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  Blockade of Sinitron


  The two men in the control cabin of the orbiting corvette Lynx, were silent. They had been silent for some hours and were likely to see the rest of that spell of duty out in the same way. This vigil round the planet Sinitron had reduced the crew of twenty to a flat level of murderous speechlessness. Lynx was the smallest ship in the Inter Galactic Organisations fleet and, no doubt, the best to use on this chore; but from Lieutenant-Commander Dag Fletcher to the junior engineer, her crew were sick and fed to the back teeth with the endless view on the scanner. Dark and light, light and dark, then shifting the orbit one degree to cover a slightly different angle of the drab grey planet. Sweep round and change, round and change through three hundred and sixty degrees and then off again on another round. Orbiting thirty times in twenty-four hours Earth time. In twelve days they had built up such a detailed picture of Sinitron that it would have served as a blueprint to rebuild it - if it should ever get lost, and if anyone could be so silly as to want another one just like it.


  But with all its lack of aesthetic appeal, strategically the planet was dynamite. It held the only good-sized deposits of infrangom in this remote corner of the galaxy. This superb metal, light as foam plastic, tough as a solid stainless-steel block, was the backbone of spacecraft production wherever it could be found. Strangely enough, the people of Sinitron had not exploited the deposits. The metal had been discovered almost by accident, when a visiting freight and exploration ship had made an off-schedule call. The routine collection of ore samples had been labelled and stored away and it was not until some years later that an excited worker at the Space Projects Research Institute had reached the sample, in his systematic study of the specimens checked in by returning ships.


  Sinitron had then become a familiar name, and freight cruisers had made regular calls. They had found a drab, featureless planet rather smaller than Earth, predominantly grey. Every possible tonal value of grey, from a full ivory black to a near white, filled the landscape. In the distance, this merged to the uniform greyness which was settling like a cloud on the crew of Lynx.


  The people of Sinitron had an advanced culture, but their curiosity did not lead to technology and they had no interest in developing infrangom for themselves. Their way of life was simple and organised in small local groups without any central authority.


  This made an ore dealers task difficult; having arrived at some contract arrangement with one group, he would assume that a similar arrangement could be made somewhere else, but this would be a mistake. The next community would neither know nor care what the others had done, and the whole matter had to be argued out afresh from first principles. But they were friendly people and had one need which made them eager to enter into trade. They were hungry for colour. Their naturally obtainable palette was restricted to the blue-green end of the spectrum and this gave their art a cold and frigid appearance. When other colours were brought in, there was an orgy of experiment. Red became almost a uniform. They were fair-skinned, mainly dark-haired, though some had hair of the most startling platinum blonde.


  Deposits of infrangom were later discovered in less remote parts of the galaxy, and the bustle of trade with Sinitron dwindled to the call of an occasional ship. The people seemed unaffected and reverted to their previous pattern of living without regret. Only the new colours had been taken with delight from the strangers from the far planets.


  Then a flare-up of discord occurred between two powerful chains of planetary alliances, and Sinitron was remembered. Freighters appeared again to barter for the strategic metal. I.G.O. stepped in to deny this source of supply to either side. It was known that some ships had landed to load cargoes and that more were likely to appear. Small though she was, Lynx was the neutraliser in the situation. Unless a convoy with armed escorts approached, she could deal with any sort of merchant cruiser. She had a range of depth charges which could blast Sinitron, continent by continent, until it could no longer support life. Moreover, she was a token of I.G.O. force, and any momentary gain made by attacking a patrol ship could well mean annihilation for the home planet of the attackers. Certainly any ship waiting down there would not take off while Lynx wheeled in its endless watch-dog circuit.


  But there was nothing to show that any space ship of any kind was on Sinitron. It would have taken years to blow up every individual grid section of every scan taken; but at the end of each watch, the two duty officers did a random sample of the scanning film and played it back on the magnification table. The final version ran down to a tennis-court sized patch in full detail, and, if the selector had hit on one of the small towns, it peeled away street by street, until a grey stone roof or a paved courtyard filled the screen and then blurred out, as the grain became too coarse for further magnification. Long before that stage, anything the size of a space ship would have shown up.


  Occasionally there would be people, foreshortened, the image wavering to a blur before any detail could be seen. It was tantalising to the watcher in the circling speck in the pale-green sky. Once a girl was seen and got special mention on the Emergency Stations intercom. But the flash of blonde hair and the impressionistic hint of a female figure expanded out into a ragged patch of colour before anyone could decide what she really looked like.


  In deep space, or on an extended vigil like the present one, the duties of a four-man watch ran to two three-hour spells in each twenty-four hours. Lieutenant Andy Whitfield was at the control console and doubled for executive and navigation. Hard, compact, of medium height with black hair in an aggressive crew-cut and flecked-grey, wide-set eyes, he was the ideal first officer for a space ship. No detail was too small and nothing was unimportant to him. Although everything had to run with absolute efficiency to satisfy him, he was a cheerful enthusiast and well liked. Lieutenant-Engineer Tom Lewis doubling at the Power and Communications desks was a redheaded giant of a man, who looked as though he ought to be clumsy, but was neat and deft in all his actions. In fact his cabin was a miracle of compression and, although he carried twice as much miscellaneous kit as anybody else, he had devised so many ingenious storage places that it was the envy of the ship. Selkirk and Townley, in the cubby hole with the computers, completed the quartet for this watch.


  In a silence unusual for him, Whitfield flicked in the review switch on the navigators panel and the scan for their watch began to reel back in a flicker of reference numbers. Instead of taking a random selection from the chart, he used his personal computer and let his mind throw up a number. It was one hundred and fifty-nine, and he wondered what subconscious significance that might have if he dug around it. Anyway, it would serve, and he keyed it into the spinning recorder. Three seconds later, the machine clicked to a stop, throwing up the usual grey picture of a distant slab of Sinitron, reference number 159. Then, like a camera zooming to a close-up, the magnification system came in. Edges peeled away as the centre expanded. They had dropped on a small hamlet. A farm, seemingly, with a large barn and outbuildings and two or three houses - grey stone. Very like a Yorkshire village at this distance. The centre of the picture was going to be the courtyard between the farmhouse - a long low building - and the barn. The barn quickly grew larger. And then Whitfield reacted in a split second to stop the expansion before it blurred away.


  Tom, look at this!


  After the long silence the voice cracked across the cabin and Lewis jerked round on his swivel seat. Seen in plan was the rounded barn roof - a grey rectangle - and, half concealed, sticking out of the shorter side, near the farmhouse, was a piece of unusual farm machinery.


