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The Harvest
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el Tarrant gazed at each of the people in turn, wondering which
one of them was going to kill him. There were six of them
scueezed shoulder to shoulder in the small Federation hover-
transport. Six highly trained killers with short-range, high-power guns.
pairs of watchful eyes and six itchy trigger fingers. Six figures in
lack metal-weave Federation Trooper uniforms, faces hidden by hel-
1s. O yﬁvg of them, however, were the real thing. The sixth one was
imsel
small blue sun beat down relentlessly upon the metal exteri-
er-transport, baking the inside like an oven as it moved
F erahon research centre. Tarrant could feel sweat
down his back. His bare fingers left moist
F gun. Sulphurous fumes driffed in from the
autside, pricking at his nosfrils. And some-
hear the sound of energy weapons being

plasma bazooka in a contin

uous stream of hot energy towards Federation lines. He wondered if she
were still alive. He wasnt worried about Avon, of course: Avon would
survive anything. He'd probably already made his plans for avoiding the
end of the universe. But what about Vila? He had been crouched at
Dayna's feet, complaining about the noise. What had happened toVila?

More importantly: what was going to happen to him?

Blue sunlight glinted off the domes of the Federation research centre.
Geography had disguised it well: smooth volcanic rocks surrounded it
on dll sides, and it was only the small cluster of dishes and antennae on
its crown that gave it away to Tarrant's binoculars.

“There they are,” Jarhow growled in a deep, cracked voice. “The vicious
swine.” His bagagy, dark clothes and weathered skin blended in with the
rock so well that he looked like a part of the planet itself, rather than a
second generation settler of Earth descent.

‘We'll take the insults as read, if you don't mind,” Avon said d_ryly from
beside him. “All Federation Troopers are vicious swine, all rebels are

~ courageous and idedlistic freedom fighters. That would appear to be
the way of the universe.

Snorting slightly, Jarhow slid back down the scree slope to where

"Dc_:ynu wais waiting with the rest of the Ghazar Freedom Party: all

twenty-three of them. Local miners mostly, with a smattering of escaped
scientists and prostitutes from the centre.

‘I'd expected more commitment from you,” Jarhow yelled over his shoul-
der. “When | contacted Blake in the Loritol Sector and asked for his help,
he was pleased to give it. Roj Blake was an idedlist.”

“Idealism is all very well " Avon said, gazing across the riven landscape




towards the Federation base with an unreadable expression on his face,
“but it doesn’t pay the bills.”

Jarhow pulled his hood over his face and tock a weapon from Dayna.

‘It may not cut much ice with you,” he shouted, checking the firing mech-
anism with professional movements, "but the Troopers guarding the
research centre are sadistic murderers, and the fall of the Federation has
left them unchecked. We need your help to destroy them, and yeoure
being well paid.”

“No arguments there,” Avon agreed, so quietly that only Tarrant could
hear.

“Is this redlly fair?” Tarrant asked him.

Avon's eyes held a sardonic expression.

“Of course not,” he replied. Nothing is fair. I'm surprised you've lasted
as long as you have without redlising that.”

Tarrant gazed down the slope to where Dayna was instructing the
rebels in the operation of the weapons.

“Left to myself Id be perfectly happy to shoot Federation i‘roops all
day,” he said. "Do we really need fo fake these people's hard-mined
minerals as well? | thought you said that the Liberator was stocked to
the gunnels with currency and jewels.”

“Considering your history as a mercenary and gmnné?}

“you have an amazing capacity for self-deception, Tarrant. Nobody

works for free: apart possty from Blake, but he'
And beﬂdes they're not paying us in minerals, ﬂwy
mation.”

“Information?" Tarrant was puzzled.

“After Blake’s lifepod ejected from the L;beﬂﬁfw
Jarhow on Epheron. According to Jarhow,
group our help, and gave them the right recognifion
Typical Blake: make commitments
and then move on, leaving us to
clear up the mess for him. Jarhow
knows where Blake went. Hell fell
me if, and only if. we get the
Federation off Ghazar for him."

“Sounds fair,” Tarrant replied.
“Tell me Avon: why do you want fo
find Blake so desperately? After |
all: he knows how to gef hold of us
if he needs us.”

Aven's blue eyes focused unbfmk

-|ng|y upen Tarrant.
T want Blcrke he SCt!d ?emom '
- duni maHer.
- He slid down the slope e
_ the group below. Tarrant o
- ucross the hel lsh. >

“Anciwha{'wﬂ}y do wh
:_.?!nwffhxm'? heasked =N <

frooper on Tarrant s right growled,
his voice muffled by the mask.

' n, replied
the one on his left Sﬁe sounded
young fo be a troof
rebels. [ hope they all ied,’ _
_ As the tronsport lurched slight!

he knew that. Despite Servi
position before the dlien atta
- what was it? President of
Terran Federation, Ruler of th
Coundil, Lord of the Inner clrtd
Outer Worlds, High Admiral of
Galactic Fleets, Lord General of
the Six Armies and Defender of the
Earth - women werent highly
regarded within the Terron
Federation. Perhaps Servalan had-
n't liked the idea of cornpeﬂhén -
“Well?” a male voice said, who::’r' -
do you think?"
Tarrant suddenly realised fha’r
the middle one of the three froop-
ers sitting opposite was talking to
him. He knew that voice: flattened
though it was by the mask, there
was something familiar about the
infonation. Somebody hed been
through Federation fraining wrth'?

‘ How had he got himself into this?

Somebody he'd met and escaped from durin
on the Liberator? He had o remember. His life
":irry?” he said, trying to roughen his own vo
nised. .
| asked whether you identified any of the
They were all looking at him now. Perhaps it
it seemed to him as if their guns were all angled |
"No,” he said, 'no, | didn't know any of them.” Deflec
qmcHy “What about you?"
“Somebody said that it was Blake's rabble”
opposite said in a young, eager voice.
“They were certainly incompetent enough,” the o one
one with the familiar voice - replied. -
“They managed to knock out most of the baﬁah
then cursed silently. The last thing he should be c_iomg
friends. His possibly dead friends. :
Blood was seeping steadily down his cheek now:
recesses of his uniform. The sick throb in his head wess gel
poLrndmg in fime with his heart and the throb of the

EREi

sheet of plasma energy swept over Tarrant's head.
ng fire, before redlising that the energy had come fr:
' Uchmg he turned around. Dayna was standing ¢
with a plasma cannon braced against her hip. She ar

ogy, and fired again across the plain, bringing down
eclerahon troops. She seemed to be enjoying hersel
here was no sign of Vila.




~ "We're on the verge of losing,” Avon said from be d
¢ s using the Liberator's hand-blasters to pin-point ind
as they advanced across the shattered ground of Ghazar.
‘What do you mean, losing?” Tarrant snapped, blasting another froop-
fhrﬁugff:i the chest and watching the figure drop, writhing, to ihe obsid-
1 groul

'mean that there's too many of them and not enough of us.” Avon
dropped another trooper in his, or her, tracks. ‘I suggest that we tele-
up to the Liberator.”

‘An eave the rebels alone fo fight the Federation?” Tarrant was

aghast

rather die here with them?" Avon fired again, hand raised
ves from the glare of the sun. “Touchingly loyal, but practi-
I'm surprised at you, Tarrant. | thought that you, like me,

. he scud His hand waved ot Dayna
bt_:ck with him. “It's no good Tarrant.

up the rear.

