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The planet Aleph is overcrowded, its rulers
inbred and decadent. The planet Gimel is smaller, totalitarian and
just as over populated. They both want Virrona. Which means that an
interstellar war is brewing.

The Federation would like to send an
experienced diplomat to defuse the situation threatening the
Omicron Galaxy. But that’s not possible. The one Federation man on
the spot is Simon Rack …

The enemy leaders try to ignore him. They try
to threaten him. They try to bribe him. Finally they try to kill
him. But Simon Rack is a professional.

And he’s hard to kill…
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This is for Bruce Pennington - the best
science fiction artist around, who’s finally getting the
recognition he deserves.


Chapter One –
Surprises All Round

It had been a good day. The
Register had not risen above the six figure level. The first time
for nearly twenty days that it had remained so low.

In the caverns of chrome and
stone that made the city of Capua, the pale light of the sun never
penetrated, even at the highest of noons. Now, it was late in the
evening, and the glowing segment was slipping fast beneath the
mountains ranged far to the north of the city.

To see the sun rise and
fall, you had to be in one of the top-level apartments of Capua.
That meant you were either one of the uppers - as the nobles were
called - or a highly-placed servant.

Many of the lowers in the
city would have been amazed to see the green sun sinking to its
rest. For many, it was merely a part of a legend that also involved
mountains, rivers and the most mystic of all - the far-sea. To have
stood as high as Slade Riel would probably have induced instant
insanity. They would have been unable to cope with the sight of the
end of the city - distant and hazy as it was - and the ground,
toppling immeasurably far beneath them.

To Slade Riel, it was as common
as the files he worked with all day. The interior lights cut in
automatically as soon as the darkness reached a degree that was
inconvenient. So, he didn’t even turn his head to watch the disappearance of
the last splinter of green.

He had more important things
to ponder. His eldest boy, Sorak, had talked the previous night of
taking himself a woman and leaving the family’s rooms. That would
mean they would have to move. Four people in three rooms was a
luxury beyond Slade’s earnings. But, if he could be persuaded to
try for one of the young girls who were dormitoried - either
because their parents were dead, or because the family earnings
simply didn’t run to enough space.

If, it was always ‘if’,
Sorak would risk the loss of social face by marrying a dormy, then
they could move straight in with them. In fact - Slade’s eyes
opened wider at the thought -there might just be the possibility of
them getting a three point five. Jana would love to be able to have
a single sharing food room instead of the steaming, stinking,
quarrelling, space they now shared with twenty families on their
layer. Yes, a three point five would really put them among the
aristocrats in their block.

The file dangled, forgotten
for a moment in the heady excitement of thinking of a chance of
improving their living quota. What had the supervisor meant the
other day? About one of the uppers in East Eighteen needing a
file-keeper? Had it been a hint?

A coughing fit interrupted
his thoughts, and Slade wiped his streaming eyes. He cursed as he
noticed that he had smeared some of the eye make-up on his right
eye, blurring the delicate star pattern that Jana had labored so
lovingly over late into the sleep period.

He carefully put the purple
folder down on a small table in the corner of the room. There would
be real trouble for him if he smudged make-up all over an important
file. He knew that it was important, because of the color. Purple
was the highest color, and it was an indication of his importance
within the block that he was allowed to handle it. The edge of one
sheet slipped from the cover, and he hastily tucked it back. He
didn’t read it.

He couldn’t. It was so
absurd as to be unthinkable. As a child he had submitted to a minor
operation that had induced a form of dyslexia which made it
impossible for him ever to read. Although the operation was
allegedly fool-proof, constant spot checks were carried out. A
message carrying a few words of crucial importance was left for him
to find unexpectedly. Perhaps telling him that he was to lose a
whole unit of living-space for inefficiency. Naturally, his
reaction was monitored and pulse and respiration were
electronically tested to ensure that he had not read the
words.

Slade checked his fingers,
making sure there was no mark on his soft, white hands. Then he
picked up the purple folder and went to the purple cabinet. In the
top corner of the folder were the words ‘Most Secret’. At the head
of the sheet that had nearly fallen to the polished floor were the
words: ‘Initial Report On Life-Support Practicability on Four-G.
(Virrona)’.

A noise outside the durstel
door made him start, and he muttered a short obscenity as he jumped
and banged his hand on the edge of the cabinet. Why in Ghain’s name
didn’t they smooth down the edges instead of leaving them all rough
where a man could hurt himself?

File-keeper Riel almost wept
as he noticed that he had chipped the new layer of varnish that he
had only just sprayed on his nails. It was an innovational color,
the salesman had told him. ‘Aquagreen’, and it had cost . . . well,
it had cost more credits than he dared think about. And, it had
taken him his entire break getting an even layer, so that the
microscopic crystals sparkled in a pattern of shimmering beauty.
That was how the man had described it to him.

