene. ‘Errehn, I’ve told you before. You have to let humans decide 

for themselves. And Aimee says no.’ 

‘But she’s silly. I could make her very happy, just as well as you, and she’s missing you, 

and I know you’re not going to come back—‘ 

‘Hello, Aimee,’ said a voice from behind them. ‘Don’t listen to my daddy. Would you like 

to come and play with me instead?’ 

Aimee and Greh turned, and saw Lilah standing behind them: three foot six of golden hair, 

big dark eyes, long graceful limbs and the sweetest smile imaginable. Aimee managed to 

cough, then found herself held rigid in that beautiful, entrancing gaze. 

‘Yes,’ she said faintly. ‘I’d love that.’ 

 

It was some hours later, when Greh had packed Errehn and Lilah off back home to Trer on 

Errehn’s stardancer, that Greh finally got a chance to talk to Aimee again. 

‘I hope Lilah treated you well,’ he said. 

‘She was completely charming.’ Aimee managed a smile. ‘She just told me what to do, and 

I did it. And all the time I felt as if it was the thing I’d always wanted to do best in the world.’ 

She shook her head ruefully. ‘Greh, how does she do it? She’s much worse than you.’ 

‘I know.’ (A wry smile.) ‘She does it to me, too.’ 

‘She’s going to be an absolute tyrant! No one will be able to stand up to her! She could 

take over the Empire!’ 

‘Probably not – it would be too much like work, and Lilah doesn’t like working. No, she’ll 

just use it to charm everyone into making her life comfortable. I’ll send her to govern the 

most obstructive and difficult sector in the Empire, and she’ll charm them into being peaceful 

taxpaying citizens.’ 

‘Is she what the old Empire was like? Was the governor in the Lo Man Swee like that?’ 

‘I think Lilah’s much worse than anything in the Lo Man Swee.’ 

‘What does the President think of her?’ 

‘She says that she’s a manipulative little minx, who’ll be an enormous help in 

government.’ 

‘But Lilah is exactly what the Great War set out to destroy!’ 

‘Ah, but now we have Marys running the government. And Lilah can’t seduce Marys.’ 

‘Are you sure? Your daughter could seduce a black hole in space.’ 

Greh hugged her to him. ‘Has Lilah left you totally traumatised, or do you have any 

affection left for me?’ 

She smiled wanly at him. ‘I think I might manage some affection for you, darling.’ A 

pause. ‘There’s just one thing. Why didn’t Lilah go after Mike?’ 

Greh grinned. ‘Mike’s too hard a nut even for Lilah to crack!’ He sobered, and looked 

Aimee in the eye. ‘I think Lilah’s responding to your longing for me, darling. I know Errehn’s 

right – I should look after you better. Would you rather have a lover who comes to see you 

more regularly?’ 

‘NO!’ Aimee was angry. ‘You know I only want you.’ 

‘But you’ve always refused to marry me, darling. You could have someone else.’ He took 

a deep breath – this was going to hurt him, but it had to be said. ‘I can release you, darling. 

I’ll let you love someone else.’ 
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She made a rude noise. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You know it isn’t your mind-twisting that 

makes me love you. I loved you before I ever met you. And anyway we are married, pretty 

much.’ 

‘We’re not – you won’t have me.’ 

‘What do you think we’re doing now?’ 

He looked at himself, and at her. ‘I’m hugging you. I’m about to make love to you. What 

do you mean, darling?’ 

‘And how often do we do this?’ 

‘About once a week, darling. Whenever you call me.’ 

‘And how long have we been doing this, once a week?’ 

‘About twenty-five years. A bit longer. I’m not sure.’ 

‘I’d say that’s as good as marriage,’ his beloved told him firmly, and kissed his nose, so 

that he went cross-eyed looking at her. ‘You’re just making difficulties, as usual.’ 

‘I’m married to Sophie,’ he reminded her. ‘I married her because you wouldn’t marry me.’ 

‘You’re not. You hardly ever see her.’ Aimee gave him a triumphant grin. ‘I knew she was 

a waste of time! You see much more of me than you do of her.’ 

‘Yes, OK.’ He smiled and shook his head at her. ‘You win, darling. Can I make love to 

you now?’ 

‘Go ahead. What are you waiting for?’ 

He could have said: ‘For you to stop arguing,’ but he knew when to give in and get on with 

kissing her. However, when he made love to Aimee he discovered that Lilah had been 

interfering with her electro-magnetic field, and decided to have a word with her when he got 

back to Trer. 

It was the following morning, over breakfast, that he broached the subject. ‘Lilah, what did 

you do with Aimee yesterday? I think you wore her out.’ 

The golden vision of loveliness shrugged. ‘I was just amusing her, Mummy. I know you 

don’t have time, and pets need to be looked after.’ 

