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“KEEP THE STARS FREE” – That’s the motto of the Galactic
Security Service. Using vast ships and the massive weight of
Federation diplomacy, it sweeps the star-ways to hold inter-stellar
conflict in check. Most of the time.

The
Federation fleet is big enough for most missions. But for some it’s
too big, like when a dictator’s throat needs cutting. Or a spy lost
in a prison colony on Golot 4. Dirty Jobs. Violent jobs. Lonely
jobs. That’s when they send for SIMON RACK.
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This
is for Terry Harknett:

a good
friend and a very good writer.


Prologue – A View To A Death


 


‘God’s
wounds, my lord. The dogs run through the brush like scared
coneys.’

‘Aye,
Sergeant. Then let us see if we cannot ride us them down and secure
us a fine coney skin or two.’

In the
undergrowth four people trembled and panted as they listened for
movement from their pursuers. They were all clad alike, in rags
that draped over their thin frames and caught and snatched at the
thorns. Their faces were pale and pinched, eyes haunted and mouths
gaping to pull in the air to their straining lungs.

Eyes
met in mute despair as they felt the ground quiver from the hooves
of the pursuing horsemen. ‘Keep low; by God’s grace they may pass
us by and tire of their sport. Soft!’

All
round the covert where the peasants lay, a band of horsemen stamped
and turned, seeking their quarry. Gradually the shouting and the
beating hooves fade away, and silence eased back into the
forest.

‘Father, they’ve gone. We’re safe. Come, Mother, don’t weep.
This time they’ve lost us.’

‘Aye,
Thomas, but we’ve lost our home. We must now run with the
wolfsheads, live in the wild woods, dig for roots.’

‘What
of that, Mother? Our life is little different under Baron Mescarl.
At least we would be free.’

Several minutes passed in silence, broken only by the wailing
of the wind and the thin cry of a lone curlew. Then the center of
the briar thicket began to shake and rustle.

Gradually the rustling spread outwards until only a final
barrier contained it.

Slowly, carefully, cautiously, four people crept out from the
bushes. A man, stooped and shrunken, looking nearly sixty. A woman
of much the same appearance and apparent age followed him,
painfully crawling on hands and knees. Then came two boys, both
ragged and filthy, one in his mid-teens and the other, two or three
years younger. Glancing round the clearing, they gradually moved
away from their sanctuary towards the dark shadows of the main
forest.

They
had got about halfway when there was the shrill plaint of a
hunting-horn, and the cry of a man’s voice.

‘Hallo, my lord. The quarry is up!’ The cry was taken up by
other voices and harness jingled brightly in the cold air as horses
burst out of the forest in front of the family.

The
eldest son turned frantically, only to find his retreat blocked by
a group of grinning horsemen, clad in the distinctive chain mail of
the lord’s men, his colors blazoned at chest and shield.

Confidently, the ring of men closed in on their prey. The
father stood there silent, shoulders dropped in
submission.

The
mother fell to her knees and wept silently, her thin shoulders
shaking with the force of her despair. She clasped her hands to her
chest in an attitude of prayer. The young boy stood between his
parents, hardly understanding what was going on, yet hating and
fearing the men who hunted them. Only the elder boy showed any sign
of resistance. Fumbling in his belt, he tugged out an old
knife.

‘Look
out, Mathieu! The young boar has one tusk left.’

‘Watch
out, man! He’ll rend you from collar to groin with that fearsome
weapon!’

Crying
deep in his throat, a low moan with no words, a shriek of despair,
young Thomas launched himself at the sneering figure of the noble
who led the hunting party.

Laughing delightedly at the unexpected sport, Henri Cherneval
de Poictiers tugged at the jagged bit of his black stallion, making
the beast rear and thresh at the air with his iron hooves. One
fore-leg struck the leaping boy in the chest, hurling him to the
soft floor of the forest. There was a sickly crack as he fell, and
when he got up, his right arm hung at a useless angle from his
shoulder. The men-at-arms encouraged him to fight on, as they would
have done at a cock-fight or a bear-bait. Ignoring them, the boy
bent down and picked up the knife awkwardly in his left hand and
shuffled in, more cautiously.

His
father moved as though to check him, but he brushed him aside. ‘No,
father. At least I will choose the manner of my dying.’

De
Poictiers threw back his head at this and laughed. A full, deep
laugh, baying from the smoke of his dark beard.

‘Well
said, young pup. By Mary’s womb, if I had not to slay you, I would
be minded to take you for the service, though you be full
old.’