  Lewis studied it for a minute.


  Thats a loading ferry, used to load big freighters in orbit. You could take out a ton at a time in that and build up a worthwhile cargo. They used to train some of the locals as ferry pilots. Probably abandoned here for the duration.


  Thats a big barn, there could be more of them. How far could you get in a thing like that?


  Not far enough to do any good. Enough to get into orbit round Sinitron and manoeuvre up to a freighter. Not much power there. Its nearly all cargo space.


  Whitfield turned to the closed-circuit visio and pressed Captain. Fletchers square-cut face filled the screen.


  Something here you should see, Commander.


  Right.


  In half a minute flat, Fletcher was squeezing into the executive seat next to his first officer.


  I dont know, Andy. It looks odd to me. If its been there for some time, why does it look so well kept? If its a big secret, why leave it sticking out like that? They would know were taking a look, and although the chances are small that wed look just there, anyone meaning to use it would make quite sure we didnt see it until they were good and ready. On the other hand, we might be meant to see it. But where youd go from that I wouldnt know. Get back on that orbit and well have another look. If we do that, theyll know weve seen it and we can play it along from there.


  It was five hours and some thousands of computer calculations before Lynx was worked back on to the precise flight line which would bring in the farm. Maps of the area had been analysed. It lay in one of the larger community groups. A district about the size of Cornwall with two or three sizable townships and a scattering of villages in the central plain. It was bounded by moorland and a ring of hills. The Pilotage Manual for Sinitron - full of helpful chat - gave the name of the principal man as Medon and the main town as Emtor, pop. 41 thousand. Deposits of infrangom in the hills; but only a small trade in this metal has been established.


  The farm lay about twenty miles from Emtor at the edge of the plain. Immediately behind it the moors rose in a bleak bare sweep to the foot of the hills. A good place to use as a depot for collections of ore, which could then be ferried up to the freighters. A good place for freighters to land anyway. The wide courtyard would serve as a take-off pad.


  These thoughts were milling round in Lieutenant-Commander Fletchers head as he waited for the farm to show up - with the crew at stations in case there should be a major change of course. The command cabin was uncomfortably crowded with its full complement. Dan Frazer, tow-haired and stocky, was in the Navigation seat with Ted Hughes, and Arthur Boyd in Power and Communications.


  Two minutes to go. Start taking her down, Dan. I want the best picture we can get.


  The grey surface leaped towards them as Lynx hurled herself down in a power dive as if she were aiming at the centre of the farm with her main armament. Then she flattened momentarily and clawed back on to the same orbit as before.


  The record was already rewinding and, as Lynx found her familiar groove, the magnification was building up. Detail was better with the closer range and the precise aim. It was certainly a big cargo tender. A figure in a black space suit was standing beside it. It was now completely out of the barn and something like a derrick from the barn roof was swinging a hook down to its snub-nosed cone. The intention was plain - it was being prepared for a run out. But to where?


  Fletcher flicked the intercom.


  Clear for action, Lieutenant Whitfield. Were remaining on this orbit. If the ferry takes off, we cant fail to intercept. Well get alongside and use the grabs. Then a boarding party. Take two men.


  Right, Commander.


  As Lynx came round again every man on board looked more cheerful. The prospect of action was like a tonic after the months of patrol. There was even the possibility of getting down on solid ground again if there was anything to investigate, though the orders from I.G.O. were particular on that point and had said that only the most extreme emergency should take the corvette off orbital watch.


  There she goes.


  As Frazer jerked this out, he threw a sonar beam fair and true on the centre of the silver craft flashing up in front of them. Linking the control gear to the beam changed Lynx from a passive satellite into a kind of homing bomb. The change in direction sank them in their acceleration pads. The ferry was in full view ahead, it had levelled off into an orbit and shut down its drive. Fletcher took Lynx on manual and brought her alongside with such a care for symmetrical detail that the overlap was the same fore and aft.


  Whitfield said, Grabs away, and the flexible metal ropes whipped out and engaged. Then, Going out now. He moved laboriously in his full gear into the small one-man lock and adjusted pressure, then opened up and climbed out. He hooked up on the mantle and waited for Selkirk and Townley to follow him out. Selkirk was grinning delightedly behind his visor, as though it were a special treat. Even Townley, who usually took a pessimists view of affairs, was looking pleased to be there.


  O.K. Hook up. Lets get across.


  Space always came as a surprise outside a ship. A man felt to be more aware of it and the immense improbability of being there at all. The blackness was an intense and terrible black, and the wheeling stars were impersonal and dreadful in their separate life. Below them, the grey planet glowed with a green-tinged light. Utter silence surrounded two seemingly motionless silver ships.


  How do we get in? Whitfield said.


  Theres a lock somewhere big enough for moving cargo. Here it is.


  He pressed a recessed lever and the panel slid back. It was a bigger lock than Lynx had. They crowded in and eased back the outer door. Whitfield began adjusting pressure.


  Be ready to pile in. Neutralise anyone in sight. Argue later.


  The pressure-balance dial zeroed and the inner door came free.


  Now!


  They kicked back the door and sprayed round with wide-angle, short-range bursts. The single figure, at the pilots console, slumped forward and lay still.


  Check the cargo bay, Townley.


  They waited, without moving, until he reported, Not a thing, Lieutenant.


  Right, well get this character back. He should be on his feet in five minutes. Hang on here, Selkirk, until we know what were doing.


  They moved the limp figure into the lock and propped it between them until the outer door was free, then Whitfield hooked it on his line and sent it skidding across to Lynx. He closed the lock and followed.


  Inside they reported to Fletcher, and Exhibit A began to stir.


  Well, lets have a look at him and see what its all about.


  Whitfield tore off the helmet seal and flicked back the catches, then tipped the whole hood back.


  A cascade of bright blonde hair spilled forward and a heady perfume of sandalwood filled the small cabin. He zipped down the front panel. Instead of the usual moulded inner suit, the girl was wearing a tunic jacket in pale-blue silk with a stiff round collar. From a silver chain round her neck hung a disc of electrum. Across it, in tiny gold lettering, was the name Lamia.


  When Lamia finally talked, Fletcher contrived to look suitably convinced. It seemed the farm was a centre for despatching infrangom. The barn was in reality a hanger, and a large freighter, the Cybosorus, was at present in it. The captain and the crew of the freighter were in Emtor trying to persuade Medon to carry on with the old mining contract, so that at the first opportunity they could take off with a full load. Medon had sent her along to the farm to take up the loading ferry and warn Lynx, because he did not want to be involved with I.G.O. in any reprisal on his territory. She was the only trained pilot in this area. It was a Celaenonian ship and Medon would keep the crew busy for a few days. It should be easy to send a party down to disable it and that would end the problem.