Now it was
chipped.

He almost cried with
frustration. That had ruined his whole day. If he tried to get it
done after work, he’d have to miss his transport home and he’d get
mixed up in all the lower’s rushings. But if any of his friends saw
him on the tubes with his eye make-up smudged and his nails all
chipped, they’d never let him forget it.

In his anger Slade
completely forgot the noise that had made him jump in the first
place. His reaction had been because noise was a thing that one
rarely ever came across on that floor. Certainly not a thump as
loud as that one had been.

If he had jumped at the
noise, he nearly died when a hand grasped him by the shoulder.
While the lowers huddled together and crushed and crowded each
other from the moment they left the birth houses to the moment
their bodies were taken to the recycling plants, that was not how
men of his class lived.

He was a three unit. Men of
that class treated any kind of close physical contact as something
hateful. The greatest insult he could imagine was to place his arm
about a friend’s shoulders. Now, in his own room, someone had
grabbed him like that!

It took an enormous effort
of will for Slade not to faint, or fall retching to the floor. As
it was, his mouth filled with the bitter taste of bile, and he
swallowed hard. He spun round to see who had committed this insult
on his person, his mouth a thin line of hatred, nostrils flaring
angrily.

He had expected it to be a lower
- maybe one of the nameless horde of maintenance workers who
thronged all floors keeping things clean and moving. But from the
ornate make-up it was obvious that this was an upper, and a
highly-placed one at that. Before Slade had a real chance to
appreciate the complexity of the decorations, or the upswept beauty
of the lacquered hair, it came to him with a shock that he knew
who the man was. Not that he had ever met him personally. But he
had seen him often enough on the vids.

‘Is that the Virrona report,
file-keeper?’

Confused by the presence of
the noble at his level, and without any of his usual security
entourage, Slade bowed.

‘I know not what this is, my
lord, for I have no way of reading. I know that it is a purple
report, and that I file it in the purple cabinet.’

The noble attempted a smile,
but his lips trembled a little, and the smile edged off his face.
‘I am sure that it is, ‘less there was another purple file this
day?’ He waited for a reply, but none came. ‘Come, man, would you
lose half your units?’

‘No. No, my lord. I have not
seen a purple for many a day now. They’re as rare as sun in the
street.’

Holding out his hand, the
noble spoke again. ‘Then give it to me. Master file-keeper, I think
that you are being deliberately obstructive. By Ghain, I shall not
ask again! Give me that file!’

Slade felt as though his
temples were going to burst with the strain. His legs quivered like
grass before the cyclone, and he knew that his eyes were going to
start watering. His voice quavered: ‘My lord, I cannot. Only one
who holds the word of the day can take anything.’

As he came on duty each day,
the file-keeper went to his superior who whispered the word of the
day in his ear. Often it made no sense, but it was worth his job if
he forgot it. As he had told the noble, it was only by the passing
of the word that anything could be taken.

With his swept-up hair, the
lord towered nearly thirty centimeters over the clerk. For a
lunatic moment Slade thought that the man was going to break
another taboo and strike him.

‘My lord, if you have not the
word, then my supervisor will be here presently and will tell it to you, and you
may then tell it to me.’ He smiled with nervous relief, as the
simple solution occurred to him.

The noble also relaxed, as
the tension seemed to drain from him. ‘Nothing I can say that will
change your purpose, is there? I could arrange for you to have an
extra unit. Even an extra two units.’

Truly, it was a strange day.
To begin with the thought of perhaps an increase to a three and a
half. Now, one of the most powerful lords in all Capua, indeed in
all Aleph, was actually offering to raise him to a five. Why, even
when he had completed a life in the service, he could never hope to
reach more than a four. Unless, of course, he was one of the lucky
winners of the unit lottery.

Slade was on the verge of
accepting, when a tiny doubt clouded his decision. Suppose it was
all a test. He’d heard of tricks like that. Yes, of course it was.
No great noble would offer him a five, just for a look at a file.
Not even for a purple file.

‘No, my lord,’ he said
firmly, placing the folder behind his back. T have a duty to
perform, which I will always perform with fear of none, nor favor
to any.’

‘Very commendable,’ grinned
the noble.

Quite what happened next
Slade Riel never knew. The lord actually struck him! Hit him hard
in the chest! The shock was so great that Slade felt as though his
heart had been squeezed in a metal fist. There was no breath in his
lungs, and he pressed his hands to his chest.