‘Whoreson mongrel! I would sooner die an eternity of deaths
than serve you. We know you, de Poictiers, we of the brushwood. We
see you fawn in the filthy straw for your vile master Mescarl. I
tell you, this is only one ending.’ Slowly he came closer to the
noble. ‘My death is as certain as the rising of the sun. Today it
is. But, my lord, your day cannot be far. Even now!!’

As he
screamed the last word he dived upwards and forwards, nearly
catching de Poictiers by surprise. But his foot slipped on a
rotting stump of wood, buried in the leaf-mould, and he lost the
vital yard of attack. His knife missed the man’s throat and ripped
down into the neck of the horse, making it cry out, high and thin,
like a wounded girl.

His
rider’s spurs roweled him savagely, bringing him back under
control. Even while he was doing this, Poictiers had reached for
the ornamental pommel of his sword. The thin steel whispered from
its scabbard and lay poised in his hand. Thomas gathered himself
for another attack, the knife held outstretched in his good
hand.

It was
so fast that the eye could scarcely follow it. A hiss of death, and
Thomas gazed stupidly at the stump of his left arm, while the blood
jetted up and away, falling in silent splashes on the brown earth.
The men-at-arms gazed at the sheer speed of it, while the mother
closed her eyes and fell back in a faint.

‘Fare
thee well, dog.’ The words were quiet but final.

Thomas
gazed up at his death and his eyes grew tired. The sword slashed
down once more. There was a short, heavy thump on the ground, then
a softer, heavier, slower fall.

‘Should I kill the old man, my lord?’

‘Aye.
He knows full well the reason for his death. My lord Mescarl values
his deer too well for any peasant to creep around his preserves
poaching them. Hang him, and the woman. Mathieu, slap her face and
bring her around to this world, that she might have a last look at
it before she quits it forever. Then, hang them together. From
yonder oak.’

Three
of the soldiers dismounted to carry out de Poictiers’ instructions.
De Poictiers himself rode his horse in close to the young boy and
delicately laid the reeking blade of his sword on the lad’s
shoulders, the edge leaving a snail’s trail of blood on his pale
neck. ‘Stand still, pup, and you may yet live. Run and you are as
dead as your brave brother there.’ He moved the stallion so that he
was between the boy and the preparations for the
hanging.

‘There’s no need for you to watch that,’ he said with what
almost came close to a rough kindness.

The
young boy looked up at the noble and his eyes were as clear as
hill-side pools fed by falling water. For the first time, and the
last, he spoke that day: ‘Thank you, my good lord. I would watch
all, that I may remember all.’

And he
stood aside from Mescarl’s men and gazed un-speaking on his
parents’ deaths. The hemp rope went first round the neck of his
father, the coarse knot chafing below the right ear. A few turns of
whipcord round the wrists, then he was hoisted up on the back of
one of the horses, while the end of the rope was knotted round the
oak.

‘Any
prayers, old man? No?’ De Poictiers nodded and one of his men
thwacked the horse on the rump with his heavy gauntlet. It
skittered forward and the body slid inelegantly off its back. There
was not even enough weight in the man to break the neck and he
thrashed and gurgled, stick legs running in the air until there was
no more air to keep the heart pumping and his brain ceased to
function. His eyes were half-closed, looking almost disinterested,
and his tongue thrust from his mouth, blue and swollen.

The
soldiers’ efforts to revive the woman had been successful and she
came round just in time to witness the final moments of her
husband. From the ground she looked up at the arrogant lord,
immeasurably high above her; her fear had left her and she had
become calm. ‘A boon, would ask a boon. That I may die now and that
my boy shall not die.’

De
Poictiers laughed. ‘Never was a boon more easily granted. See,
woman, the rope waits only for your scrawny neck and your brat will
become a great man under Baron Mescarl. Why, he may even join the
service. Now, away with her. And, you, Simon, swing on her legs to
speed her passing. I would not hear that song twice in a
day.’

She
died more easily than had her man. While she sat astride the great
warhorse, her tom dress pulled up over her thighs, she had a
strange dignity and the men were quiet where they had thought to be
bawdy. Just before the gauntlet dropped to edge her to infinity,
she twisted her head back to where her youngest son stood silently
watching. ‘Remember this. Whatever thraldom may await you, never
let them touch your mind.’

As her
body fell from the horse, the fattest of the men- at-arms, Simon,
grabbed her round the legs and swung his feet off the ground. His
weight added to hers snapped her thin neck like a dry
twig.