“What about your precious ool

Avon smiled: a cold, heartless smile.
“Vila dlready has it,” he said. *He managed to
get info Jarhow's computer files. | know where
Blake is now. Or at least, | knew where he was.”
“And Vila?” Tarrant asked as Federation fire
| stitched the air above his head.
% ~ ‘Back on the Liberator with Cally,” Avon said.
S “Safe and sound,” Tarrant said to himself, unsur-
 prised.
- That's the way he likes to be,” Avon agreed.
~ “And that's the way | prefer him. At least he can't
Meck things for us down here if he's up there.”
- lLeave, it you have to. Im staying here.” Even as
he sc:ad it. Tarrant knew how stupid it was. He
ed these people nothing. The mysterious Blake
d got h m’}o i, and the psychotic Avon had
couldn? get out in a hurry, but
y he should stary.

ision, and pain
d blessed relief.

: ' t even shoot
straight,” the frooper opposite Tarant persisted,
Iif we were massacred by anybody, it had to be
the locals. Once they were given weapons by
Blake's vermin, they went mad.”

¢ Tarrant racked his mind over whose voice was
| emerging from behind the mask. He'd shared a
room with fifty other frainee officers back on
Earth, and it could have been any of them. Or it
could have been one of the crewmembsers of the
first, and last, Federation ship upon which he'd
served. After ﬂ'ley had discovered his little side-
line in stolen Federcation weapons he had drugged
them all and set the controls for the heart of the
nearest sun, but it was possible that some of them
had managed to drag themselves to a lifepod in
time. Whose voice was it? And would they recog-
nise his voice, or his face?

‘Don't underestimate Blake's trash,” he said cau-
tiously. “They've got a lot of experience. They best-
ed Kleag's death squad, remember?”
 That was Kerr Avon,” the trooper said. "He's an

intelligent man, for a rebel. The rest of them aren’t
worth a plugged credit.”
. ‘mci's rlgh'l' smd the trooper to Tarrant's right gruffly. “The women,
Cally and Mellanby, are only good for one thing.” He mimed a crude

 gesture with his hand. “And the thief, Vila Restal, is just a snivelling cow-
e

l;‘e'fcm*gni tried to stop himself, but couldn’t. "What about the other one?
said.

“Other one? the woman on the same side of the hover-transport
asked. "What, Blake? He's dead. Him and the woman, Jenna Stannis.”

He could taste blood in his mouth. His own blood.

“Tarrant,” he said. ‘Del Tarrant. The mercenary.”

The trooper opposite was silent for a moment.

“The boy scout, you mean?” he sneered finally. “The backstabbing gun-
runner. Too puffed up with his own self-importance to see what's going
on around him. Too obsessed with image to make a difference. Not a
p?;;lh“ on Blake. Now there was a man with class, even if he was a
rebel.

Tarrant stared af the frooper. The trooper stared back. All Tarrant
could see in the curve of his visor was Tarrant's own visor: two mirrors
reflecting each other to infinity.

“You could be right,” he said dryly, and looked away.

“I'm always right,” the trooper said in that maddeningly familiar voice.
Tarrant woke with blood matting his hair and sticking his eyes togeth-
er. There was noise all around him, and the acrid smell of the voleanic
gases was mingled with the stench of cooked flesh. He tried to open his
eyelids, but had to stop when a sickening spike of pain lanced through

 his skull
_ Still of least he was dlive. That was something. Wasn i#?




- _fme Reaﬂy Im fine”

Eventually he got his eyes open. The sun cast long shadows of spiky
outerops of rock across the glassy plain to the domes of the Federation
research centre. The battle appeared to have moved on past him. He lis-
tened for a moment, but couldn't hear anybody nearby. Taking a delib-
erate risk, he rolled over.

Flashes of light on the horizon suggested that the batile was still going
on but, in the distance, the blocky shapes of the hover-transports
appeared to be retreating towards him. The tide had cbviously tumed
at least once since he had been hit.

He ran a hand across his scalp. It came away covered in flakes of dried
blood. He'd been unconscious for some time, then. Looking around the
immediate vicinity he couldn' see any of his comrades, although the bod-
ies of four rebels and a handful of Federation Troopers lay in contorted
poses.

He reached for his teleport bracelet, but it was gone, probably
knocked from his wrist when he fell. He scanned the rough vitreous
ground, but it was hopeless. The bracelet could be anywhere.

He looked back towards the distant battle. The hover-fransports were
definitely getting closer. Squinting against the sun and the pain in his
head, he thought he could make out helmeted figures retreati
him, firing backwards as they came.

Tarrant glanced at the nearest frooper. His head w msmm;j om the
nose upwards - probably the result of Dayna's piasmcz <annon - but
uniform was untouched. Nearby, another trooper's )
front to back, but his helmet was in perfecf ccnd:troza

His hands moved will prachced sklﬁ acrbs the my
headless Trooper's uniform.
“You're bleeding,” the femdle frooper sufd 1
Turrcmi in concern,

“It's nothing,” he said, cursing sdenﬂy, The blood
have findlly found a way
out of his uniform.

“Look, take that helmet off for a momeni' 1l s
patch over the wound,

Itlt do you till the doc can see you." -

Tarrant's heart suddenly leaped omeﬁ:,
felt like standard by seven.

~ 'No, redlly,” he profested, aw
 were fastened upon him. ‘irs just
seentowhenwegefback!‘cﬂ*ne
. Tve got a medkit here sor
_opposite him and fo the s
 edvoice as he fumbled niform
- take a jif. Get that Be[mei‘ off, leld -
~ 'Nol” he shouted, then i '

 bystammering, 1. Im

: 'iv
o Surrepﬂi‘iovsly Tarrdni tnedi' _
- fo cover them, but the female troc ¢
snatched it away. Five guns swang fo cover
“Take that helmet off, vermin,” ﬁnefﬁmcﬂe

: Her chest suddenly glowed r {s '
_ asabright bolt of energy ai}:mg}ﬁe metal

weave uniform. As she fell, her comrades
 to see who was firing. The gruff-voiced trooper's
The one with the Carfled accent fired a s
raof, sending sparks raining down over
trooper opposite was screaming, but it didn de*lml
any good. He died anyway, as a bolf of ¢f ﬁ@ -
hover-transport. _
Tarrant stood slowly as the bocﬁes' u
the few inches that lay between him and the nearest
weapon. The frooper opposite held his Federation
the other hand raised as if to shield his eyes.
“Well'-’ Tarrant asked. “If you're geing fo kill:
“If I was going to kill you,” the frooper replied
his helmet off, | would have done it when
Avon'’s cold, blue eyes held no expressio
worry, no fear, no feeling for the four i‘roopers

exploded in a bright red shower of bone
an energy bolt passed fhroug['\ his heart. The o
melted his helmet, his skull and the far wuﬁ
floor, counting the last remaining seconds of b iif'e
blaster one-handed, aimed at Tarrant's
it now..

“Avon.”