The noble looked concerned,
and reached out a hand towards him. Slade tried to speak, to
apologize for his weakness. The lord took the purple folder from
his unprotesting hand, and stepped back a pace.

It was so confusing. The
folder had been clean and unmarked. Now it had a streak of wet
across it. Something bright and glowing. A shiny red in the
artificial light.

Without being aware of how
it had happened, Slade decided he had fallen over. A few inches
from his eyes he saw the finger with the chipped nail on it. He
tried to focus on that, to make out how bad the mark was. But the
light seemed less strong than it had been, or his eyes weren’t
functioning properly.

That would be the end of
things; if his eyesight started to go. At his level there wouldn’t
be a chance of getting any transplants. He squinted up at the lord,
whose figure seemed grotesquely giant-like.

It was no good lying there,
he decided, and moved his hands to try and get up. His long fingers
scratched at the smooth floor, sounding in the deep silence like
the scrabblings of a beetle’s legs.

Somehow, the effort was too
much. Still looking up at the noble, Slade tried to compose his
features into a suitably apologetic expression.

And died.

The lord sniffed
contemptuously, and bent down over the corpse, tugging out the
richly-jeweled knife, wiping it on the file-keeper’s glittering
tunic.

He walked out of the room,
closing the door silently behind him. The green sun had completely
set in the north, and the flat light from the ceiling threw its
confused shadows over the smooth floor.

From the wound in Slade’s
chest a river of blood inched sluggishly over the floor, its color
contrasting with the dull orange of the slick tiles. There was no
sound in the filing room, high over the city of Capua, on the
planet of Aleph in the Omicron Galaxy.


Simon Rack strained his
head, feeling the sinews in his neck cracking with the effort. The
finger that clawed at the corner of his mouth seemed as though it
was hooking through his flesh, tearing his cheek apart. He cocked
his head further back, trying to use his height advantage, but his
opponent had the best of it with broader shoulders.

There was only one way out.
He spun with the pulling finger, rolling his arm round the neck of
his adversary. The unexpected shift threw both men off-balance, but
Rack was quicker to recover, and he shook off the clawing hand, and
locked his own finger hard into the side of the other’s
face.

‘All right, all right!’ was
what his opponent tried to say, but it’s difficult to enunciate
clearly when you’ve got half your face wrapped round your
ears.

‘Give in?’

A vigorous nodding of the
head, which was followed immediately by a groan of pain when the
nod made the finger dig in harder.

‘Sorry if that hurt, Bogie,
but you shouldn’t suggest such damned painful games.’

Grinning ruefully, Eugene
Bogart sat down on one of the parallel couches in the tiny scout
ship. The Galactic Security Service was not renowned for looking
after the comfort of its officers, and the cabin was cramped,
forcing the two men into a closer proximity than most married
couples ever had to endure.

But, endurance was something
that the two men were skilled at. Probably more than any other pair
of GalSec officers. In his mid-twenties, Simon Kennedy Rack had
joined the Service at the minimum age of fourteen. He had rapidly
showed great aptitude for the violent side of GalSec’s action, and
had risen to the rank of Commander at an early age. With a
mission success rate of over eighty per cent, Simon would have been
a running certainty for transfer to one of the large ships and the
inevitable climb to flag rank.

But for one thing. S. K.
Rack, 2987555, hated discipline. He was a loner, preferring the
dirty, dangerous missions that came the way of the men who manned
the small two-seater scout ships. They were never involved in any
of the massive operations that the Federation sometimes mounted.
They generally found themselves fighting for their lives on the
back end of some nameless planet on the far side of a minor galaxy.
And, too many of them ended their lives choking on their own blood
in a stinking gutter among the rats and the refuse.

In that branch of the
service, where they pushed at the farthest frontiers, the mortality
rate still ran at an astounding figure of eight per cent. That
meant that your life expectancy was, according to the actuaries,
over after twelve and one half missions.

Rack and his partner, Ensign
Eugene Bogart-No. 2895775-had so far clocked up one hundred and
eleven active missions.

Many of their colleagues
wondered why. Physically, they were an ill-matched pair. Simon
Rack, born on the planet Earth, stood six feet tall, well over
average height for a GalSec officer. He had retained his Earth
coloring with dark brown hair and brown eyes. Bogart had once been
described as looking like ‘an oil-drum on legs’. In his thirties,
his birthplace in the Earth colony on Mars had given him his short,
muscular stature.

A few months earlier they
had both been highly commended by their commanding officer, the
feared and revered Colonel Stacey, for their action in checking an
attempt by a powerful cabal on Earth to hold the Federation to
ransom by hoarding supplies of the invaluable element
Pheronium.

It had been a bloody and
savage struggle, involving a local guerrilla force.