‘Shall
we cut them down, my lord?’

‘No.
Let them swing for a few days as a warning to others who would take
the Baron’s deer. Mathieu, take up the boy and watch him
well.’

Suddenly, the quiet forest began to tremble and shake to the
echo of a mighty thunder. The horses neighed and reared, but their
riders were ready for it. The trees bent to the passing, not far
overhead, of a mighty silver and flame creation.

De
Poictiers looked down at his heavy chronometer and shouted to his
sergeant above the shrinking din: ‘The “Zarathustra’s” late. Let’s
hope she carries a good load of pheronium. Remember the last full
shuttle? Wine and wenches for three days. Come, lads, make haste
for home!’

Formed
up behind their leader, the squadron of men cantered off through
the wood, laughing and jesting together as men always will after a
good day’s hunting. Bouncing uncomfortably on the saddle-bow of the
soldier called Mathieu was the young boy. He had only looked back
once, and his eyes were dry.

After
the men had gone, and the sound of their going lingered no more on
the wind, the forest crept back to life again. A squirrel chattered
crossly at a daw that threatened his territory. A hare limped
trembling across the ploughed leaf mould. Moved by a light wind,
the two ropes creaked and stretched. The bodies danced gently,
bumping and rocking each other. A cluster of bluebottles showed
where the man had fouled himself as all his muscles relaxed in
death.

A crow
perched elegantly on the head of the woman, his shiny black head
cocked inquisitively on one side as he regarded the dead face.
Deciding all was well, he hopped crookedly on to one shoulder and
began to peck out the eyes.




 


One – A Duly Authorized Organization


 


‘And
in all my born days in the Galactic Security Service I have never
stumbled across, even in that sewer of a backworld, Golot Four,
never have I seen such crass, such massively stupid, such
thoughtless arrogance, such blatant disregard for even the barest
essentials, such a lack of care of the minimal requirements, and
God knows you two are experts in producing the bare minimum, such a
dreck-like attitude. Why, even the rawest grav would have made a
better effort. And, Rack, wipe that idiotic grin off your face. Why
. . .’

‘Oh,
great, Bogie! But when he does the “wipe the smile” bit, that’s
when he rips the top three buttons open on his number ones. And he
digs his finger nails into the palms of his hands. Apart from that,
perfect.’

‘You
shouldn’t have interrupted me, Simon. I was just getting ready for
the foaming at the mouth routine. I swallowed all me spit and I
could have choked. Jesus, he’s really keeping us waiting this time!
What do you reckon?’

‘With
Stacey, you never know. A lot depends on whether the family of that
“trader” complain to the Federation about what you did to him. If
they did, then it might be a bit hard.’

‘Trader my ass! He was a runner and we all knew it. What he was
doing to that lovely little girl doesn’t bear thinking on. I just
gave him a tiny taste of the same.’

‘Ensign Bogart! How can you just sit there waiting for the most
serious accusation we’ve ever faced and calmly say you gave him “a
tiny taste of the same”. They had to pick him up with a
shovel.’

‘Worth
it though, wasn’t it, Simon? Just to see that girl’s face when he
died. What did you call her?’

At
that moment the door hissed open and a stony-faced Senior Security
Commander strode out. ‘On caps! No talking! Colonel Stacey is now
ready to see you. Quick march!’

As
they stamped in together, with that minutely exaggerated efficiency
that can be recognized as insubordination but not punished as such,
Simon Rack whispered the answer to Bogart’s last question. ‘I said
that she was like a golden butterfly floating in an opal
mist.’

‘Silence! !’ The S.S. C. nearly ruptured himself at Simon’s
flagrant breach of rules. ‘Halt! Off caps! Sir,’ snapping a crisp
salute at the grey-haired officer seated behind the plasti-glass
desk, ‘Commander Simon Kennedy Rack, 2987555, and Senior Ensign
Eugene Bogart, 2895775, reporting as ordered. Sir!’ He snapped off
another crashing salute and stamped his boots together making the
air quiver.

Colonel Stacey raised his head wearily from his papers and
waved a gloved hand at the S.S.C. ‘All right; thank you, Commander.
I don’t think we need detain you any further. I’m sure you have,
well, things to do.’

‘But,
sir, are you quite . . . ?’