_on, he said with a grimace, “we've got o firefight wi

just killed. He might just as well have been ¢
Liberator, discussing an absfruse problem in computer logie
“Perhaps you were expecting Servalan?” idl
the bulkhead that separated them from the drive
mercifully short, and the fransport furched
the ground.
Tarrant searched Avon's face for some clue as i"
was nothing there. Nothing af all.
“Thank you for saving my life.” he said.
‘I didn't intend to: | was trying to get info the e ]
guise so | could blow it up, but you've managed to Spb'm'u:ﬂ‘ He
Tarrant frowned. ‘I thought you were teleporti ick
Liberator.” - -
“We took a democratic vote,” Avon said.
“Bu{' you don't believe in democrcxcy,“ Tarrant sr

tempted to let you sort the problem out youfseﬂ: but thes
that we can't afford to lose a pilot. Not even a medioc
“A simple ‘you're welcome' would do,” Tarrant sai

at fhe bodies, the blood und the contorted Faces -

voice, yot; couldnt be certain of mine, even if you were frying fo 4
a ;;eachon from me. How could you be sure that you shot the
p 2
wvon smiled. He didn't do it often, and it didn’t look nghi
couldnt,” he said. “You were lucky.”
Story of my life,” Tarrant muttered. He took alast lock:

“And that,” Avon said darkly, “is the story of my life.
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During the production of Blake’s 7's first season, the following five-page document
- was issued by the BBC. Doubling as a press release to announce the series and an

incentive fo merchandisers to purchase licences, it is one of the earliest known doc-

uments about the series.

We are reprinting it here word for word, as it was criginally distributed.

 BLAKE'S SEVEN'
is..r ‘

¢U NEW AND MAJOR BBC TELEVISION SERIES OF SPACE ADVEN-
RE.

A FIRST SERIES OF THIRTEEN EPISODES IS ALREADY IN PRE-PRODUC-
TION AND PRINCIPAL SHOOTING WILL BEGIN IN SEPTEMBER.
IT IS HOPED TO TRANSMIT THE FIRST EPISODE EARLY IN 1978.

THE SPECIAL AIM OF THE SERIES IS TO PROVIDE FAMILY VIEWING

AND [T IS DESIGNED TO APPEAL TO A VERY LARGE AUDIENCE IN A
WIDE AGE GROLUP.

TERRY NATION, ONE OF BRITAIN'S LEADING TELEVISION AUTHORS
AND THE MAN WHO CREATED THE ‘DALEKS, HAS CONCEIVED
AND WRITTEN THE SERIES. IT WILL BE PRODUCED BY DAVID MAL-
ONEY. WITH VAST TELEVISION EXPERIENCE AND A DISTINGUISHED
CAREER AS A DIRECTOR. HE HAS, AMONGST HIS MANY CREDITS,
DIRECTED A LARGE NUMBER OF THE MOST SUCCESSFUL EPISODES

Terry Nation's Blake's 7 Poster Magazine” Issue 3. F.:
Associcte Edifor. Marcus Heorn Assistant Fditors Warwick Gray
13115 Arvndel Sireet, [ondon WCIR 30X Englond, Published m
1994 Blakes / logotype Is ¢ trademark of the BBC and is u
wise indicated. No similority between any of the fictional names. che:

cidenial. Nothing may be rep ed by Gny means in whole or part with
if shell not be sald or distributed with ony part of its cover or markings re
respensible for unsolicited manuscripts, photagrophs or artwerk. Printed in the L

OF "DR. WHO".
TOY MANUFACTURERS, PUBLISHERS AND PRODUCT ADVERTISERS
HAVE ALREADY RESPONDED TO THE SERIES WITH GREAT ENTHUSI-

ASM AND A HUGE RANGE OF MERCHANDISE IS PLANNED FOR
RELEASE TO COINCIDE WITH THE PROGRAMME'S LAUNCH.

“BLAKE'S SEVEN"

[

A SPACE ADVENTURE SERIES OF THE FUTURE:

It is set in the third century of the second calendar. Space travel is rou-
i:ﬁ, n?;:l -rncny planets in the Sun Galaxy and beyond have been

The planets are politically and economically linked in a Federation, Their
peoples are ruled from Earth by a ruthless totalitarian regime.

MikeHolion, Monaging Director. Paul Meary, Editorial Director. Editor. Gary Russell

Irfan Yanis. ﬁmm‘(s to: Gary Leigh & Adrian Rigelsford. Office of publication

kes 7 mater/al Is © Temy Nafion: licerced by BEC Worldwide Publications
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el sent 1 this mogezine will be considered for publication, but the publishers cannof be held
tol. 247 Tettenham Court Road, london WP CAUO71-251 5555. 1SSN1355-3870




Roj Blake is a man who once challenged the regime. As punishment he
was subjected fo memory erasure and re-programming, in
Administration hospitals. But whilst Blake remembered nothing, there
~ were many who remembered him. His name would always be associ-
_ ated with the freedom movement. :

- Some years later Blake became unwittingly involved with a subversive
_ group. His connection discovered, he was arrested. Eager that he should

- would totally discredit him. He was tried and found guilty by the Justice
- Computer. His sentence: Transportation ond life imprisonment on the
~_ penal planet Cygnus Algha. A Devils lsland in space.

~ Onthe prison ship that fransports Blake to Cygnus Alpha his fellow pris-

. oners are the worst of soclety’s misfits. Thieves, murderers, smugglers,

- embezzlers, weapon runners and extortionists. They have only one thing
in common. The desire toescape.

During the long voyage, Blake orgdnfl;es_i'l"re prisianefs in a plon fo take

aver the ship. The mutiny fails, but ultimately leads to Blake's escape and

the finding of an abandoned but fully operational space craft. The ship
is of unknown origin. Certainly it was not manufactured in any of the
 known galaxies. lts design and performance arre light yem'sc:xeud of
the most advanced fechnology. A truly magnificent space ship that ulfi-

mattely becomes one of the maijor stars of the series.

ful to Blake but reluctant to operate under his command. They do not
take happily to working as a team. They are individuals and each has
~an individual criminal talent. None of them has a buming loyalty to

Blake rescues a crew from his Fellonnsoners 'i:hey are bneﬂy grc_ﬂe—

Blake, and it is only his strength of will thatt binds them together. The nat-

ural inclination of the criminals is to use the superb space ship to raid and

loot. Blake on the other hand is determined to use Liberator in his con-

tinuing fight against the Federation.

This frail ql!iontfe is fior:ﬁﬁéd by 6rie e.;cfé.f}r\’cll.f'cxﬁf The kr
* the Federation will continue to hunt them. Each of them is marked for
e_xfemiquﬁos;.- e . -

Space Colonel Travis of Federation Security has been appointed to

locate and destroy’ Blake and his group. With his flight of three pursuit

~ ships and his team of androids, Travis is determined to track them to the
edge of the Universe if he must. His shadow is always on their shoulder.

This then is the background to BLAKE'S
run info distant galoxies where they encounter strange
ns. Attackers tao, faking every chance to hit and

=

: we will tell the story of one of those adventures. ries
of limitless scope and has the potential of being one of television's most
durable long runners. =~ -

‘BLAKE'S SEVEN" '
THE PEOPLE AND THE HARDWARE

BLAKE'S SEVEN

Eli=

BLAKE: Cast in the classic heroic mould. Dedicated to the destruction of
the Federation. He has the personality and will to hold his crew togeth-
er. His is the determination that takes them into and safely out of, a thou-
sand adventures. -

JENNA: That she happens to be stunningly beautiful is not what quali-
~ fiesher a place in the crew. As an inter-planetary smuggler she learmed
fo be one of the best space craft pilots in the business.

AVON: A technology man who is close to genius. But a flawed genius
who programmed computers to rob the Federation banking system of
hundlreds of millions. :

GAN: A man of enormous physical strength. He saw his home planet
Zephron destroyed by the Federation. In its defence he killed several of
the raiders. He has a limiter’ implanted in his brain that stops him being
able to kill again. :

VILA: A thief. No locking de\rice-ih the universe is proof against his skills.