‘Daddy says they need lots of attention,’ put in Oroan, from his seat on a cushion on the 

other side of the table. Meals were eaten seated on floor cushions around a low table – this 

suited all races except humans, so that humans just had to put up with it. 

‘And my Mummy says he works too hard at it,’ Cathie added, giving her half-brother a 

critical look. 

‘I think you did a bit too much, duck,’ said Greh to Lilah. 

Lilah put down the piece of flat bread that she was eating and looked her mother straight in 

the eye. ‘Don’t be silly, Mummy. You know Aimee was unhappy, and you’ve been worried 

because you can’t get to her enough.’ 

Was it really so obvious? wondered Greh. 

‘Yes, it is. And I can go over to see her every day after school quite easily and look after 

her for you. So you don’t need to worry.’ 

Greh’s hair sparkled in surprise. ‘It’s a long way to Teren, duck. It’s too far for you to 

transfer.’ 

‘No, it isn’t,’ interrupted Oroan. ‘Lilah’s gone further than that.’ 

‘She took us to Taratradene to see the red mountains,’ said Cathy. 

Greh’s aura lurched in shock. ‘Is this true, duck?’ she asked her daughter. 

‘Oh yes. Don’t worry, Mummy. I’ve had lots of practice.’ She smiled at Greh happily. ‘I’ll 

take you over before school, if you like.’ 

Greh considered her daughter carefully, and then said, ‘Yes, OK. Let’s do that.’ 

So after breakfast, while Oroan and Cathy got ready to go off to school, Lilah took her 

mother’s hand and stepped her into the void and out of it. Greh, half expecting to have to pull 



 458 

her daughter out of the void, was surprised, pleased and a little abashed to find herself on 

Teren, outside Aimee’s lab hut. 

‘Come on, Mummy,’ said Lilah, pushing the door into the hut open – and Greh, open-

mouthed with surprise at her daughter’s abilities, followed without comment. Lilah stepped 

into the hut, saying, ‘Hello, Aimee!’ and jumping into Aimee’s arms; and Greh was left 

standing on the threshold, watching in amazement as her daughter hugged Aimee Neasden, 

then hugged several of the students in the hut, then jumped up on to a lab stool and said, 

‘Show me what you’re doing,’ and watched as the students and Aimee ran around fetching 

things to show her. 

Greh sat down on the floor in a corner to watch. Lilah was clearly in fine form – the 

humans were running round like her devoted slaves – and her mother was relegated to the role 

of observer. Lily White, passing by Greh, remarked, ‘Your daughter’s lovely, isn’t she?’ and 

Greh could only respond, ‘Yes.’ I don’t have a role in this performance, she thought to 

herself; this is Lilah’s show, and she’s doing it to show me what she can do. 

As Aimee and her students fussed around the beautiful child, putting things in front of her 

and showing her what they were doing, the door to the hut opened again and Andy 

Hagenmuller came in. Accustomed to Andy’s inability to show emotion, Greh expected Andy 

to greet Lilah formally and then get on with his work; but Lilah turned and gave Andy an 

enormous smile of welcome, and a cry of: ‘Andy! Come and hug me,’ – with her lovely arms 

held out to him. Greh watched as Andy obeyed, hugging her as instructed, kissing her on the 

cheek, bending over her to see what she was doing, talking to her as her devoted slave. Lilah 

said, ‘Are you going to have a picture of me in your journal, Andy? You promised I could be 

in your journal,’ and Andy said, ‘Absolutely! You’ll be there,’ and kissed her on the cheek. 

Greh looked at Andy’s electro-magnetic field, or aura, and saw total devotion there. Lilah’s 

aura showed genuine affection and caring. She’ll be a good dragon-lord, she thought: she 

really does care about her ‘pets’, even though she regards them as lesser beings than Rhuaans. 

Dear Andy, I could never seduce him, and even Aoan has got no further than a respectful 

‘Thank-you, ma’am!’ But he’s all over Lilah. Lilah has got through his defences. 

The next few years are going to be quite interesting. Lilah’s already shown leadership 

quality, and now she’s showing caring concern for the ‘children’. As long as I can stop her 

leading the less able Rhuaans astray, she has a fine future ahead of her. And I can stop 

worrying about Aimee – if I can’t get to her, Lilah will look after her for me. 

 

This was the beginning of a new trend in Imperial propaganda. Until now, Andy had supplied 

the fan journals with images and news about Greh, Aoan and Faroan, and to a far lesser 

degree about the Priestess on Thorion and her acolytes. There would be a small amount of 

information about government policy – such as the Priestess’s success in improving 

environmental conditions on Trer – but the emphasis was on the beautiful Imperials and their 

personalities. But now the children began to make their appearance, with short news items 

about Lilah, Oroan and Cathie, and then information about Greh’s older children: Rehn and 

Horlerh’s children on Trer, and Anja’s children on Gustu. There were pictures of the young 

ones at school, taking part in sport and in activities at home, and the older ones at work. Greh 

persuaded Andy not to include anything about Sophie’s children, as in public he liked to let 

Greg take responsibility for them – it saved another row with his mother. But Lilah, Oroan 

and Cathie appeared frequently, and to judge from readers’ responses it was clear that they 

loved to see the children and expected to see them when Greh appeared in public. 