  Where do you fit into all this? asked the Commander.


  Medon is my uncle. I live with his family in Emtor.


  Fletcher weighed the matter in his mind. Something was wrong with the whole affair. It couldnt be that simple. If the girl had urged that the ship should land at the farm, he would have been sure it was a trap of some kind. But with this plan of sending down a party of saboteurs, there seemed no clear advantage to be gained. They could perhaps capture the group, but they must know that a service Commander would not hazard his ship in wartime to save a few lives. Not when a specific mission was involved. And if the party were to be hostages, he had a more powerful argument in Lynx. He could devastate the country at the touch of a button.


  All right, Lamia. Thank you very much. Ill send you back with an escort and well see whats happening down there. Andy, I want you to take your duty section. Have a look round and fix this freighter so that its out of use. Audio check every fifteen minutes should be enough.


  Lamia smiled at Whitfield and this did nothing to make him feel at ease. Green eyes opened wide as she said, If ever you come to Emtor, you must visit us, Lieutenant.


  Andy did not answer her, but instead said, Check, Commander. We shall need a flight plan from the computers. Ill see to that. We could be ready to leave on the next but one orbit. Say in an hour and a half. Ill get over to the ferry and take a count down on the visio.


  Right. Take Lamia along with you and check with me before you go.


  Fletcher sat motionless for a good two minutes after they had gone. He was more than ever certain that there had to be a catch in it. Something did not ring true. Once more he sifted through the pros and cons of the situation. Finally he called Frazer.


  Can I see you for a minute, Dan?


  Right away?


  Now it is.


  Seconds after the picture faded Dan Frazer was tapping at the door.


  Look, Dan, Im not happy about this move, began Fletcher. Nobody would be fool enough to disable Lynx and bring an I.G.O. squadron down on themselves, but theres something false about the whole thing. I cant put a finger on it, but its there. I want you to be ready to go down. With Andys party out, we can spare only two men and remain fully operational; but it is an insurance policy. Not a word to Andy. The less they know, possibly the better. Get out a computer plan for landing Lynx on the other side. I want a quick landfall and immediate take-off, so that we can show up again on orbit without apparent loss of time. Well do this on the same orbit that sends back the ferry. When we land, take out the scout car and hide up as near the farm as you can get. Avoid any centres of population. Communications arent very quick on Sinitron, but a loose scout car might cause some comment. Well go down about five thousand miles away. Thats something like twenty hours driving for you. Say one day. Keep in touch and play it by ear.


  What have you in mind, Commander?


  Honestly Dan, I dont know. I just want us to be one up on anything that might have been planned down there. Good luck.


  With Lamia temporarily set at safe in the anonymity of a space suit, the five occupants of the ferry watched the portable visio screen which showed them the control panel on Lynx. At count 5, the grabs snaked back and as the counter zeroed, Lamia, with split-second reactions, cut in the ferrys thrust and took it down. Whatever else, she was a first-class pilot, and judged distances to a nicety. They dropped in the centre of the farm courtyard with the precision of a lift falling down a shaft.


  The whole place appeared to be deserted. There was no sign of life in the grey stone house. It was evidently not used as a farm any more. Stables and cattle sheds were open to the courtyard and were piled with sloped-back heaps of ore. At close quarters it was clear that the whole area had been heavily reinforced to stand frequent use as a launching pad. From the ports it was possible to look into the barn and, sure enough, it was largely filled by a long space ship somewhat bigger than the average naval cruiser and six or seven times as large as Lynx. Clear lettering on the cone gave the name Cybosorus.


  Lieutenant-Engineer Tom Lewis said, If that ship is what I think it is, this wont take long. The power unit is a two-phase job and we can put it permanently out of action in about ten minutes. Lets get on with it, Andy.


  O.K. You and Selkirk work on that. Ill have a look at the buildings. Townley can stay here and keep the radio link going. First transmission is about due. Report arrival and situation so far.


  Ill show you round, Lieutenant, Lamia offered.


  Sliding out the landing ramp was a manual job on the ferry. Whitfield found himself saying, Let me do that, although there was nothing to it and Lamia must have done it many times herself. Then they were on the ground.


  Sinitron had an equable climate with very little variation between winter and summer. It was now about twenty-one degrees centigrade. Gravity was relatively low and oxygen level about the same as in the high Andes of South America, Earth. It was very welcome to feel solid ground and move under full gravity. The gravity simulator on Lynx gave quarter weight which was something, but on a long cruise even that became difficult to live with. They snapped back their helmets and took deep breaths.


  At close quarters, the buildings no longer had a rural Yorkshire appearance. The construction was very much finer and more regular. The blocks of hard grey stone were uniform and ground to a perfect finish. Proportions were exact and the principle of the Golden Mean was applied to the placing and size of all wall openings. It was harmonious and satisfying architecture. Even the outbuildings and the barn were designed and placed with great care. Its use as an ore dump seemed totally wrong.


  Lewis and Selkirk walked over to the Cybosorus and reached it as Lamia and Whitfield arrived at the house. A wheeled inspection platform stood under the main entry port and as Whitfield looked back, he saw them both climb up and disappear into the black shadow of the opening. He followed Lamia inside.


  The house had no visible doors. The whole of the ground floor was open plan, though there was a suggestion that partitions could be pulled across to make a variety of rooms if needed. It was furnished, surprisingly, in a style which could be seen at any one of a hundred airports up and down the galaxy. No trace of specific Sinitron culture could be seen here. Settees, low tables, even some familiar-looking magazines and an automatic food bar across the whole of one side. In the centre, a spiral staircase which took exactly five turns to reach the floor above. It was gossamer thin and seemed to float there like a spiders web. It could have been made only of infrangom.


  The niggling doubt about the whole set up, which had been worrying Whitfield, was not set at rest by the sight of it. It was not known that the people of the planet made much local use of the metal, since very high technological skill was required to process it. This argued that someone else made extensive use of this depot. It was not rational that it should be deserted.


  Lamia had shrugged out of the heavy suit. Whitfield was about to do the same when he realised that this would effectively cut off his link on the intercom with Townley and so with Lynx. She saw his hesitation.