A master of sleight of hand and a happy self confessed coward.

CALLY: An incredibly beautiful girl from the planet Saurian Major. She
is telepathic. Her disregard for her own life Eequenﬁy places her com-
panions in still greater danger.

not be seen as a martyr, the Administration framed him on charges that .

"Ehawlédée that

E'S SEVEN. Fugitives in space. iD:;Ii\‘re,_-..

aseries

AND THE SEVENTH?

ZEN: The speaking corﬁputer that controfs ol the sysfems on the great
space ship. A machine that becomes almost human and is Blake’s ever-
ready and willing servant. L -

- THE HARDWARE:

A very essential feature of the series will be the specially designed
equipment. Starting with the space ship itself and going through
weapons; hand guns; laser swords; communicatars; teleport bracelets:

utility belts (c power pack fixed to a belt and from which numerous gad- .
gets can be operated); survival kits; locators and so on. New equipment

will appear in almost every episode cfiheseries =

SPECIAL SETTINGS: On board the Liberator is a teleport section, a flight
deck and a space laboratory. Surface vehicles are stored on board.

There are space capsules for limited space travel. s
In short, there is no limif fo the product range that can be genuinely
affributed to “BLAKES SEVEN" - -

IN CONCLUSION: - '
There is little doubot that ‘BLAKE'S SEVEN" will be the mass audience

series of '78-79. Excitement about the series is already mounting and .

the national press have featured it widely. We predict that ‘BLAKES
SEVEN" will create a major impact and will be on our screens foralong
timetocome. @ .
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he two outlines sprang down to the surface from
Tspuce. They hung there, gathering matter and form,
and then there were two people standing on the
planet.
Avon had his gun out, his left hand outstretched. Jenna
sighed, and unclipped her weapon from her belt.
Visibility was down to a few feet, a thick brown sludge
of a mist slithering over the pebbles.
‘Why do you always do that?” she asked Avon.
‘Do what?” Finally, he moved. Just relaxing the left arm.
The gun remained ready as he glanced at her.
“‘Land like you're in a shooting gallery.”
“Just . . ." he grinned, quite struck by the simile “keeping
on my toes.”
There came an urgent chime from Jenna’'s communicator
bracelet. “Jenna?” Vila's voice asked, “Are you all right?”
‘Down and safe. We were just admiring the scenery.”
“Oh, is it nice?”
“ﬁhug up, Vila.” Jenna closed the link. “So, where are
they?”
“Hiding.” Avon’s gaze swept the fog that filled the gully.
“In this atmosphere, that must come as second nature.”
“I'll have to be careful how | breath - you could put on
weight inhaling this stuff. Ah, the welcoming party . . ."
From all around, there came the sound of disturbed shale.
Two figures in red coveralls were approaching them cau-
tiously from the front.
Avon turned to his left and right, and found that they

were encircled by red- garbed troops, several weapons
of indeterminate nature pointed in their direction. He
carefully replaced his gun on its belt hook.

Jenna did the same.

“Are you Blake's people?” came a gruff voice from one of
the figures.

Avon interrupted Jenna’s reply.

‘“We're -" he glanced at her, “the people from the
Liberator.”

The local rebels lived in a plastic dome under a ledge in
a hillside. Their leader was Kelstor, a lean, pale man with
a white beard. His followers sat in a circle around Avon
and Jenna, who were seated on large cushions and fed
warm broth. The rebels regarded the strangers with «
satisfying blend of awe and hope.

“You got our message, then?” Kelstor asked, trying to
remain composed.

“Yes . . .” Jenna got in this time before Avon could come
up with a sarcastic retort. “You said that the Federation
are developing some new weapon here?”

“Indeed they are. Widmanstatten's World was originally
a thriving colony. You know, an agricultural planet -"
Avon clicked his fingers. “Of course! The richest economy
in the whole cluster!”

I(hels!?or looked at the others. “You'd heard of us back
then?”

‘I had . . ." Avon waved the question aside with his hand,




“a professional interest. Nothing came of it.”

“The Federation introduced new crop rotation policies . . .
stripped all the goodness out of the ground. One by one,
all the farmers had to move on. Tﬁen the atmosphere
started to thicken. The air here used to be pure and
sweet. Now it's a biochemical soup. Those of us who were
left either had to leave on the final carrier ships, or go
underground.”

“That's bizarre,” Jenna frowned. “The air’s still fit to
breath though, isn’t it?”

“Oh yes. The impurities get to you after a while, though.
Most of us live with bronchial problems.”

“Some form of industrial pollution?” Avon suggested.
‘Perhaps they're planning to make this a refuelling base
for pursuit ships.”

Jenna shook her head. “No. | had Zen do a mineralogical
analysis. There are none of the trace elements that'd indi-
cate the compounds needed for sublight fuel. Used to be
an old trick of mine . . ." She glanced up at Kelstor, reti-
cent as always about her past. “If you're low on fuel, you
blow a hole in some island from orbit, and hope the
natives have refining technology.”

Kelstor smiled back at her. “I'd heard you used to be a
smuggler.”

“Not a very good one.”

“No.” Avon had been examining the surface of the plastic
dome. “Good smugglers don't get caught.”

“Unlike good computer pirates, | suppose?”

Kelstor glanced worriedly between the two luxuriously
dressed outlaws. “It'll be dark soon. Do you want to go
and see the Federation base?”

“Must we?” Avon's eyes hadn't left Jenna's. ‘| was look-
ing forward to more smugglers’ stories.”

They broke camp soon b
after dusk, though in the
soupy fog, it was hard
to fe‘n just when the sun
sank below the horizon.
Avon had been in con-
tact with the Liberator,
asking if he couldn't
come up and teleport
down again when he
was needed, but Blake
had insisted that the
teleporter was used
sparingly. With the
range of sensor equip-
ment that the Federation
had on Widmanstatten's
World, they couldn’t be
sure that there wasn't
something that might
trace the teleport
beams.

Avon snarled an affir-
mative and spent the
evening staring straight
ahead, mentally playing
chess. Jenna fought
down an urge to make
friendly overtures to
him. That would be like
throwing stones into the
ocean. Besides, for all
Avon's bravado, their
reputations were just
about equal. She'd been
caught by sheer chance,
but there was something
about Avon that sug-
gested he'd played a
part in his own down-
fall. Hubris like that
demanded that some-
body kick it.

She spent the evening :

chatting with Kelstor and his men. There were a few
women, wives and girlfriends, in the dome, but none of
them were combatants. This particular rebel army had
been formed from a pretty traditional farming community.
As always, Jenna had the urge to ask them about their
lifestyle, about what was so appealing about fighting
rather than running or trying to turn a profit. Avon and
she were alike in Rmt at least. But it would have sound-
ed odd, a hero figure asking what it was like to be a
rebel. So she didn't. She talked instead about Blake, and

ar

in doing that she found herself talking about the rebellion
with enthusiasm. Much easier when your friend is the
purest sort of rebel.

When all this Cinderella stuff with the Liberator and the
teleport came crashing down around their heads, she'd
graE Blake and kill everybody in the way until they got
out. He'd make a terrible smuggler, but maybe they could
find some life to lead together. Whatever, she'd save him
for his dreams.

“The good thing about him is that he really believes in the
basic goodness of human beings," she told her enrapt
audience. “He believes in -”

“Time to go.” Avon appeared at the door, his gun in his
hand once more. His gaze swept the room quizzically and
settled on Jenna. "Well? Isn't it dark enough for you?”