So Greh began to take them out with him/her when he went out on official duties. They 

would come into the Federal Assembly and sit watching events, at least for part of 

proceedings. They even went out by themselves to functions of interest to children, such as 

the opening of a new care centre for Mary babies on Trer, and a new school for all races on 
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the nearby planet of Benne. Lilah absolutely loved these occasions: she was always presented 

with a large bunch of flowers, and she would smile beautifully at the crowd, radiating joy, so 

that everyone who saw her was happy with her. Oroan found these occasions boring, but he 

went because his mum asked him to go and he knew it was part of his official duties as her 

son. Cathie went because her mum and dads asked her to go, and because she was going to be 

a priestess when she grew up and so this, she told herself, was part of her training. Sometimes 

the pushy crowds drove her mad with frustration, but she would practise deep breathing and 

centring herself and concentrating on silence in her heart. 

The one place they did not go was Earth, because Gray wasn’t anxious to draw his 

mother’s attention to his relationship with Elma and with Faroan. His mother knew about 

Anja, and she knew that Anja was still alive, so she assumed that he must have left Anja for 

Elma, and commented from time to time that she had heard that Gray was still living with 

Elma and that he should either marry her or go back to Anja. Gray would try to reassure her 

and kept his visits short. However, he went regularly to see Sophie and their children, and 

also to see Mick, who needed plenty of attention to keep him happy – Mick had never settled 

as president of Earth and still hated the job, and Gray was wondering which of his 

subordinates he could promote to replace him. Sophie was always very happy to see her 

husband and always asked him to stop overnight, and talked incessantly about her plans for 

Earth. She still loved her job as priestess of Earth more than anything else, including Greg and 

the children. Gray and Greg tried to avoid each other, but occasionally they met by accident, 

and then they would scowl at each other and exchange monosyllables. 

Neil and Damien were very happy to see ‘their tall dad’ whenever he came to pick them up 

from school. They would ask him why he couldn’t tell their mum to be at home more, or – 

failing that – why he couldn’t take them to live in his big palace on the other side of the 

galaxy. ‘Our teacher was telling us about it,’ said Damien one afternoon. ‘She says it’s made 

of platinum, and it glows in the dark!’ 

Gray smiled lovingly at his youngest son. ‘Not really, duck,’ he said. 

‘But can we come and see it?’ 

‘One day, when you’re older.’ 

‘Why can’t we come now?’ 

‘You need to work at your school work.’ 

The boys grumbled, but accepted this, as their mum and ‘other dad’ were always on at 

them about school work too. Behind them as they walked home from school, trailing along at 

the back, was their sister Sylvie, Greg’s daughter, dreamy and ‘only half there’ as Neil put it. 

She knew that Gray wasn’t her dad and never spoke to him, confining herself to nodding or 

shaking her head when addressed. Gray, who still felt guilty that he hadn’t contributed to 

Sylvie’s conception, tried to make a connection with her, but found it impossible to get past 

her mental barriers. Sylvie was chronically shy, and absolutely terrified of any adult beyond 

her mum and dad. 

‘Why can’t you bring our cousins to visit us here?’ demanded Neil. 

‘They have to get on with their school work, too.’ 

‘What’s their school like?’ asked Damien. 

‘Very like yours, but most of the children there are Imperials like me, or Gustu, or Marys.’ 

‘Does Mark go there too?’ asked Neil. He had learned somehow – Gray didn’t know who 

had told him – about Anne’s son Mark and that he had two human parents. 

‘Yes. Lilah helps him with his lessons.’ 

‘Like a big sister! I don’t want a big sister,’ jeered Neil. 

Gray felt Sylvie’s wince, and wished he could do something to help the child. She was so 

frail inside, and so unhappy, as if she knew she had missed out on the strength that her two 

brothers received from their ‘tall dad’. 
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When they got back to the children’s home, Sophie was there with a group of her acolytes, 

holding some sort of ‘Temple support’ meeting. She jumped up to greet Greh with a warm 

embrace, said: ‘Darling! How lovely! Are you staying this evening? Greg will be late back,’ 

and she shoo’ed the children upstairs ‘to do your homework.’ Then she ushered Greh into the 

lounge, where the acolytes were seated on the floor in a circle, meditating on the sphere of life 

‘or whatever it is they do,’ thought Greh, irritated by the presence of this group when he 

would have preferred to talk to his beloved in peace. ‘This is Lord Greh, my husband,’ Sophie 

was saying to the group, ‘and he’ll help us set up the ring of light – won’t you, darling?’ 