  You are surely going to take advantage of this time ashore, Lieutenant? Have a look round and Ill get some coffee.


  Whitfield said, Thank you. Go ahead. Ill take a look upstairs.


  He climbed slowly up the wide, beautifully proportioned treads and drew his heavy service pistol, feeling that the action was over-dramatic and unnecessary. But training dies hard, and he switched over from the harmless neutralising action to the deadly laser beam, which would drill its needle hole through any substance yet known to the armourers boffins. At the top he was faced with a circular landing with six square openings into rooms. Recessed in the roof, a system of polished copper discs, about six feet in diameter, ran endlessly on each others rims and caused a gentle draught of air to circulate. From the landing there was nothing to be seen in the rooms. Each seemed to be a complete suite with alcoves for low divan beds and a ground-glass screen, probably housing toilet facilities.


  He stepped forward, still watchful, into the nearest one. A fine spray from the centre of the lintel fell in front of his eyes, and even as he clawed despairingly at the intercom switch, his vision blanked out in a great sea of scarlet and his knees buckled beneath him. A massive arm caught him round the shoulders and eased his unconscious body to the floor. At the same time another hand flicked his intercom to off and a measured deliberate voice said, Very satisfactory. Carry him over to the couch, Biton. Careful now, he might be very useful to us. Take his suit off and bring it downstairs. It will be some hours before he misses it.


  Men appeared from each room and joined the group. In their bearing and their attitude to the speaker there was a military precision. Whitfield would not have been surprised had he heard.


  That completes it, Captain. We only have to take the operator left in the ferry.


  Yes, Commander. And for that I think our friend Lamia will be helpful again. See to it.


  Very good, Captain.


  Townley was at the head of the ramp and took the coffee from the girl.


  She said, Lieutenant Whitfield wants you to set up the listening post in the house. You are to time it between the fifteen-minute transmissions. Anyway, he will be telling you himself. I came over to get a case from the locker.


  Townley waited and sipped the coffee. He had worked too long with Whitfield to take second-hand instructions from a civilian. The intercom clicked and Whitfields voice sounded.


  When youve had your coffee, whip out the set and bring it over. We can monitor calls from in here until the pick-up.


  Right, Lieutenant. Ill be right across.


  Townley took a long drink and put down the cup. As he turned to the set he sagged suddenly like a puppet released from its strings and crumpled forward full length on to the floor. Lamia knelt down and spoke into his intercom.


  Perfect. The voice was just right. He thought it was Whitfield. The transmission is due in about seven minutes according to the pad.


  Good. Come in now.


  When she arrived at the terminal, four men came in from the ship with the limp bodies of Lewis and Selkirk. Two more went to bring in Townley. Captain Peirith of the Celaenonian armed cruiser Cybosorus was listening to a record. Every conversation at which Lamia had been present had been automatically taped on a tiny recorder. A thin dark man was listening intently. He switched off and began to reproduce the voices. The quality was uncanny. Every nuance was right.


  Given enough time, I could make an exact copy; but that will be good enough to go over a long radio link.


  Yes, that will do very well. Go over to the ferry and work out the next transmission. Everything hinges on this being well done. Take our best communications man.


  Very good, Captain.


  Lynx came up on the dot.


  Calling Sinitron. Report. Over.


  Sinitron to Lynx. Whitfield. Nothing to report. Area deserted. Freighter disabled. Await instructions. Over.


  Picking up will be delayed for about two days. Checking other orbits. Restrict to hourly transmission. Out.


  Back in Lynx, Commander Dag Fletcher had watched thoughtfully as the ferry car peeled off into its homing flight. There was still a trace of perfume in the cabin and he had no difficulty at all in remembering Lamia. What possible point could there be in anything but the face value story? He stubbed at the buttons on the individual intercom panel.


  Dan. Ready to go?


  Anytime now.


  Give it five minutes. That will put us out of sight and give you a short run back. General stations. Now.


  Fletcher chose an empty section of the grid and put Lynx down, without fuss, on an ideal level surface of stone and sand. Frazer and Hollihead slid out in the tiny scout car and parked below the tripod. They adjusted the tripod jacks until Fletcher at the Lynx control console, said, Thank you. Thats saved time. Were ready to go. See you.


  As the car picked up speed and settled to a steady two hundred Earth miles per hour, with its sonar probe bouncing ahead, Lynx flamed back like a comet to its watching orbit. Momentarily, the whole landscape was bathed in orange light, showing stony scrubland with gentle dune-like hills and the firefly light of the scout car dwindling into the distance.


  As they picked up the precise thread of the interrupted orbit, Commander Fletcher keyed in to the scheduled transmission from the ferry station. Whitfields voice said, Whitfield. Nothing to report. Over.


  The Lynx operator replied, Recorded. Nothing for you, Lieutenant. Out.


  Whitfield slowly opened his eyes. He had been conscious for some minutes, but by a great effort of will he had remained motionless. He was lying on the floor and directly above him was the ceiling of one of the upper rooms. There was no sound. He moved his head fractionally and saw that he was roughly in the middle of the apartment. To his right another figure lay as still as death. It was Lewis. He listened intently but the silence was absolute and he began to feel rather foolish. Still cautious, however, he moved his head a little at a time until he had seen the whole of the room. Then he rolled over and slowly stood up. Townley and Selkirk were lying over by the window and he stepped over them to look out. It was a grey dawn with pale-green light gathering on the horizon. That meant that they had been here for at least twelve hours. The light in the room was subdued and seemed to be generally diffused from the walls and ceiling. The entrance was sealed by a solid-looking partition, but he did not investigate it because the spray trap might still be operational. The screened alcove contained a shower and toilet facilities. He decided that he might just as well make use of them. They had each been left in their moulded inner suits and as he began to peel it off, Lewis stirred and opened his eyes. As he focused, he asked, Whats going on, Andy?


  Lamia was a decoy. Weve been taken for a ride all right!


  That ship may carry some freight, but it must be rated on the naval lists. It has enough armament to take on half a dozen corvettes. We got inside and had a look round, then tried to get into the engine room. Bingo! Some spray affair knocked us down cold. What are they after?


  That I dont know. Im taking a shower. Keep thinking.


  Lewis looked out. Light was spreading quickly in the fast-moving dawn of Sinitron. In the courtyard the ferry stood on its short tripod, seemingly ready to take off. There was no one in sight. He walked round the walls testing here and there. At the door, he paused and looked closely at the lintel. He called out, How did they get you?


  Water sluiced down for a moment, then, At the doorway. Something geared up to the lintel. Spray.