They made their way from rocky outcrop to rocky out-
crop, running in a crouch across Jle open stretches. Jenna
glimpsed flat expanses of barren earth which she guessed
had once been fields. The brackish fog rolled in dollops
across the countryside, and even the occasional gaps
revealed an oily and filtered night, the stars shining IiEe
tiny rainbows with the diffraction.

There were lights up ahead. Kelstor led the rebels to the
edge of a precipice, and they squirmed on their stomachs
and elbows to see over it. A basic federal dome, gun-
metal arey, with a landing pad beside it, lay in the val-
ley. Lights on its surface blinked unsteadily in the haze.
On the landing pad sat a Science Corps research vessel,
“Standard science research base. Entrances here, here
and here . . ." Avon pointed. “None of them a good idea.
Crew of thirty, so a direct assault is not out of the ques-
tion. Providing, that is, you are willing to lose most of
your men."

Jenna put a hand on
Kelstor's shoulder before
he could reply. “There are
better ways. We could
teleport inside.”
“Whatever it takes,” the
rebel leader replied.
"Whatever they're doing
down there, it's literally
destroying our world.”
‘Destroying?” Avon
raised an eyebrow.
‘Destroyed would be
more accurate. Do you
have plans for evacua-
tion?”

“Why . . . no.”

“Then | suggest you make
some. | can’t see this
planet ever becoming
fertile again, unless . . .”
Avon raised a hand as if
to gras a passing
thought. I-?e smiled at the
notion. “Now . . . wouldn’t
that be interesting?”
There came a sudden
sound from behind them.
A high-pitched hum that
rose quickly to a shriek.
A Federation security
robot was speeding
towards them across the
top of the ridge, its guns
flipping up to lock onto
the rebels. Vaguely man-
shaped, but angular and
harsh, the robot had a
hoverpad base which
skimmed it swiftly over
the loose shale.

One of Kelstor's men
turned to run. The robot’s
systems instantly put him
at the top of its list of priorities. He screamed as a plas-
ma bolt smashed through his chest, sending him flying
over the cliff top.

They were trapped by the thing, its metallic electrified
ra:?r arms extending to fence them off at the edge of the
cliff.

Avon had already raised the bracelet to his face, his fin-
ger on the communicator button.

“ No.” Jenna told him firmly.

“Why not?" Avon didn't move.




“It's not going to kill us. It would have done that by now."
“Tell me over a glass of brandy on the flight deck.”

“You can get your own,” Jenna slipped the teleport
bracelet from her wrist.
Avon lowered his arm. “Blake would never forgive me. All
right, what are we going to do?”
Jenna motioned the rebels to lay down their guns as the
familiar black-clad shapes of Federation troopers ran up
behind the robot.
“Whatever they want. For the moment."

The troopers marched the rebels down the winding moun-

tain path until they were in clear sight of the science

dome.

“They either don't know, or haven't been briefed on, who

we are,” Avon whispered to Jenna.

“How do you make that out?”

“They'd have taken these.” Avon casually tapped the tele-
ort bracelet that Jenna had returned to her forearm.
‘Quiet!” shouted the patrol leader, and Avon turned to

show him a dazzling grin.

Senior Scientist Picus turned to the communications techni-
cian. "Any word on those disturbances?”

“No, sir. It's as if something were blocking all off-planet
communications.”

“Possibly a side-effect of the atmospheric changes. A tac-
tically useful one as well. | wish there were more time to
study things like that. Ah well. Were you able to report
the arrival of that strange ship in orbit?”

“Yes, sir. Space-Command seemed to take it very serious-
ly before we were cut off.”

“Really? Locked like the echo of a cargo barge to me. Are
the prisoners inside?”

The technician touched a control. “Affirmative. According
to the patrol leader, they represent about two thirds of
the remaining population.”

“A reasonably-sized controlled experiment then. If only
we could get them all. With a bit more budget we could
have had some prisoners shipped out here or something.
Too late now." He glanced at the digital chronometer on
the wall. “F minus two hours.”

The technician shivered.

I'd like to be off-planet as soon
as possible, | don’t mind admitting, sir.”

“Oh, don't worry. We don't want anybody getting hurt.”
Picus headed for the door. “Well, none of our people, any-
way.

AR iR ST

Avon glanced around the functionally white room they'd
been imprisoned in. “Why always white? Anybody?”

The rebels grunted and shook rzeir heads in despair.
Jenna raised her head from the exercises she'd been prac-
ticing against her bonds. "Because it shows the blood, I'd
always heard.”

“Or it shows that there's not supposed to be any. Every
detail of general design will have been looked at by the
Federation’s psycho-specialists. They never think they
miss anything. Their biggest flaw.”

“But who can save us now?" Kelstor cried,

‘I would have thought that was obvious,” Aven replied
quickly. “The only choice you have to make is - The door
!l-n'ssed open and his voice dropped to a whisper. “Now or
ater.”

Jenna smiled at the effect this had on the rebels. They
turned to face their captor with a measure of pride.

Sometimes Avon's arrogance paid dividends.

Picus regarded the captives with something approaching
joy. ‘Oh, yes! Healthy, muscular, absolutely perfect! And
we've even got a woman! Good, you'll do fine!”

He was about to leave once more when Kelstor gave an
anguished cry. “At least tell us, you monster] What have
you done to our world?”

Tell you? Well, why not? Your world, as you put it, has
been the perfect testing ground for my - I'm Armand Picus
by the way - my theory of atmospheric restructuring. By
introducing certain chemicals into the air over a period o
years, we ve now balanced it at a precise point. The

oint where -"

‘It will explode.” Aven turned lazily, drumming his fingers
together in his manacles. “Given a big encugh detonator.
Like, for instance, an artillery plasma bolt fired from
orbit?”

“Oh, well done!” Picus grinned.

“Thus, the Federation will be able to seed the atmosphere




of any world it regards as a threat. If the ecological
damage doesn’t get them, the fireball will. And with all
organic life burnt down into the soil, within a few
decades the resulting cinder will make a very fertile
colony again. Correct?”

“Absolutely.”

“So whcr'r s our part in this?”

“Test subjects.’
Avon noc}ded and pursed his lips. “l thought so.”

They were chained to stakes spaced at intervals across
the shale beside the landing pad. Picus checked their
chains himself. “Not that fhere'l? be anywhere for you to
run to, you understand, but when we return to what's left
we'll be able to see just how efficient the atmospheric
explosion is at stripping organic material.”

"We understand,” ed Jenna calmly.

Picus put a finger under her chin. “There's something
um’;sucl about you. Why are you the only female terror-
|si

“My way of keeping fit."

“Ah we[r Death is the great leveller. The fireball should
arrive over the western horizon. Wonderful sight. Briefly.”
Picus gestured to his guards and technicians, who were
carrying cases from the dome. ‘Board immediately. Tell
the pilot to begin take-off procedures.” He turned back to
the prisoners. "Thank you for your help in this vital exper-
iment.” Then he turned and scampered towards the space-
craft himself.

As the noise of take off rose to a scream, Avon turned to
Jenna and shouted. “Would this be a good time?”

Jenlr}a nodded. ‘It would, if | could reach my communica-
tor!

“You don't have to!” Avon struggled to make his voice
heard against the roar of the rising spaceship behind
them. W%en | touched your bracelet, | cranked the volume
switch up to full.’