He blinked at her. ‘I don’t know anything about this, darling.’ 

‘I’ll explain later. We’ve got everything ready; it only needs us to set the spark. We’re 

going to have a big launch at the Temple next week. I thought you could come, and bring the 

children with you – it would be good for them to take part.’ 

‘All of them?’ Why did his wife’s enthusiasm so often make him feel worn out? 

‘Yes, why not? Cathie’s going to be a priestess, isn’t she? – so it will be good practice for 

her. And I’m sure that Lilah and Oroan would like to meet the rest of the family.’ 

‘I expect that Anne and Elma would like to come, too.’ 

‘Oh, yes, do bring them! They can take the children to see their grandparents afterwards. It 

will be lovely, darling.’ She put an arm around his waist and looked up into his face, her own 

face aglow with happiness. ‘Darling – you’re looking pale again. Sit down, and we’ll weave 

you some peace.’ She urged him to sit in the middle of the circle, and joined her acolytes at 

the edge of it, linking hands and letting her hair rise up to join the mesh of their hair, arching 

over him. 

Why do I resent this? Why shouldn’t my wife try to make me relax? But Greh felt that he 

would rather have been alone with Sophie, just the two of them … then the cool pressure of 

their ‘web of peace’ settled over him, wiping out his anxious thoughts, at least for a while. 

That evening, while Greg worked on late shift, Sophie sent the children off to bed early, 

and took Greh to her bedroom to romp and play and make love; and Greh knew that he loved 

her and longed for her as much as ever, and that she was thinking about her Temple most of 

the time she was with him. He asked her about the ‘ring of peace’, and she explained it – her 

plan to reduce crime and violence on Earth – and when he said: ‘But, darling, I control most 

of the crime anyway, and you’ll reduce human ingenuity and independent thought,’ she just 

said, ‘This will be much better, darling. Now, lie down, and I’ll massage you – you’re looking 

so tired.’ 

‘I miss you a lot, darling,’ he said, lying back as instructed and closing his eyes. 

‘I miss you too, darling. But I’m so busy here – don’t frown, just relax’ – and as she 

massaged him, he felt the cool cloud of peace settle over him again. Oh, Sophie, I don’t want 

peace – I just want you … 

He left the house before Greg was due back, and went for a walk down the familiar streets 

in the cool night air, hoping to clear his head. Turning a corner, he saw Greg walking towards 

him, hands in pockets, shoulders slouched tiredly. Greh hesitated, expecting Greg to react 

aggressively when he saw him, but the human just nodded at him as he approached. 

‘Is Soph OK?’ he asked. 

‘She was when I left her.’ 

‘Still fussing over her ring of peace?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘She’s trying to do us both out of a job,’ said Greg, halting a few paces from Greh. 

‘That’s true. Should we fix up a bit of crime and violence, just to annoy her?’ 

Greg laughed shortly. ‘She’d see through it,’ he said, ‘and lecture us on the crime of 

rebellion.’ 

Greh nodded. ‘I’ll see you at the ring launch next week,’ he said. 
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‘See you there,’ said Greg, and walked on past him. 

Greh continued on his way. We’re two males who both love Sophie, he thought, and who 

sometimes wish we didn’t. 

 

The following week Greh got his children together, and his partners on Trer, and transported 

most of them to Leicester. Memnon said firmly that she and Ipse, and the rest of her Mary 

team, would stay where they were and keep government running: ‘We’re not really interested 

in this peace-weaving, Emron.’ Ray and Carl each assured Greh separately that there was no 

point in their coming: ‘This priestess-y stuff isn’t really for us, Gray,’ ‘It’s not really scientific 

initiative, is it? We’ll get some serious science into it sometime, but there’s a lot else to get 

done first.’ And Errehn, much to Greh’s relief, didn’t want to come, even though Lilah was 

going; he said that he and Rehn were organising their mother’s 400
th

 birthday celebration, but 

Greh knew that he really didn’t want to have to see Sophie. 

Aoan talked Faroan into coming, partly to keep him away from Leel. Elma and Anne were 

coming to Leicester, to support Sophie and to see their own families. All the young children 

would attend. Tuerin decided that she would come as well, to see how Sophie was doing 

things on Earth, and because she had hardly seen Sophie since she left Trer and wanted to 

catch up with her. Horlerh’s daughter Meissen, who had never seen her father until she grew 

up – because Horlerh had turned so thoroughly against Greh during her pregnancy – decided 

that she would come too. She wanted to see her father’s home and meet some of her human 

relatives. 