‘Perhaps all that stamping around has made you a trifle hard of
hearing, Commander. I said “I don’t think we need detain you any
further.” In simple language that means “out”. Now!! And,
Commander.’ The man turned at the doorway. ‘Please don’t try and
slam my door.’

The
door closed so softly that both Rack and Bogart craned their necks
to try and see whether it was actually shut or not.

‘Gentlemen.’ Stacey’s voice was now deceptively soft, but they
knew from experience how cutting that soft voice could become.
‘Please sit down.’

‘I beg
your pardon, sir. Did you say, “sit down”?’

The
Colonel showed signs of irritation. ‘Don’t tell me you are
suffering from deafness as well, Rack?’

Rack
and Bogart sat down hastily in two black chairs, placed at equal
distances from the desk and either side of it.

Stacey
pushed the papers away from him and sat back, fingers absently
touching his chin. Then he reached out with his left hand and
pressed a button just under the edge of the desk. A small yellow
light pulsed briefly on a control panel set into the padded arm of
his chair.

‘Just
making absolutely sure that we aren’t going to be overheard,
gentlemen. Don’t like these sniffers but it is important that what
we discuss today is not repeated anywhere at any time. Is that
clear?’ Both men nodded. The Colonel stared hard at Bogart. ‘And,
Ensign, that includes any drinkers or dellos that you might happen
to find yourself relaxing in. Right. Have you any idea why you’re
here?’

There
was an uneasy pause, then Bogart began to speak.

‘Well,
sir, we thought it might be something to do with reports about a
runner getting wiped on Sturdal. You see, sir, it was this girl and
this man and . . .’

Simon
interrupted him. ‘What Ensign Bogart means, with respect, sir, is
that neither of us have the slightest idea why you want us
here.’

‘Well,
what is that tiny cretin blathering about then? Sturdal? Wait a
minute, there was a report that I saw the other day.’

Simon
gave Bogie the finger sign that meant ‘keep your mouth shut’ and
went on smoothly: ‘Whatever that was on Sturdal, I’m sure it wasn’t
as important as what the Colonel has called us in for.’

To the
amazement — and considerable disquiet — of the two security
officers, Colonel Stacey smiled. Smiled! It was a bit like meeting
a ferocious tiger on a narrow forest path and having it nudge you
in the ribs and tell you a doubtful story. Then, horrors; Stacey
actually laughed. It was at that moment that Simon knew that their
next assignment was not going to be easy. He couldn’t remember the
last time the Colonel had even smiled, let alone
laughed.

‘Simon
Rack. You have much to recommend you. Let me see. You joined GalSec
eleven years ago at the minimum entry age of fourteen. You did
well, very well in basic training and you passed high. Eleven
years. Yet, you’re still only a Commander. If I didn’t know you so
well, I’d wonder about that slow promotion. Your record is
excellent as far as results go. You have a mission percentage of
over eighty. Yet, a Commander! I would say that you are wrecking
your career by simple insubordination. What would you
say?’

Simon
thought for a moment. ‘I would just say that I wasn’t very good at
tolerating idiots. And, the higher their positions, the less I can
tolerate them.’

‘All
right. Now, I don’t propose to go through your record or that of
the miserable ape who seems to accompany you everywhere. I’ve seen
you before me on more charges than any other three officers of the
service combined. Rack, and you, Bogart, I will now say something
that I will never repeat, and if I End either of you have ever
repeated it, I will break both of you. You will end shoveling shit
on a Moon looper. I do not care how much you resent authority. I do
not care that you are constantly on charges for insubordination. I
don’t care that you both hate big-ship discipline. I need a couple
of blunt instruments every now and then. And, God knows, there are
few instruments anywhere that are blunter than you two. Just, as a
small favor, I would be greatly obliged if you would make
yourselves somewhat less conspicuous with your hatred of
discipline. Because,’ he paused to let his words sink in, ‘I do
need you. And I need you now.’

Here
was an embarrassed silence. Bogart and Simon looked at each other,
at the desk, at their finger-nails, anything to avoid looking at
Stacey. Finally, it was the Colonel himself who broke the silence.
‘Bogart! Will you stop picking your damned nose!’

Using
his left hand on his thigh, Simon tapped out a message and got an
instant agreement from his number two. If Stacey was going on like
this about them, building them up, it meant one thing. This
operation was going to be one tough mother!

After
two hours of briefing, accompanied by threedee maps and vidpix on
the walls of the office, the two men knew just how tough. Simon
looked through his notes and lost himself in plans and memories. He
looked up when he realized that Stacey had just finished talking
and was waiting for him to give an answer to a question. A glance
at Bogart produced no help, so he had to ask for a
repeat.