  Yes, there are some holes here. Could be still working, I suppose.


  As Whitfield came out, Townley and Selkirk woke up together. Townley said, What I dont understand, Lieutenant, is how Lamia knew you were going to call up and mention the coffee. It made the whole set up so natural.


  What coffee?


  You called me on the intercom and told me to pack up the set and bring it in.


  I did? asked Whitfield, incredulously.


  You certainly did, Lieutenant. Then I drank the coffee and that was it.


  Whitfield was silent. He had to believe Townley. Someone had been to some trouble to imitate his voice. It made no kind of sense.


  Outside it was full daylight. The pale-green translucent sky of Sinitron was cloudless. Four, men in space suits came out into the courtyard. Selkirk said urgently, Lieutenant, those are our suits!


  They crowded the window. Sure enough, the men below were wearing the regulation uniform suits of the I.G.O. service. One had the rank flashes of executive lieutenant, another lieutenant-engineer, the other two had the plain blue band of communications and general staff.


  Wait a minute, said Whitfield, Im getting the idea behind this. Just suppose, for the sake of argument, they could imitate each of our voices. Whats to stop them taking the ferry up to Lynx on the recall and making a bid to take it over. They could be inside before anyone suspected a thing.


  What advantage would that be? I.G.O. could have a squadron here in a week.


  Lynx sends back a positional fix to the flagship computers every hour on the hour. As long as that shows up no one is going to suspect any change. They could put a crew on board and keep Lynx in orbit.


  That would give them a clear sky for the next two months until the detail is changed. They could crash it with all hands on board, just before take-over and the relief ship would simply report the accident and then carry on. And Lamia could try it on again with the next one.


  It looks as though they are doing a stand-by duty on the ferry.


  Recall will be within the next twenty-four hours, I should say. They are making sure that they dont miss the boat. Mind you, they could take another dozen up in the loading bay. And here they come.


  Six men in deep-maroon space suits of an unfamiliar pattern, filed out of the house below and followed the others into the ferry.


  Ten, said Whitfield bitterly. With complete surprise. Lynx wont have a chance. Take a good look round. If we could get ten seconds with the communications gear, we might do some good.


  The room was empty of furniture. There were no fittings that could be moved. Every joint in the walls, floor and ceiling was machined to such accuracy that the finest blade could not have been put in.


  Selkirk peeled back the neck of his inner suit and slipped out the strip of flexible file, which was one of the three special items carried as standard equipment. The tag of the side zip could be twisted off and by depressing the centre become an effective compass needle, which would rotate on any flat surface. Lastly the small projections which clipped the identification flashes on the right shoulder contained an oblivion pill which could release a man faced with an inevitable or unendurable death.


  Try the washroom. It probably backs on to the one next door and it could be the weak link. Run the shower in case we have visitors.


  Selkirks voice came over the splashing of the running water.


  Theres a recessed compartment beside the bath which could be a single unit with a staggered recess on the other side. If the whole lot came free it might just be possible for us to get through. Particularly if we lubricate it with soap.


  Townley joined him.


  Sooner you than me, Hal. Mind you, its going to get easier as time goes on. Nobody seems to bother about food round here.


  They dug into the fine hair-crack joints which connected the twenty-inch square of ceramic material with the rest of the wall. Fine dust fell in a tell-tale streak on the bath. After a few minutes they were in an inch deep all round, but even a casual visitor to the washroom would notice their efforts.


  Sluice some of this away while I carry on, said Selkirk.


  Right. We could do a temporary seal with soap if we have to leave it.


  Then Whitfields voice, unusually loud, Breakfast. Thats a welcome sight.


  Townley, his hair wet, strolled out to join the two lieutenants and echoed it with, Right on cue. I was just asking if anybody ever ate in this place. The partition in the door arch angled up into the lintel like a camera shutter. Three men came forward into the room. Two had heavy calibre multi-direction laser guns on shoulder straps and held at the ready. No sudden attack by a few men could stand against one of these. In fact, any operator who kept his nerve was virtually unapproachable with such a weapon. The third man pushed in a light trolley set for four with coffee, fresh bread and fruit. None of them spoke and while the trolley was pushed into the centre of the room the two escorts moved to either side of the door opening.


  Outside they could see to the head of the stairs and the head and shoulders of a man appeared. As he came into the room the three guards stiffened and it was clear that here was someone of importance.


  Whitfield said, Executive-Lieutenant Whitfield. I make a formal protest against interference with an authorised I.G.O. detail. Only immediate release and full co-operation on your part can absolve you from severe penalties under the Inter Galactic Code.


  The newcomer wore the ground uniform of the Celaenonian Service - lightweight white tropical tunic with high round collar and unfamiliar rank flashes on the sleeves. He was swarthy, with black, angry-looking eyes, of middle height, but looking smaller, because of very wide shoulders and heavy build. He spoke without emphasis and without haste.


  Captain Peirith, Celaenonian Armed Cruiser Cybosorus. I sympathise with you, Lieutenant. This is the last landfall for you and your party. Lynx too has not much more time. However, you have some days yet. Make the best of them. Where is the other man?


  Selkirk came out. Peirith nodded to one of the guards and the man walked over to the washroom and looked in.


  All in order, Captain.


  Well then, well leave you, Lieutenant. I hope to bring some of your friends to join you. Later on you will all have to take a power dive in Lynx. A regrettable necessity. But after all, it is a daily possibility in our branch of the service, is it not?


  Whitfield said, I think we know the idea behind what youre doing, Captain. You may get a temporary advantage by it, but you will not get away with it. I.G.O. has been threatened before, but any sane man knows that the only hope for progressive life lies with the organisation. You cant win.


  Leaving out the long term, as a matter which affects neither of us, Lieutenant, I think you are wrong. We shall see how it appears to you when your ship is making its collision run. If you want anything, there will be two guards outside. The spray is switched off, so you may knock on the door.


  Peirith walked out and the guards followed, going slowly backwards until they were out of the door opening. In response to some control, which was not visible from inside, the shutter sliced down into place.


  Hows the excavation work coming, Selkirk?


  No movement yet, Lieutenant, but we must be more than half way through.


  Can we make a small hole somewhere else? We cant make the final break through if theres anyone in the next room. Incidentally, there must be an elevator somewhere to bring up this trolley. Have some food and then well carry on.


  It took two hours of niggling work to bore a small hole high in the corner of the shower cubicle. The limited view it gave showed a circular section of the ground-glass screen which cut off the next room. Nothing moved and there was no sound. Certainly the shower cubicle was empty.