So it was a large crowd that arrived from Trer at the Temple early on the morning of the 

ceremony. Sophie and her acolytes greeted everyone and sent them to sit in the sun in the 

grassy courtyard/garden around the Temple. The young children ran around, chasing each 

other, while the older ones and adults sat and chatted. Meissen got out her caller and called 

her mum on Trer to let her know she’d arrived safely: ‘It’s fine here, Mum, nice weather, 

sky’s a good shade of blue and they have birds and flowers just like at home.’ This wasn’t 

strictly true, but it would keep her mother happy. Tuerin wandered off to the care centre 

attached to the Temple, and talked her way into a tour of the facilities. Lilah organised a game 

of hide and seek, and the young children scattered to find places to hide. 

In the Temple, Sophie’s own children had accompanied their mum on her instructions, ‘I 

need you to come today, darlings,’ and were now mooching around behind the scenes, utterly 

bored. Sylvie wandered out in to the main hall – her mum had told her to stay out of sight, but 

she was so fed up that she didn’t care. Standing by the blue Flame, she wished bitterly that 

she could get away from Earth and go and live with the ‘tall dad’ that Neil and Damien loved 

so much, or that she and her own dad could go away from this place where her mum seemed 

to care about everyone except them … 

‘Oh!’ said a voice. ‘Who are you?’ 

Sylvie almost jumped out of her skin and spun round. She found herself looking at a 

beautiful figure, probably about Neil’s age but more slender, female and golden-haired and 

with floaty clothes and somehow all glowing and glorious … she realised that she was 

gawping, and closed her mouth with a snap. 

The other seemed to float towards her, golden hair swirling around her head, just like the 

‘tall dad’s’ hair did. She halted a few feet from Sylvie and looked her in the eye – Sylvie felt a 

jolt in her mind, and then the other said: ‘You’re Sylvie! Mummy told me about you. You’re 

so sweet! Come and be my friend’ – and held out both hands to her. Sylvie walked forward at 

once and took them, and felt the whole of existence dissolve around her. 

 

‘Mum, I can’t find Lilah,’ cried Oroan. 

Greh looked down at her son. ‘I thought she was playing hide and seek with you.’ 



 462 

‘She was. She went to hide and she’s vanished. Her aura’s gone. I can’t feel her anywhere.’ 

‘She’s cheating again,’ said Cathie. ‘She’s hidden in the void and she knows we can’t 

follow her there.’ 

‘I tried once and I got stuck and Aoan had to rescue me,’ said Oroan. ‘Lilah does it on 

purpose.’ 

Greh sighed. This was the first she’d heard of that incident – clearly Aoan had thought it 

best to keep it quiet. ‘I’ll go and look for her, duck,’ she said. ‘Back in a moment,’ and she 

reached into the void and let herself slide away … 

Lilah? Lilah, duck, where are you? Oh – there you are. Whom have you got there? What, 

Sylvie? 

She’s really sweet and I’m keeping her. She’s my pet! 

‘She’s not your pet, she’s my step-daughter – you can’t keep her.’ 

‘I want her!’ 

‘Lilah – I know she’s sweet, and you’ve done very well to break her out of her shell, but 

you can’t have her!’ 

‘Shut up, Mummy, I’m keeping her!’ 

There was a short tussle, as of a mother and child over a favourite toy which has to be 

given back to its proper owner, and then both dragons and Sylvie fell out of the void and 

landed on the grass outside the Temple, right in front of Oroan and Cathie. Sylvie cried out 

with shock at being returned so suddenly to physical form and awareness, and then found that 

she was looking into the face of another dragon, but a dark-haired, more handsome dragon. 

‘Hello, Sylvie,’ said Oroan, suddenly shy. 

‘Hello.’ 

‘I’m Oroan. I’m your half-brother.’ 

‘Pleased to meet you.’ 

Shy hands were held out and shaken tentatively. Shy glances met. Cathie giggled. 

‘Why don’t you two go for a walk and get to know each other,’ said Greh quickly. ‘Lilah, 

have you spoken to Sophie yet?’ 

‘No’ (crossly), ‘I didn’t find her – I met Sylvie.’ 

‘I thought you were going to ask her how she does things here?’ 

‘I’d rather talk to Sylvie’ (smouldering anger). 

‘Dad,’ said another voice, ‘have you seen Sylvie? She’s wandered off.’ 

Lilah swung round to rebuke this human who called her mother ‘Dad,’ and then stopped 

short. Cathie and Greh watched with interest as her hair flew out in a golden halo, and her 

mouth dropped open. 

‘You’re Neil,’ she said. 

‘Yes,’ said that boy, puzzled and somewhat startled at being addressed by the most 

beautiful creature he had ever seen. 

‘We must talk’ – and Lilah seized his arms and dragged him away. 

‘Dad! What’s she doing?’ Damien demanded. ‘And why are you laughing?’ – turning to 

Cathie, who was splitting her sides. 