Jenna twisted her hands in front of her, and slammed the
transmit button against the stake. She struggled to raise
her hand to within a few feet of her face. “Jenna to
Liberator! Jenna to Liberator!”

The science vessel rose up out of the planet's murky
atmosphere, and attained orbit with litile grace. It turned
back to face the brown world below, and a stubby turret
rose from its nose cone. The barrel of a plasma bolt can-
non focussed on Widmanstatten's World.

From out of nowhere a white and green spacecraft
appeared. A moment later there was a flash of light.

As the larger craft vanished into the distance once more,
the science vessel erupted into a silent bloom of expand-

ing gas.

“So, where would you like us to take you?" Blake stood,
his hands on his hips and a wry smile on his face, at the
last of the rebels and their families stepped out of the
i‘elepor’r area.

“Anywhere!” Kelstor beamed, shaking him by both hands.
“You couldn’t save my world, but at least you spared
other worlds the same fate.”

“Oh, | think that for that you have to thank Avon and
Jenlncl.” Blake indicated his crew members with an open
palm.

Jenna dipped her head and smiled, but Avon only raised
an eyebrow. “Sometimes,” he purred, “the line between
saving the universe and one’s own skin is a slim one.”
++Warning++ boomed the stentorian voice of Zen, the
Liberator’'s computer. +:Federation Pursuit Ships
approaching++

Jenna ran through to her pilot's post, the others on her
heels. “Damn. They must have been warned. Three of them
coming in fast.”

“Zen!" barked Avon, “prepare course to outrun them -"
“No!” Jenna’s fingers were flickering over the control
ads. “We haven't the energy left. We re going to have to
ight them.”

“We don't stand a chance!” yelled Vila, hopping up to his
control position. “We got here so fast that the energy
banks need at least six hours to recharge. Bye.” And i

was gone, probably in the direction of tEe survival pods.
Cally and Gan ran up to their positions as the rebel fam-
ilies threw themselves into the more comfortable area
below the control deck.

“Options, Jenna?" Blake asked calmly.

“One good one. Give me a minute.” She checked a control
once more. Good. Here we go.” She grabbed the manual
controls and swung the Liberator in a wide arc, causing

the others to stagger. “Zen, standard by three, put us into

a shallow planetary orbit."

++Confirmed++

The Liberator dipped into the murky atmosphere of the

p|anet dlving below the horizon just as the three red
ars of the pursuit ships came over it. Zen's screen
eared to show the deadly shapes approaching.

Turn and assume firing position.

‘We only have energy for one blaster shot!”" shouted
Avon.
“That's all it'll take. Kelstor, get up here!” The rebel

leader ran to Jenna’s side as the three Pursuit Ships

appeared over the curve of the planet's atmosphere.

“Target: planetary surfacel” called Jenna. She grabbed

Kelstor's hand and slapped it onto the firing control.

:Readly . ready . . ." Her eyes didn't leave the screen.
ow

Kelstor slammed the control.

A fine energy blast shot from the Liberator to the planet

below.

The Pursuit Ships closed to firing range.

And the planet exploded into flame.

The screen filled with light, the three Federation ships

engulfed in a vast flare which sent them spinning off, their

power sources detonatin

‘Zen, full reversel” ye“ef Jenna, and the planet receded

until it was a shining star in the distance. She took

Kelstor's hand from the control and straightened up, smil-

ing. "Thank you.

“No, thank you. Our planet managed to strike a blow

against the Federation after all.”

Jenna turned to Avon. “Not bad for a failed smuggler?”

Avon scowled for a
moment, fhen broke
info a grin. "Nine . . .

out of ten.” @
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n idealist and rebel figure head, Roj Blake was
destined to go down in Terran history as a
semi-legendary figure, battling the evil, the
repression and domination of the Federation
and Earth’s Administration. After studying nat-
ural history, Blake joined Bran Foster to become one of
the leaders of the Freedom Party, attacking political
rehabilitation centres and releasing prisoners.
However, one of the meetings was infiltrated and a
Federation officer called Travis sprung an ambush.

When Blake, Foster and his people offered a peaceful
surrender, the majority were massacred. Blake tried to

l AST I.INE h Avon[" escape but was wounded by Travis. Blake retaliated

im0 and believed he had killed the Federation officer.
CTER “NE 'NOf' unﬁl fl’ =& e

Captured by the authorities, the thirty year-old
Blake was extensively brainwashed and placed on
trial. This gave the Administration a ‘model citizen’ who

can H]H [\ 18 [SCAVEL ¢ denounced his rebel cause and encouraged others to
! obey the laws - thus preventing the movement from
13 QC[( 1y el claiming a martyr. Subsequently, Blake’s memories were

suppressed further and he returned to the tranquilised
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of the
domed city on
Earth to work on
engineering projects.
His brother and sister were
exiled to Zeigler IV, but murdered on their arrival,
although Blake was sent faked vistapes of them to maintain his
mentally rearranged state. Four years later, he was approached by a girl
called Ravella who led him out of the domed city to meet with the Outsiders.
It was there that he once again met Bran Foster and a new group of rebels.
Once again, a Federation traitor in their midst brought about a massacre in
which Foster and Ravella died but this caused Blake's real memories to re-assert
themselves. Later ensnared by the Administration he became embroiled in a plot
to discredit him as a corrupter of minors. As a result he was exiled to the penal
planet Cygnus Alpha but became determined to return to Earth and seek jus-
tice for himself and everyone like him.

After adopting the Liberator and setting about establishing his cause,
Blake enlisted help. He never forced any of his crew into staying - each had
their own agenda and reasons for remaining aboard. However, he was prone

to withholding information and at times displayed a near-fanatical desire to
pursue his idealist objectives of rebellion. He was also capable of showing great
trust in others, generally gaining equal trust and respect in return. But this gen-
| tle side could swiftly disappear when the situation demanded, revealing a man

capable of making harsh or even brutal threats to his enemies. He would never kill
for pleasure though and was a reasonable judge in most situations.

After the abortive attack on Star One, and the damaging of the Liberator, Blake
seemingly vanished after the rest of the crew lost track of the life pods containing
him and Liberators pilot, Jenna Stannis - their destination appeared to be the plan-
et Ephron. Rumours about Blake on Obsidian led his crew there, and he was also
used as bait for Avon to bring the Liberator towards Terminal by President Servalan.
She claimed however that Blake had in redlity died on Jevron a year previously.
Servalan was wrong - Blake had established himself on Gauda Prime, posing as a
bounty hunter but in redlity he was setting up a new rebel stronghold. He drew Avon
and the rest of the crew to Gauda Prime to try and convince them to join him, but a mis-
understanding between the two of them resulted in the mentally unstable Avon shoot-
ing Blake dead. ®



ila Restal should have been delighted. He was standing next to

a stunning blonde woman with an athlete’s figure. And he was

one of only two men on the entire planet. Vila was not delight-
ed. Scibys IV's cold, damp air got right up his nose. Literally. He
sneezed. Soolin turned steel grey eyes on him, and he smiled weakly,
kicking a bit of shale aside. "It's not the place I'd choose to retire to,”
he said. Scibys [V was another rocky, dull and slightly moist planet in
a galaxy of rocky, dull and variably moist planets. “Look, there aren’t
even any weeds. There can't be anything here worth stealing. Let's go
back up the to ship.” Soolin was ignoring him. “Down and safe,” she
told her wrist communicator. “What are you staring at?”

“Oh, me? Nothing. | mean, | was just looking at your gun. Really.”