  All right, break it through.


  They eased the block back with straining, bent fingers. The gap looked very small.


  Whitfield said, This will very likely be the only chance we get to attempt to warn Lynx. It doesnt matter who goes. Tom, you and Hal are the wrong build to get through this drain hole. Ill try it and then Pete can follow. As soon as we get through, knock at the door and get the guards in off the landing.


  Make some noise to bring them under the doorway. Well take them from behind. Good luck!


  Right. Well do what we can. Good luck.


  Whitfield stood under the shower and soaped his inner suit, then holding on to Lewis and Selkirk, he slipped his legs through the hole. It was a tight squeeze, but he forced himself through. Then Pete Townley followed; it was even harder for him, but Whitfield was able to heave him out.


  Whitfield called back through the hole, Right, Tom. Call that guard.


  Lewis hammered on the partition and after a few minutes delay it swung clear. Two guards stood side by side and stepped forward under the lintel. Selkirk was hammering on the window with an empty cup.


  Stop that. Where are the other two? All move back against the …


  The guard choked and fell forward as Whitfield chopped scientifically into the side of the neck. Lewis caught the limp figure neatly, before it reached the floor, and saw from the tail of his eye that Selkirk had done the same with the other one.


  Whitfield said, Well done, all. Lets get out of here. Take the guns. End room is above the food bar. Come on.


  Silent as shadows, they slipped into the room farthest from the stairhead. Set in the corner was a small elevator shaft and the access door was slid back. The small elevator would take only two. Whitfield took one of the guns and checked the setting. He switched it to the neutraliser. This would be quieter. He and Townley squeezed into the small space.


  Well send it right back. Rendezvous outside, behind the stables, if we can make it.


  The shaft came out at the back of the food bar in the main lounge. Here there was a service and maintenance room. Two men were working on the cells of the small computer which fed instructions from the selection panel to the robot cooking mechanism. As the elevator stopped, one of them turned and opened his mouth to shout a warning as the paralysing ray hit him. The other one reeled forward and then slowly crumpled to the floor. There was a good deal of noise coming through from the reception lounge. It seemed likely that all off-duty personnel were gathered there.


  Townley sent the service elevator back and they slid back a door to the outside. This opened directly on to the approach road to the farm. There was no cover and either way they would have to pass windows which served the lounge itself. The stable buildings lay to the right, and from there they would be out of sight of the house for at least twenty yards, if they struck out into open ground.


  Bent double and moving close to the wall, they rounded the corner and straightened up in the shelter of the stables. Ten feet up, ventilation louvers were the only relief in the blank grey walls.


  Give me a lift up. Whitfield pointed to the openings and Townley set his back to the wall.


  The courtyard was empty and the ferry was still standing there. Just visible through its small ports were the heads of men waiting at the controls. The ramp was still down. Whitfield dropped silently as Lewis and Selkirk came round the corner to join them.


  The ferrys not gone yet. If we could get nearer, we could disable it with one of these scatter guns. But that might not be much more than a delaying move. If they reported that the ferry had developed a fault, they might persuade Lynx to come down to pick us up and the end would be the same.


  Lewis said, We havent got long either way. Somebody will find the guards any minute. If we could get to Emtor, we might find some means of communicating with Lynx.


  Its a chance, agreed Whitfield. One at a time over the open ground and drop into the ditch on the other side of the road. As soon as you get there move on. Selkirk first.


  One by one, they took it at a run, bent double. As Whitfield dropped down and began to crawl on all fours after the others, an alarm bleep started up. They reached a fold in the ground and stood up on the road.


  No good. We cant last long. But they wont want to lose any men retaking us, so theyll be deliberate about it. Come on.


  The road curved away behind a spur of moorland and then came out again in sight of the farm, but out of effective range for small arms. Bitten into the side of the spur was a small quarry, possibly one source for the stone of the farm buildings.


  Townley said, Perhaps we can hole up in there, Lieutenant. If theres anything like a cave, we could hold it as long as we could stay alive. Unless they brought the cruiser out.


  We havent been seen yet, replied Whitfield. We might even hide until dark and still make a bid to get to Emtor.


  Bare rock walls in a semi-circle faced them inside the quarry. To the left, a narrow fissure seemed to offer some possibilities and they started towards it. Scrambling up the loose scree at its foot, they met a low screening wall about four feet high.


  As Whitfield vaulted over it, he heard: Come in and make yourself at home. It was Dan Frazer.


  As he spoke, there was a hiss of jetting gas and a gathering low rumble, which built quickly into a roar, from the direction of the farm. Above the shoulder a of the hill, the ferry shot up in its streaking flight to rendezvous with Lynx.


  Are you in communication with Lynx?


  Every half hour.


  Whens the next transmission?


  Coming up in about five minutes.


  Skip it. Call up now. Its absolutely vital.


  All right. Come on then.


  Frazer led the way back into the gully. Recessed in an overhang was the Lynx scout car.


  We got here just before dawn and I was waiting until dark to look at the farm. Just Dag Fletcher being very careful, but it looks as though it paid off.


  As they reached the car he called out, Hollihead. Try to raise Lynx on an emergency call. Hurry it along. Get Commander Fletcher, O.K.?


  Right, Lieutenant. Holliheads cheerful voice brought the tension down several notches and Whitfield began to believe they might make out. Selkirk ran up.


  Theres a patrol of six coming into the quarry. We can hold them at the wall with the scatter guns unless you want to use the car.


  Use the guns. Well keep the car in storage for a bit. So far, they only know about the four of us. Here, catch.


  Whitfield threw his gun over and ducked in the low entry port of the small scout car.


  Any progress?


  Theyre coming up now.


  Lynx here. Hurry it along, will you. Ferry coming up to rendezvous, it may be an all hands job if the grabs miss.


  Whitfield here. Get Commander Fletcher, urgent. Over.


  Lieutenant Whitfield has just spoken from the ferry.


  That I know. Commander Fletcher at once, if you please.


  There was a pause as the operator went into an incredulous explanation to someone else, then, Fletcher here. Whats going on, Whitfield?


  Commander. We walked into a trap. Theres an armed cruiser here and they have a scheme to take over Lynx. Theres one rubber-voiced character who does imitations and hes in the ferry. Four of them have our I.G.O. suits. Some others are in the loading bay. If you let them aboard, theyre all geared up to take over. Im with Frazer now and were bottled up in an old quarry about half a mile from the farm. There are at least ten men on the ferry.