‘Lilah’s made a killing,’ spluttered Cathie. 

‘Damien,’ said his father, in tones of great patience, ‘let me introduce you to your half-

sister Cathie. Cathie, this is Damien. Are you two coming to Sophie’s ceremony? Because I 

think your brothers and sisters have gone.’ 

‘We’d rather not, Dad,’ said Cathie. ‘Are there any nice parks round here we could go and 

play in?’ 

‘Not close by,’ said Damien. ‘There’s a good sweetshop just down the road.’ 

‘Dad, have you got any money?’ asked Cathie. 

‘Yes, duck’—handing her some – ‘try not to rot your teeth. See you both later. Be careful.’ 
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‘Yes, Dad,’ – and they both ran off, leaving Greh alone on the grass outside the Temple. 

As they vanished into the distance, Aoan walked up. 

‘I thought the children were coming to the ceremony?’ she remarked. 

‘So did Sophie.’ 

‘That girl was ever the optimist. She’ll have to manage without them.’ 

Greh looked after Damien and Cathie, and said: ‘I hope they’ll be OK. Cathie doesn’t 

know the Earth at all, and she isn’t very good at mind-twisting or transferring herself out of 

trouble.’ 

‘Faroan’s somewhere around. I think he’s gone to look round the care centre with Tuerin 

and Meissen. He can go and keep an eye on the children.’ 

 

An hour later, the Temple was packed with friends, family and the general public. Sophie had 

arranged herself and her acolytes at the Flame, and her family and their close friends in a 

circle around the Flame, then everyone else behind them. She had complained to Greg and 

Greh, separately and then together, about the children’s absence, and both men had said (in 

very similar tones, noted Aoan with amusement), ‘Yes, duck, I know you wanted them here, 

but they got bored and went off to play. I think you’re better off without them – they’d only 

disrupt proceedings.’ 

Sophie trotted around, chatting to people and gently urging them into the position where 

she wanted them to stand. Greh and Greg found that they were standing together, and moved 

apart as if magnetically repelled. Aoan, noticing this, moved to stand between them before 

Sophie could come and intervene. Greh looked round for Faroan, wondering whether his 

spouse was coming, but Aoan said softly, ‘He’s keeping an eye on the children.’ On Greh’s 

other side, Elma was chatting to Anne. Julie and David stood on the other side of Greg, and 

Julie looked across at her younger brother, mouthing: ‘Was this your idea?’ 

‘No!’ he mouthed back, and she shrugged and looked away, apparently mollified. 

Sophie had got everyone where she wanted them, and now stood by the Flame, raised her 

hands for silence and began to speak, welcoming everyone and explaining what she was 

doing. Greh found that he was watching her rather than listening: his beautiful Sophie, his 

lovely niece. He was proud of her, possessive of her, and unable to reach her. She’d moved 

beyond him – she’d used him as a stepping stone to her true self, and she was happy, and he 

should be happy for her. But like the parent who cannot let a child go, he found that he was 

resentful, hurt and jealous, that he wanted to share her glory with her, and he hated being left 

behind. 

Her favourite story was always Cinderella, he thought. At the end of the story Cinderella 

marries her prince and goes to live in the palace. I never asked what happened next, but of 

course she could never be content with just being a princess – she has to run something, she 

has to be busy, she made princessing into a career and left the prince behind. 

‘I know, it’s hard,’ said a familiar voice, ‘but I did warn you.’ 

Greh blinked: he was not in the Temple, but standing on grass, under trees, in the sunshine. 

He looked to see who was speaking to him, and saw Julie Smythe leaning on a tree trunk 

nearby, watching him. She straightened up and walked towards him. 

‘I told you she’d break your heart,’ she observed. There was some sympathy in her voice, 

but Greh could only think how much she reminded him of his big sister. 

‘Well, she is my great-great-lots of greats granddaughter,’ Julie Smythe said. ‘So what do 

you think of Sophie’s ring of peace?’ 

‘It’ll never work. Humans don’t do peace.’ 

She nodded. ‘Of course they don’t. They’re squabbling children, but this will calm them 

down a bit, and you may be able to settle Volyn.’ 

‘Do I want to?’ 
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‘Because your criminals are making lots of money there? Oh, you do want peace. You 

definitely do. Get out while you’re winning, that’s what I say. And believe me, I’ve had 

plenty of practice.’ 

‘You and your friends.’ 

‘Me and my friends.’ 

He shrugged; there was a kind of menace in her voice, a decided: ‘Don’t mess with the 

gods,’ and he decided not to go there. ‘OK; so I get out of Volyn. Where else can I go?’ 

‘Don’t make me laugh! There are plenty of places where you can make a dishonest pile 

while you try to establish authority. Just always remember to get out while you’re winning.’ 

‘No doubt you’ll be here to remind me.’ 