‘Rack,
I sometimes think you’ve got a pound of smoke between your ears
instead of a brain. I asked you for any questions.’

‘Yes,
sir. Bearing in mind the Federation’s rulings on slavery and
linking that with the crucial importance of pheronium in
warp-drives, I’m afraid I still don’t quite see why you don’t have
the muscle to put in a star-ship.’

This
was the area that didn’t interest Bogart in the least. He wanted to
know where, how, when, how many, what with, but he never gave one
sweet damn about why. As Colonel Stacey explained the subtle
problems of intergalactic politics his eyes roamed round the room,
following a small fly that hummed inaudibly over one corner of the
desk, interested in a smear of shugsub.

‘Our
information is from a guerrilla force of small numbers and less
power. Remember that last time the Federation acted on an
unsubstantiated report from a team like that? It was eight years
ago and they still haven’t put all the pieces back together. We
can’t interfere in internal affairs, unless there is proof, hard
proof, Rack, that Federation law is being broken or that the
structure of the galaxy is actually being threatened. Now, if, and
I say “if”, these reports are true, then the situation is
potentially apocalyptic. And, I am not a man given to exaggeration.
So, you will draw the necessary supplies and proceed with all speed
to Sal Three. There you will do all you can to make speedy contact
with the leader of the guerrillas. You have his name? Good. Make
sure that your half-wit aide there . . . look at him, watching that
fly. . . make sure he has a thorough briefing at sublim on Sol
Three’s social customs. That’s a saving for you, Rack. You won’t
need more than a quick refresher. From now on you’re both off
normal duties. Dismiss.’

Simon
leaped smartly to attention — when he felt it worth it he would be
as smart, or a lot smarter, than the next man — followed instants
later by Bogart. As he turned from the desk, Bogart’s hand
flickered out like a sand cobra and plucked the tiny fly out of the
air. The Colonel blinked and tried to work out if he’d seen it or
not.

Bogart
was first through the door and flicked the dead insect delicately
at the left nostril of the S.S.C. still standing stolidly to
attention outside in the corridor. As with most things thrown by
Bogie, it hit its target and the big officer reddened and started
to move. The voice of Colonel Stacey through the open door stopped
him in his tracks.

‘Simon! Simon! Just one moment. That business that the Ensign
was burbling about at the start of our interesting conversation.
Some fellow getting wiped on Sturdal. You won’t hear any more about
it. Unless things don’t go well on Sol Three. If you take my
meaning. Good. Incidentally, one thing about that affair. Whatever
it was. My bugs go out into the corridor there and they picked up
some of your conversation. The girl involved. What was it you said
about her?’

‘I
said she was like a golden butterfly floating in an opal mist,
sir.’

‘Very
pretty, Commander. Very pretty.’

Simon
Rack, Commander in the Galactic Security Service, marched out of
the office and the door slid softly to behind him. Colonel Stacey
sat again behind his desk and momentarily rested his head in his
hands. Then he looked up again and sighed. ‘An opal mist. Great
God! I hope Baron Mescarl appreciates a well-turned
phrase.’




 


Two – Red Light Safety


The
scout-ship set down among the trees as gently as a wasp on a piece
of long—dead meat. The rustle of its sub-warp drive lowered and
stopped. The wood was still and silent, the birds and animals
waiting to see what this alien invader was going to do. They didn’t
wait for long.

Only
seconds passed before a dull silver panel whispered open in the
side of the tiny vessel and two men stepped out. One was short and
stockily built, ‘like an oil-drum on legs’, someone had once said.
A clerk at the Commissionary, in fact. The one with the wired jaw
and crooked shoulder. That one.

The
other was taller -— so tall that he would find it difficult to pass
for an out-worlder — dark-haired and brown-eyed. Though the dark
could have been dye and brown could have come from tinted contax.
They wore the anonymous two-piece uniform common to all
space-travellers everywhere.

They
both held Colts - the standard issue GalSec hand-weapons. They were
properly called parax-guns, but everyone called them Colts. Nobody
seemed to know why. The button in the butt was depressed as far as
it would go, giving a kill setting over a wide range and scan.
Simon Rack and Bogart didn’t take chances - unless they had to —
that’s why they were good. ,

‘Kay?’

‘I
don’t see anyone around. Still, that’s probably a good thing. Our
man’ll get in touch with us once we board at
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