“Really.” Soolin started making her way across the rocky ground.
Vila followed. Soolin's gun was perched on her hip in a way that was
making his stomach do strange things.

‘I mean, I'm just curious. It's a very interesting job, shooting people
for a living. Much more interesting than being a derk, or a spaceship
polisher or something. Oh, when | say people, | mean, you wouldn't
shoot anyone who - _

She turned. Vila gulped and stopped babbling. ‘It's a very inter-
esting job,” she said, “stealing things for a living.”

°Er,” said Vila. He still hadn't quite got used to Soolin’s stare: it was
a cross-hairs look, as though she were caleulating his range.

“That's what you're here for. To open locks. Im here to do the talk-

ing.

Vila nodded mutely. And to shoot people, he thought. Though if their
information were correct, and Agron did live on this mudball com-
pletely alone, there wouldn't redlly be anybody for Soolin to talk to.
Or to shoot, for that matter.

They frudged for an hour through the mud and seree. As far as Vila
could tell, one bit of this planet looked pretty much like any other, Only
Soolin's occasional conversations with her bracelet showed that they
were making any progress - Orac was tracking them from Scorpio’s
geostationary orbit.

“If | were this Agron,” said Vila, after a while, ‘I'd have pushed off
long ago.” Soolin didn't reply. “Friend of yours, is he?”

“Not exactly. He knew a teacher of mine.”

“Can | ask you a question? What exactly have we come to steal?”

Soolin stopped. “Did you sleep through what Avon was felling us?”

“Not this time,” said Vila. He grinned cheekily. ‘1 know it's a com-
puter database full of Federation secrets. | know how large it is and
how much it weighs. | even know what colour it is. But what's in it?"

“You said it yourself. Federation secrets. Hopefully information we
can use.”

‘It's a bit vague, isnt it? What kind of Federation secrets?




Weapons? Statistics? The locations of covert bases? The colour
Servalan paints her toendils?”

‘It Avon is right,” said Soolin, starting to pick her way down a rough
slope, ‘the name of every traitor, spy and rebel sympathiser in the
whole Federation is in that database.”

“Now that's something worth stealing.”

“Imagine what we could do with that knowledge. Create allies,
organise sabotage, gather intelligence -

“Or make a fortune in blackmail.”

Soolin rolled her eyes. ‘Is that all you ever think about? No, you're
a thief. Of course it is.”

Vila tried to look indignant while climbing over a muddy boulder.
“What | do isn't about money.”

Ves, it is."

“All right. Yes, it is about money. But that's not dll it's about.”

“What's the point? What would you do if you had all
the money you wanted?”

Vila had often asked himself this very question. “Buy
myself a few pleasure planets. Settle down some-
where cuietly with seven or eight devoted wives,
Nothing too ostentatious.”

“In short,” said Seolin, “be safe.”

Vila shook his head. “Don’t you see? | realised
long ago that I'd die of boredom after a few
years of that.” He flicked his fingers, like a stage
magician. “The truth is, the Liberator was stuffed
full of wedlth. If I'd really wanted to, | couldve
bought those planets years ago.” :

“But you stayed on.”

“Anything for a good cause.”

Seclin smiled for the first time,
wryly. ‘If you're so interested in good
causes, why'd you put up such a fuss
about teleporting down here?”’

“Estimating dangers is part of the
thief's trade,” said Vila solemnly. 1
assumed that, since we were after
something so valuable, it would be
pretty dangerous down here” He
looked around at the flat mudplain they
were on. As much as | hate to admit it

“You were wrong?” Soolin's eyes sparkled in a
rather nasty way. “A very generous admission -
but you werent.” She held up her bracelet. “Orac’s
been guiding us through a warp mine field, It also put us
down through a teleport barrier that would have scat-
tered us both in little pieces over the entire countryside.

Vila managed to stop himself from fainting and falling
over onfo a warp mine. ‘So Agron’s very serious about
keeping his collection of secrets to himself."

Vo

ery.

“They must be quite valuable then.”

"Quite.”

. Vila beamed suddenly. “Well, that's dll right,
then!”

“Good, because we're here.” They had come
to the foot of a huge, irregularly shaped hill,
covered in mud and devoid of distinguish-
ing features. Vila locked at Soolin out the
corner of his eye. She was waiting for
him to ask a stupid question. Instead
he said, ‘This will only take a few
minutes,” and took his tool kit out of
his jacket. He unrolled it carefully.
There were a dozen high-tech instru-
ments inside, delicate devices with
tiny computers and sensors built into
their slender forms. He deliberated,
hand hovering theatrically over the
instruments, and took out a balloon.

Now it was Sooclin's turn to ask a
stupid question. "What are you going
to do with that?”

“Not every problem has a technolog-
ical solution,” said Vila, crouching down
where the hill rose out of the ground.
“Force fields are a very simple solution to
the very complicated problem of keeping
people out. You just throw as much energy
as you can at the problem. Brute force,
not very sophisticated.” Carefully, he
knelt down and poked the nose of the
balloon into the mud.

‘How did you know it was a

force field?"

“The refraction index is slightly wrong,” Vila improvised.

“And you're going to deactivate a force field the size of a small
mountain with a child’s foy?"

Vila grimaced with mock indignation. “Certainly not. I'm just going
to make a small hole in it. Then we can stroll through. Er, we can just
stroll through, cant we? You do know what's on the other side, don't
you?”

“Agron’s gardens and mansion.” :

“Gardens and mansion? Probably full of booby traps,” said Vila, a

little muffledly. He was bent over in the mud, trying to blow up the bal-

loon.

Soolin was trying fo keep one eye on their surroundings while
watching whatever Vila was up to. ‘| keep expecting an attack,” she
said. ‘But | think Avon was right - we are the first people ever to find

Agron's hideaway. When you're this well-hidden, why advertise

your presence by posting guards?”

“\g’hqt about the mines? Orac must have defected them from
orbit.”
“Leftovers from a civil war. The colony that used to be here
effectively committed suicide. There are irregular patches of
mines all over the continent.” Soolin stepped back involun-
tarily as the mountainside started to bulge outwards. Vila
snapped a knot info the balloon’s business end and stood
back. The balloon went on expanding to an impossible
size, inside the rock, as though the mountainside were
nothing more than muddy mirage or a cheap hologram.
“A very large force field usually has pores,” said the
thief. “There’s a direct relationship between the volume
of the field and its tendency to develop temporary gaps.
We used to practice collapsing the anti-thefi fields
around parked vehicles with needles and toothpicks. |
used my little finger once. As soon as you put pressure
on the pore, it expands ~" the balloon burst, with a
gunshot sound, “~ until it reaches a certain maximum
size dictated by the field's harmonic coefficient.”
There was a neat five-foot high hole in the ‘moun-
tainside’. Inside the force field, Soolin could see green
and blue and white. The smell of growing things
spilled through the gap.
“I'm impressed,” she admitted.