She shrugged. ‘I might.’ 

He was back in the Temple. Sophie was just finishing her ring of peace; there were strands 

of light criss-crossing the vast hall of the Temple – people had their arms raised, catching the 

strands of light – the acolytes were singing. Greh closed his eyes and wished it was all over. 

‘Let’s go back to Trer,’ came Aoan’s thought. ‘I’ve got some ideas about sector ten. I’m 

sure we can start settling planets there, now we’ve got the surveys done.’ 

‘I’ll get Ray on to it.’ 

‘I got him. And even Errehn’s been useful, for a change. We’ve got some clear surface 

analyses and we can see obvious sites for potential settlement. I’ll show you when we get 

back.’ 

‘You didn’t tell me!’ 

‘You’ve been busy, darling. Let’s have a break when this is over and get away for a while. 

Memnon and her team can look after the Empire. Faroan can take all the children back to Trer 

– they’re getting on so well, and Sophie will be glad not to have to worry about them. We can 

get all of them settled and let Sophie get on with her priestess-ing and you and I can have 

some fun again. Let’s go exploring together, darling.’ 

He opened his eyes and smiled at her. ‘Yes, let’s.’ 

 

When the ceremony was completed, and Sophie’s acolytes were singing a song of peace and 

joy, the crowds trooped out into a light shower of rain – which Sophie assured them would be 

so good for their gardens – and walked over to the care centre for a light buffet meal and some 

speeches by Sophie and her leading acolytes about the great future for Earth as a realm of 

peace. Her family put up with this as long as they could, although – looking around – Greh 

could see that his sisters Susie and Julie were as bored by it all as he was. His mum and Uncle 

Jon wandered off together to find a cup of coffee in a nearby café. Dave and Greg were 

wearing ‘stoical male’ expressions on their faces, which meant that they were only bearing 

this because they adored Sophie and would do almost anything for her. Sophie’s and Greh’s 

children slipped away outside to play. 

When the speeches were over, Tuerin and Meissen managed to corner Sophie and cross-

examine her about her care centre, the systems of care which were used and how she 

integrated the power of the Flame into her palliative regime. Greh walked across the room to 

say ‘Hi’ to Susie, who greeted him with her usual coolness. He could see from her aura that 

she was glad to see him, but didn’t know what to say to her big brother who had grown so 

great, so he just gave her a kiss on the cheek, said, ‘I’m glad to see you’re looking well,’ and 

added: ‘I’m thinking of asking Soph to let her children pay an extended visit to Trer. She 

doesn’t have time to give them the attention they need.’ 

Susie visibly relaxed. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’ve been worrying about them a lot, especially 

Neil. They’ve been displaying increasingly attention-grabbing behaviour, and I’m afraid that 

they’re going to get themselves into trouble. I assume they’ll go to a good school?’ 
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‘There’s a school attached to the government buildings. All the children of government 

employees go there.’ 

She nodded and gave him the nearest thing to a smile he had seen on her face for a long 

time. ‘I think that would be really good, Graham. Do you want me to suggest it?’ 

‘No, I will. You can back me up, sis.’ 

She almost glowed then, as he used the old affectionate term, and said, ‘I think she’s 

finished talking to your daughters.’ Greh could see that Sophie was in fact still talking, but 

that she was obviously bored by the conversation and his two daughters had got as much 

information out of her as they wanted. So, he thought, Susie can read auras – she’s more 

sensitive than I thought. Even as this thought passed through his mind, Susie grabbed his arm 

and steered him in Sophie’s direction, and he heard himself say: ‘Soph – can I have a quick 

word?’ 

She turned to him with a wide smile. ‘Of course, darling.’ 

He came up to her and – quite without thinking – took her into his arms and kissed her. 

‘Darling – I’ve been thinking. You’re so busy, and the children are feeling neglected. Would 

you let them come back to Trer with me? They can see the school there and spend some time 

with the rest of the family.’ 

He felt her disengage herself gently from him and step back a little, as if to emphasise her 

independence of him. ‘I think that would be lovely, darling. Greg’s due some leave – he can 

go with them, to make sure they’re OK.’ 

‘Wouldn’t he rather stay here with you, duck? You can have a second  honeymoon without 

the children.’ 

‘Darling, I’m too busy! Can’t you see?’ She threw out her arms to encompass the care 

centre, the Temple, all her work in Leicester, in Europe, on Earth. ‘He needs a holiday and I 

don’t have time for one. Take him back with you.’ She reached up and kissed his cheek. ‘Now 

I must rush – I have to tour the wards,’ – and she turned on her heel and was gone, a bevy of 

sky-blue clad acolytes after her, leaving him bereft and speechless. 

‘She’s always like that,’ said Susie, patting his arm. ‘I really think she doesn’t care about 

anything except that flame of hers.’ 