  Look, Whitfield, theres not a pin to choose between your voice and the recent transmission from the ferry. Put Frazer on.


  Frazer here, Commander. That was Whitfield all right. Dirty as a primitive, but our own Andy.


  All right. Ive had doubts about the set up. The ferrys coming alongside now. Well go along with it and take the four as they come over. I have no right to take chances. The ferry will have to go.


  There was a pause, and they could imagine Fletcher turning to look at the scanner which would give him a picture of the scene outside.


  Grabs are out now. Ferry lock opening and someone coming across. Pull out of there if you can and get to Emtor. Im coming down to have a word with Medon. It will take about two hours to get a fix on the town and work into the right orbit. Second man leaving the ferry. See you later on, I hope. Out.


  Whitfield said, Well, that does it, Whatever happens, they will push that lot back to I.G.O. on the automatic link. Peiriths plan is finished one way or another. Lets see if we can get out.


  They moved cautiously down the gully and joined the three at the wall, looking out into the quarry.


  Lewis whispered urgently, Four dotted about in front, two just gone out. Probably going to circle round. They could come up to the back of the gully and pick us off in armchair comfort. Time to get out, Andy.


  Back to the car, then. No time to lose either. Youre the expert, Dan. Can we all get in?


  In or on. Itll take anything you can put on it.


  They ducked under the overhang. The car was four feet high by four feet wide. It was the smallest two-seater scout car in service, specially designed for the corvettes of the Lynx class. Overall length was ten feet. Behind the two bucket seats was a load platform and the four newcomers squeezed in, knees to chin, heads bent forward.


  All ready for urn burial, said Townley. As Frazer heaved himself in and Hollihead started up the thrust, a line of stone chips peeled away from the lip of the overhang.


  Just in time, by the look of it, said Frazer, but I dont think they can see the car. They think theyve got you four pinned down in here. Mind you, we cant afford to ease out of here in slow motion or theyll turn the car into a colander. Take it up. Bert, and go like a bat out of hell.


  Hollihead juggled nicely with the controls until they cleared the ground. He only had about a foot of headroom to play with and he needed to be able to come out at full acceleration in a climbing turn. Frazer held the firing grip of the single, heavy, multicore laser. It ran along the centre axis of the car and he was ready to blast anything that came in the sights.


  Hollihead had angled round, still under the protection of the rock, until he was ready to go. Once out it would need split-second movements to miss the opposite wall of the gully and to climb and to keep accelerating. With everything at full power, he threw in the drive and the car tore itself from the cleft. It was neat. A three-foot slash in the bodywork was evidence of a glancing blow on the far wall as they clawed up the narrow ravine in a surge of compulsive power. Only split-second reactions could have got the men above on target in time. The car was out of reasonable range and flaring away with its black and red pennant streaming stiffly back, before they could swing to aim.


  The men in the loading bay sorted themselves out with difficulty. They had been flung in an amorphous mass against the rear bulkhead.


  Townley was indignant. O.K. O.K. O.K., Bert. Youve had your fun. How do I come to land these crazy details? Id rather be an outside passenger.


  They were far enough away from the farm to be a mark on a bleak grey landscape.


  Frazer said, Hold it, Bert. Give our ungrateful guests a minute to comb their hair. Hollihead obligingly threw in the emergency stop and the car came to a quivering halt with the four piled up against the back of the bucket seats.


  Very funny, snarled Townley. So help me, Bert, Ill strangle you with my bare hands if you do that again.


  All right, said Whitfield. Theres work to do. How far to Emtor, Dan?


  Ten miles. We should be getting into more populous country now. By the way, did you see any scout car near the farm? That cruiser would be sure to have at least one tender, possibly two.


  Ive been thinking about that. It might be as well to make a very careful entry into the town. Lamia could have been telling the truth about Medon. In which case there will be a connection. We dont know whether Medon is with them in this or not. These people are not very curious about strangers, but theyre bound to notice men in unusual space gear. Celaenonians have a maroon outfit. Pull in somewhere on the outskirts. Townley and I will go in and you can keep communications open with Lynx.


  Thank you very much, Lieutenant. Thats all I need, said Townley.


  As the last of the four men swung himself into the one-man air lock on Lynx, Fletcher came to an unwelcome decision. The first one in had been rubber voice himself, and he had been neatly pole-axed by a close-range shot as he appeared through the inner door. As the helmet snapped back and the dark crafty face of the Celaenonian leader was revealed, Fletcher knew that he would have to decide about the ferry and its occupants. When it came to the bit, any spaceman hated the waste of death. Fletcher was more sensitive than most. But any alternative meant a stretching of his small crew for guard duties and an interference in the duty plan for Lynx. It was simply not practicable. With Whitfield and Frazer out, only two Executive Navigation Lieutenants remained in the ship. Lieutenant Hughes was attending to the visitors and Anstrov was doubling at the Executive and Navigation consoles. He called Anstrov on visio.


  Anstrov, bring every major gun that will bear on to the ferry. At this range it should disintegrate. Put the firing control on remote to me. Get in the grabs at the double.


  Anstrov appreciated the move. Commander Fletcher was not going to delegate the task of execution. It was his responsibility and he would carry the whole weight of it. For a moment, Anstrov hesitated. Then he knew that argument would be useless and could be dangerous. He worked for thirty seconds on the banks of switches on his console. Then he said quietly, All set up, Commander.


  The grabs whipped back and Fletcher, iron faced, pushed the red button which sent a fierce surge of destructive energy across the narrow gap. The screen clouded and cleared and where the ferry had been was a blank starmap, black night sewn with the sequins of distant worlds.


  Whitfield and Townley came warily into the main square of Emtor. At close quarters the pattern and detail of this town had impressed them far more than many products of advanced civilisations on other planets. All building was in the local grey stone, but the proportions and overall design were superb. Every street gave harmonious vistas, every house was individually beautiful and yet within the plan. None was large by Earth standards. The people of Sinitron had perfected the art of living in small communities.


  On the way to the town, they had seen small intensive farms which supplied its food needs and as far as could be seen any manufacturing and power processes must have been relegated to underground factories. Little heat for domestic purposes would be needed since the equable climate rarely dropped below 20 degrees centigrade and heating plants would not be installed. The grey undulating landscape and the pale-green sky set a minor key to colour harmonies. But clearly a satisfying human life was achieved here.