Vila grinned and slipped through the hole like a
rabbit, plucking up the shreds of burst balloon and
stuffing them into a pocket. A moment later, Soolin
followed him through. They stood blinking in the

unexpected sunlight. The sky overhead was
deep blue, fat clouds drifting low in the sky. If
Agron could program his force field to look
like a mountain on the outside, thought
Soolin, why not a sunny afternoon on Earth
on the inside? They were at the edge of a
meticulously planned and maintained gar-
den. Hedges, trees , flowers from a dozen
worlds - stretching away for kilometres,
Songbirds warbled in nearby frees. The
grass was firm and damp underfoot.
“Agron must blow his nose with money,”
said Vila.
Soolin was watching a tiny, round robot
crawling over one of the hedges, frimming it
with miniature laser blasts. “He sells the
Federation's favourite commedity.” The robot
whipped its head around to look at her. Blackness
flashed in her eyes, blanking out the garden for a
moment. She blinked, rapidly, her training kicking in on
automatic. Orient yourselfl Where! Who? How many?
The confusion snapped out of her brain. There was a
charred hole in the hedge, metal and wood fused
together at the edges in a chaotic circular sculpture.
Vila was lying face-down on the grass. She nudged
him with her foot, gently, and realised that her whole
body was stiff and numb. Her right hand ached.
The little thief stirred, groaning. Soolin shook her
head. “What was that?”

“Proximal psi-burster,” Vila mumbled into

the lawn.
Soolin realised she was clutching her gun
so hard that her whole hand had gone
white. She sheathed the weapon and
shook her fingers hard, trying to gef
the circulation going again. She
hauled Vila to his feet. He gaped at
the hole in the hedge.
“You shot if. Two more seconds
of that and our brains would have

-




someone's enemy, comfortably disposed of. Either way, Im paid -
both for my good work, and to avoid choosing . . . certain names.

“Evidently, Chynlqllee didn't pay you enough.”

“Ah,” said Agron. “That's why you haven't shot me yet.”

“Yes," said Vila, “why haven't you shot him yet'?“

*You alwarys were a silly litte slip of a girl" said Agron. I never
knew what Chynlallee saw in you. Why she bothered to train you. |
think she just felf sorry for the helpless orphan girlie.”

“Was that why you turned her in to the Federation?”

“Because she was soft? No, girlie, because she was worth money.”
- “And it didnt bother your conscience that they tortured her to

eath?”

Agron shrugged. “She was a stubborn bitch. Probably didn't have
the sense to tell them what they wanted to hear. You're standing inside
a weapons-dampening field. The gun won't fire.”

Very slowly, Soolin put her gun back into its holster.

Vila's panic went another
two notches up the scale.

Agron bent down, carefully
putting his tray on the ground.

Then he came stomping across
the grass with a roar like an
enraged bull. Vila bolted, the
little robot foliowing in his
wake. Soolin waited calmly
until the huge man was in

range. Suddenly she lashed
out with her foot.

Agronss belly collided with
her toes with all his mass and
speed. He bent double, the air
whooshing out of his lungs.

Soolin snapped her elbow
into his head, swivelling her
hips to increase the impact. He
fell backwards, gracelessly,

thumping out at her with a
clumsy, fat hand.

“All muscle and no skill”
said Soolin, dancing back out

of his reach. ‘Isnt that what
Chynlallee said about you?”

Agron roared and kicked
out. His huge foof twisted |
between her legs. Soolin
snarled and overbalanced.
“All mouth and no muscle”
said Agron, ‘lsn't that what |
used to say about you, girlie?”
He rolled, trying to get on top
of her, to crush her with his
giant's weight.

She jammed nimble fingers
into his eyes, and he yelled
and tried to slap her hands
out of his face, but she was
dlready reaching for a pres-
sure point at the base of his
skull. Vila and the robot
watched from behind a
hedge as Soolin gripped the
back of the huge man's neck.
Agron spasmed once, violent-
ly, shouted in fury and embar-
rassment, and slammed into
the lawn.

Vila counted to one hun-
dred. When Agron didn't get
up, he carefully came out
from behind the bush.
“Soolin?”

She wriggled out from
underneath Agron, and stood
up, brushing the crushed
grass from her jumpsuit.

Vila edged up, nervously.

to steal anything at all?” said Vila.

“You want money,” said Soolin. ‘I want all debis to be pald -

“I'd say that one was paid. With interest.”

She eved the little thief suspiciously. “What's that in your j

“Nothing. Er . . . it's just a lifile something from Agron's house ..
mean, we can't telepori the whole house, can we?” Vila pulled a smu“ .
wooden sculpture from his jocket pocke*

“When did you get that?"

“Just now. While you were keeping him occupied.”

Soolin took if from him and turned it around in her hands. If was
some sort of marine life, perhups something from Earth,

“That's real wood, that is,” said Vila. ‘Il be worth a small fortune
on the black market. And anyway, he can't take it with him, can he?’

Soolin smiled nastily and tossed the carving back to him. “Let's get
out of here,” she said. @




been pudding.” There was a buzzing sound from behlnd the hedge
Vila peered through the hole. “If's still funchona[ he sald reaching for
the liftle robot.

Soolin stopped him. “What about the burster'?

“If it were still functioning,” said Vila, "We'd alreudy be dead.” He .

sat down on the grass, holding the robot in his lap, and took out his
tool kit. Soolin folded her arms, turning siow[y to keep an eye on their
surroundings ais he worked. “All this security, said Vdu Al this ..
waved at the gardens with a tool. “All for one man,”

“Agron lives alone for a reason. No-one would Fothim enough to
live with him. Whenever he needs more money, he |usi sells one of ?he

people on his database to the Federation.”
“No blackmail?”

Sooclin shook her head. “Agron never did like . . . complicaﬁéﬁs."

“Still, it's odd. He could have a steady trickle of money, a constant

supply instead of occasional pay-packets. Im finished.” Vila stood up
again, let the little robot drift out of his hand. It hovered in mid-air,
wobbling drunkenly. ‘Right. This litle fellow will block us from the sen-
sors of any of its friends.”

It was half an hour later when they found Agron’s mansion.

“Soolin,” breathed Vila, I think that's real wood.” As good as Vila's
word, the little robot had shielded them from any further unwanted
attention. They'd strolled through small erchards, past gazebos, got-
ten lost briefly in a hedge maze. They had emerged from the labyrinth
beside a stone fountain in a huge, tidily mown lawn. The mansion dom-
inated everything, an ancient house that looked like it might have been
transported plank by plank from some other world. "And the data-
base is somewhere in there,” said Vila. 'l think we should just steal a
few of the doors and leave.”

1 He -

~ Soolin's gun had suddenly jumped out of its holster and into her
hcmd Vila tried to look in all directions at once. The little robof buzzed
nervously around, alarmed.

“Agron," said Soolin.

Vila followed her line of vision to where the largest man he had
ever seen was standing. He must have come out of a side door of the
house. He was bigger even than Gan, wide-shouldered, shaggy-
headed. Incongruously, he was carrying a fray with a glasses and a
pitcher of lemonade. He looked down at Soolin. “You've grown,” he
said in a voice that could shake windows. ‘How'd you find me?”

“Our computer traced one of your signals.” - -

“That's impossible.”

Mcn:fesﬂy not.

“She’s got the drop on you, you know,” said Vila, f:dgehng in pumc

“So why don't you just hand over the database and we 1l [eqve you in
ice?

‘Database?” Agron had not taken his eyes off Soolm whose gun
was still trained on his bulk. Vila wondered how many shofs it would
take to stop him.

“What database?”

“The list of Federation traitors,” prompted the thief helpfully.

Agron threw back his head and laughed. “You're not here to steal
any databasel” he roared. “Ask her.”

“Soolin?" said Vila, confused.

“There is no database,” said the markswoman.

“There isnt?” said Vila.

“Agron just chooses a name at random. Don't you®”

“He does?"

“The Federation's so riddled with corruption that it makes no differ-
ence whom | finger,” boomed the big man. “They're either guilty, or
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