It had ended with most of
the leaders of the conspiracy either dead or captured. But one man
had escaped. The albino son of the Baron Mescarl, named Magus,
reputed to be a warlock, had succeeded in vanishing from a locked
and barred room.

Despite their achievement
there, the time since then had been less than successful. There had
been an unfortunate misunderstanding with a highly-ranked
ambassador that had ended with the diplomat walking naked and
raging into the GalSec offices. Their defense that they had thought
he was a smuggler of mind-blowers had not stood up to close
investigation. But it has to be said that the ambassador was
withdrawn from the planet only days later after an unpleasant
incident involving some under-age girls and some new drugs. Drugs
that the local GalSec officers were sure must have been brought on
to the planet within the last couple of weeks.

Sadly, the smoke from that
had scarcely cleared when there was a most unseemly brawl in a
drinker, with a dozen soldiers deciding that the two GalSec men
were easy game for a little sport. But Simon and Bogart weren’t in
the mood to play with them, and the disagreement left two men dead
and four others crippled.

So now they were on a looper
run out to the fringes of the Omicron Galaxy and back again. They’d
served two months of it, but there were still four months to
go.

Boredom, crippling,
stultifying boredom, was their worst enemy. There had been little
trouble in that zone of space for hundreds of years. But, as Stacey
had made clear at their chilly briefing, things might not be going
to remain that way for much longer.

Tact one: the largest planet
in the galaxy is Aleph. As the central planet, it acts as the
administrative headquarters, and all important Omicron business is
conducted there. It is grossly overcrowded, reaching as high as
ninety-two on the Shuckburgh Scale of density. Basically, it’s like
most of the planets in the Federation that began as Earth colonies
back before the neutronic wars. A feudal set-up, with most of the
power and wealth resting with a small number of nobles. The ruler
is Ghain IV. An omnipotent emperor.

‘An exception to the general
rule is the planet Gimel. Smaller than Aleph, it’s one of eight
peripheral worlds in the galaxy. Its problem is also
overpopulation. The last reading, and it was taken three years ago,
was eighty-nine Shuckburgh. It’s an exception, because it’s a
totalitarian regime. The current elected head of their Polit-Gov is
Madame Thinh Bhoa.’

The still air in Stacey’s
office was disturbed by a low humming. Scarcely pausing in his
briefing, the Colonel picked up a box of shug-sub from a desk
drawer and hurled it at the snoring figure of Ensign
Bogart.

‘Jesus Christ all. . . .
What was that for, sir?’ The tone of injured innocence might have
convinced a gentle, liberal, naive idealist. None of which Colonel
Stacey was.

‘I was just thinking with my
eyes closed, sir, so that I could follow what you were saying.
Sir.’

‘Bogart!! Shut your damned
black hole of a mouth and listen to me. If you really are thinking
with your eyes closed, then try to restrain yourself from snoring
at the same time. Now, where was I?’

It was Bogart who leaped
eagerly into the breach. ‘You were just telling, sir, in that
crystal-clear way you have, sir, about the elected head of the
Polit-Gov on Gimel being a lady called Thing Boo.’

Simon didn’t even bother to hide
a smile at Bogart’s nearly total recall. Even he would have been prepared to
swear that his lieutenant had been asleep. But Bogie occasionally
did things that still amazed him after all their years
together.

The iron control of the
Colonel cracked a little at the edges. ‘My . . . close, Ensign.
Very close. But the lady’s name is Thinh Bhoa. Not Thing
Boo.’

Bogie wasn’t put down in the
least. With the synthetically bright smile of a teacher’s pet, he
said: ‘Of course, sir. Like a skinny snake? A thin boa.’

‘Hrumph!’

Rack flickered a warning
glance across at the grinning Bogart, and tapped a terse warning to
him on his knee. When Stacey went ‘Hrumph!’, then the joking had to
stop.

‘Now, because of this
overcrowding, we have reason to think - that is, our brain-bank
boys think - that the situation there is potentially explosive. All
it needs is one spark. Now, we have a team of our top negotiators
standing by, and they can be on Gimel or Aleph - depending where
the trouble starts - in only a couple of days.’

Simon leaned forward in the
uncomfortable chair. ‘Sir, if you think that the whole mess might
suddenly go nova, why don’t you send in a talk-team right
away?’

‘Fair question, Commander.
Before you go off, tomorrow, you’ll go through sub-lim on the
Omicron area. You’ll find that both Aleph and Gimel are exceedingly
touchy about their affairs. The Federation has already warned them
a number of times, and they know that trouble will bring them a
permanent peace-keeping force on both planets. But they regard that
as a last resort. No, we’ll have to stand off a
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