  Few people were in the streets. Transportation was by low small-wheeled vehicles, chiefly used for load-carrying. Most people seemed to walk about their business. They were slimly built, good-looking people; the women wearing tunic jackets of some fine fabric of synthetic fibre with narrow leg-flattering trousers or a sari-like garment which left one shoulder bare. The pastel colours fell together like a shifting pattern of petals. The men wore a kind of uniform of white, finely woven linen cloth. It was a pity that their possession of infrangom had made them important to the faraway forces of the Galaxy. They had certainly not asked to be embroiled in a distant quarrel. But the progress of human life, reflected Whitfield, is indivisible. No one can opt out even by ignorance.


  No one challenged them as they moved into the wide centre of the town. Trees and spaces, mosaics and fountains, seats and walks between carefully laid out gardens, and surrounding the square, the main buildings of the community; a theatre, shops, what could be banks and business houses. Nothing was labelled. In a small community everyone would know. In the middle of one side was a large private house, which looked as though it might belong to a principal citizen. And in front of it stood a large scout car with a long maroon pennant hanging limply from the aerial mast.


  Whitfield said, Get back and bring up the car. If we can hit them before theyre mobile, we can still beat them. You and Selkirk and Lieutenant Lewis join me behind the trees. Ill start working round there while youre gone. Give me your gun. Youll need a gun each. The other two will have enough on with the car. O.K.?


  Right, Lieutenant. Five minutes should do it.


  When Townley had disappeared at a steady jog-trot, Whitfield moved directly into the square and under the shelter of the nearest group of trees. There was every reason to believe that the Celaenonians would soon move out. Peirith or someone at the farm would pass on the message about their escape and the Lynx car in the quarry. The next step would be to hunt them down with the bigger car and unless they had some surprise advantage that could only end one way. Probably the only reason why this was not already happening was that they were preoccupied with the attack on the Lynx itself. He moved along the belt of trees until he was about seventy yards from the car. Only one man was visible in it through the ports. There was no more cover to get nearer.


  Medons house was on the right of the square, fronted by twenty yards depth of ornamental gardens. There was no direct access to the open front porch by car, and guests were expected to be agile enough to walk from the edge of the square. Possibly there would be a service road at the back. He checked the gun and set it for long-range single-fire. This would flash an intense narrow beam with deadly accuracy for the distance he needed. It was not the time of day for the square to be filled with people and only two or three elderly men were in sight walking among the gardens. He took a trial aim with the gun steady as a rock in its shoulder strap. It would be no good attempting to shoot through the car body with a weapon of this calibre at this range; but if the driver moved out, he could drop him.


  Then everything happened at once. The far port of the scout car must have opened unknown to Whitfield, for a Celaenonian guard doubled from the car towards the house. It was plain that an urgent message had come through and was being taken to whomever was inside. As he was aiming, Lewis, Selkirk and Townley ran into the square behind him and the Lynx scout car, driven by Hollihead, shot from the road to the left of Medons house.


  The figure in the stationary car saw his danger. He cut in his motor at full and rose on a surge of irresistible power. Hollihead was one of the best car pilots in the I.G.O. service. With split-second reflexes and nerves of steel, he could make the tiny mobile power pack, which was all that Lynxs tender could be called, into an extension of his thoughts and hands. As the car in front rocketed up in a straight lift, Hollihead moved underneath it in a twisting climb that gave Frazer a raking shot along the full length of its under belly. The controls and the power unit itself of the streamlined silver car were fragmented. It lost its upward surge. Hollihead had cut it fine. The streaming black and red pennant of the I.G.O. car was snatched back by a finger of broken metal, as he clawed out from under the wreckage with fractions of a centimetre to spare. The flexible aerial rod bent flat back and then thrummed crazily to and fro.


  Three Celaenonian guards came out of the house at a run, probing ahead with flaring guns and, from the tail of his eye, Whitfield saw Townley pitch forward. Then the three guards crumpled and fell.


  At a tearing run, Whitfield led across the square and straight into the porch. Inside was a cool spacious hall, giving an impression of blue and silver and bowls of flowers on low tables. Through archways were several rooms, and on the right a large splendid reception chamber, and Captain Peirith, very still, with a tall, dignified elderly man in white, who must be Medon - and a girl.


  He said harshly, for Medons benefit, since Peirith would hardly have forgotten, Executive-Lieutenant Whitfield. I arrest you, Captain Peirith, for action against an authorised I.G.O. force. Selkirk, take the Captain across the hall into an empty room and stay with him. Kill him if he attempts to escape.


  Frazer and Hollihead came in.


  All clear in front, Lieutenant, said Frazer.


  Right. Id like you to check through the house, Dan, and see that there are no others. Watch how you go. Hollihead, get Lynx on an emergency call and report the position. Run a remote line to me here. I want to talk to Commander Fletcher.


  Medon had not moved. Now he spoke in a deep, quiet voice. Its not my wish, Lieutenant, to be involved with either of your parties. We would have been happier if this metal, which you value, had not been found at all on our planet. But I am confused by your claim. Captain Peirith has said that, by an agreement with I.G.O., he was able to move out some consignments of ore. I should like to have some certainty in these matters. Meanwhile perhaps you and your party will take some refreshment. He turned to the girl who had been watching it all. Megaron, my dear, would you see to that?


  Her voice was low and sweet. Certainly. Father. The Lieutenant looks as though he needs it!


  As she walked past him to the door, a faint fragrant perfume seemed to fill the room.


  He said, Thank you. But there is not time. I will come back. I am glad you are not involved with the Celaenonians.


  Frazer appeared.


  The house is clear.


  Good. Take a look at Townley, will you. Its just possible that he may be still with us.


  Can I help? Megaron had turned back and came up to him. There is a hospital below the square. We have not been interested in moving ourselves over vast distances, but we are ahead of most cultures in the arts of life. I am a surgeon.


  Hollihead came up. Commander Fletcher for you, Lieutenant.


  Whitfield said slowly to Megaron, We are glad of your help. I shall see you again.


  Fletcher listened to the account of the action. Then, Wait in the square. If there are underground buildings, it will be best to bring Lynx down outside the city. We will circle the farm first and destroy the cruiser. If Cybosorus got off the ground, it would be serious. I.G.O. are sending a relief corvette so that we can do alternate duties. That will mean local leave on Sinitron. Perhaps the farm would make a good base. See you in about four hours.


  The men in the control cabin of the orbiting corvette Lynx were silent as they looked below at Sinitron, bathed in its pale-green light. Grey, featureless and seemingly desolate. But it was the home of people. Their continual, protective orbiting of the strange planet seemed to take on some important meaning.
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