‘All priestesses are like that,’ said Faroan, who had come up in time to hear the end of this 

conversation, and put a comforting arm around Greh’s waist. ‘The Flame seems to drain them 

of all true affection. They love everyone, so they don’t really love anyone.’ 

‘I did that to her,’ said Greh faintly. ‘I took her to Trer, and she met the Priestess, and 

that’s what she became.’ 

‘She took herself to Trer,’ said Susie firmly. ‘No-one ever took Sophie anywhere she 

didn’t want to go.’ She looked severely at her brother. ‘She always was a selfish little madam. 

But you always worshipped her. I never could understand why.’ 

Strange, thought Greh: none of the women in my life understand why I love Soph. 

‘We’ll go back to Trer,’ said Faroan gently, ‘and we’ll take the children – and even 

Sophie’s pet Greg, if he wants to come.’ 

Greh had to smile at the idea of Greg being a ‘pet’. ‘Do you want to come too, sis?’ he 

asked Susie. ‘Everyone else is coming.’ 

She shook her head firmly. ‘No, I’m staying here to keep an eye on Sophie and Mum. You 

keep an eye on the children and keep them out of trouble.’ 

Eventually Greh took himself and Aoan back to Trer, while the rest of the party followed 

by ship. Greg was very anxious to come with his children, not trusting the strange ‘Imperials’ 

to look after them. He was hurt at Sophie’s attitude, but over the years he’d grown used to 

being hurt. His children were glad that their ‘other dad’ was coming with them, and the group 

from Trer were very polite and friendly, so he kissed his wife goodbye with a desperate pang 

and sailed off into deep space with them. 
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Did Sophie feel a pang as her husbands and children left her? If she did, it was only 

momentary; she had a planet to care for. And she did care for it, extremely well. Regrettably, 

as Aimee had once pointed out to Greh, caring for so many millions gives a person no time 

for personal relationships. 

But Greh, determined the buck the trend, set off with Aoan into sector ten, to establish 

colonies on the inhabitable planets identified by Ray and Errehn, and so open up new areas 

for exploration and discovery deeper into the galaxy. Faroan remained on Trer with Leel and 

attended the Assembly in Greh’s place, and Memnon led the government team, backed by 

Carl and the rest of the Scientific Initiative Unit. Greh came back regularly to see his loved 

ones and to take his place in the Assembly – so that Faroan could have a rest from it – but he 

spent most of his time on the frontier, facing physical danger from falling rocks and 

inhospitable climates and wildlife, rather than the mental frustrations of running an 

administration. Everyone who saw him said how much better he was looking, and Greh knew 

that he thrived on this life of action. But he, and all his friends, knew that it couldn’t last; it 

was the short period of freedom before he must take up the mantle of supreme office forever. 

*   *   * 

The day will come when President Leel awakes in the morning and sees the sun shining and 

hears the birds singing and decides that it is time to retire and enjoy life a little. She will get 

up and get herself ready and go to her green office and summon her vice president, Graham 

Bradley, and his deputy Memnon, and tell them her decision, and order elections for her 

replacement. And she knows and they know that Gray Bradley will be elected in her place, 

and so he is elected. 

Then Gray Bradley from New Parks, Grehoan the Golden Dragon, will rule the Federation. 

And s/he will go to Thorion with her spouse Faroan, and the Priestess of Thorion will mark 

her forehead with the red dragon of office, and s/he will be emperor with Faroan, alongside 

Faroan and in place of Faroan. And Faroan will support her (him?), but Gray will rule. Aoan 

Sommerer, the ancient general of Gustu, will command the space fleet and the security forces, 

and Gray’s friends, pirates, lovers, criminals and companions will give their help, for it is a 

heavy task to rule this galactic arm, millions of peoples and thousands of planets, even with 

the wise Marys to advise and the courageous Gustu to guard and the love of the humans to 

support. And Gray’s rule will expand outwards across the galaxy, winning planets and 

sending out colonisers, and his rule will last as long as the stars live, for such is his destiny … 
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Author’s note 

 

Dear reader, this is not the end of the stories about Gray Bradley. You will find his earlier 

adventures in the story Kimball’s Kiss, and he (or she) appears in the short stories in Gray 

Matters. Her children will grow up and will need to be given responsibility, and Gray’s 

weakness for humans will continue to undermine his (her) ability to govern fairly. Although 

Gray’s life may sometimes be unspeakably frustrating and unrewarding, it will never be quiet.  

The story of Julie Smythe’s first encounter with Wiroan is told in The Ballad of Julie Smythe, 

which is also available on Kindle, with another story involving Julie and her friends: 

Watchers. 

I am always glad to hear from readers. If you have any comments on these stories, do get in 

touch! 

Email: helen.lerewth@gmail.com 

Online at: https://helenlerewth.wordpress.com/ 
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