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Chapter 1

Hd Spacgjock was dtting a the Black Gull’s flight console, his attention riveted to a smdl chesshoard
balanced amongst the toggle switches, flashing lights and dtatus displays. Recently hed skimmed an
atide extdling the benefits of the ancient game: how playing it would sharpen his mind, improve his
memory and increase his attraction to the opposite sex. Chess had been an important part of his daly
routine ever snce, but after two hundred and seventy-sx lossesin a row Ha was beginning to doubt the
atides dams He didn't fed any smarter and he couldn’'t remember the lagt time he'd spoken to a
member of the opposite sex, let done attracted one. Brigfly, he wondered whether it was such a clever
idea to play againg the Navcom, the Black Gull’s onboard computer. Underpowered and outdated, it
was dill more than capable of running the ship’'s accounts, navigation and life support systems while
beating humans at smple board games. However, since Ha was the only human aboard the Black Gull,
his choice of opponents was limited.

“Your turn, said the Navcom, in a neutrd femae voice.

‘I'm thinking.’

‘While you' re planning your opening move, can | tdl you about a specia offer?

‘What kind of offer? asked Hd suspicioudy.

‘Planet Books have a chess title on sdle’

‘Redly? Put it on main.”

The wide viewscreen above the console turned red, and the word ‘SALE' appeared in vibrating
ydlow text. The letters grew legs and marched off the screen, bringing a wire basket on whedsinto view.

‘I don’t need dl this crap,” said Hdl. * Just show me the dedl.’

‘Almod there,” said the Navcom. ‘Keep watching.’

A flock of pigeons burst from the basket, scattering a cdloud of feathers that dropped to the ground
and formed the words ‘ Specid Offer’. A gust of wind blew the feathers away, and a book title flashed
up on the screen.

‘Chess for the intdlectudly challenged? said Hd, saring at the cover in dishdief. ‘Isthis some kind of
joke?

‘It's part of a popular series,” said the Navcom.

‘What are the others? Interstelar navigation for nutters? Moon landings for morons?

‘Shdl | add those titles to your basket?

‘I don't want any of them. And if you get any more offers like those, keep them to yoursdf.” Hd
turned his atention to the board, and after severa moments of deep thought he moved a pawn. ‘E2 to
E4’

There was adight dday. ‘E7 to E5,” sad the computer.

‘Got you thinking, en?

‘1 was deflecting an enquiry about an unpaid bill. They were rather persstent.’

‘That won't be a problem for much longer.’

‘No?
Hd shook his head. ‘I’ ve organised a mesting with the finance company. We're getting another loan.’
“You haven't paid off the first one.’

‘Don’'t worry about it,” said Ha with a casud wave of his hand. ‘ These people love lending money.’

‘Not if they don't get it back again.’

‘Look, you fly the ship and I'll handle the cash. Got it?

‘Are you indructing me to place the Black Gull’s financesin your hands?

‘Absolutdly.’

‘Very wdl. The console screens flickered. ‘On monitor one you will notice a find demand from
Lamira Ground Control for landing fees, port amenities and stamp duty. Monitor two is showing an



overdraft pendty from the bank and monitor three contains a lig of fud and mantenance hills in
descending date order.’

Hd looked from one screen to the next with growing concern. *You'd better hide that ot before the
loan people get here. They might get the wrong idea.’

‘Or the right one,’ said the computer. The screens flickered and refilled with stacks of credit chips,
gemgones and gold bullion. ‘Is this better?

‘Very funny,” growled Hdl.

“Your finandd gtuation would improve if you weren't so fussy selecting cargo jobs.’

‘I've told you before, I'm not doing anything illegd. Governments are short of ships, and they’ll snatch
the Gull if I so much as look at a double ydlow line’

‘What about that cargo of medicind products you were offered?

‘Drugs’

‘And the shipment of home defence equipment?

‘Wesapons’

‘Those young men who wanted passage to Forg?

‘Escaped convicts. Broke and desperate.’

‘What about Jarling Enterprises? They seemed legitimate’

Hd snorted. ‘A front for the loca crime lord.’

‘How do you know?

‘Indtinct. | could tdl by the way they spoke. And the cargo sounded shifty.’

‘“What' s suspicious about robot parts?

‘They're solen goods, of course. Panting ‘Robot Parts on the crates might fool some, but I'm too
quick for that old dodge.’

‘Very wdl, perhaps you could describe an acceptable job so that | might filter out the undesirables’

Hd shrugged. * Something quick and easy. Pays well, no risk.’

‘In the fredance cargo business? The Navcom was dlent for a moment. ‘Have you consdered
another professon?

‘No | bloody haven't. | know there are jobs out there, you'll just have to find them.

‘There may be suitable jobs elsawhere, but we're docked on Lamira This is a mining colony, so the
range of freight work is somewhat limited.”

‘It's the only place we could afford the landing fees.’

‘Which you ill haven't paid.’

‘Me?

“You'rein charge of accounts. Incidentdly, there's a cdl from Ground Control. Shdl | put them on?

‘Eh? No, tdl them I'm busy.’

A chime rang out from concealed speakers.

‘Now what?

‘There's someone on the landing ramp.’

‘The loan arranger?

‘I can't say, my externd cameraismissing.’

*So how do you know there' s anyone outside?

‘Because they’re pressing the doorbell,” said the Navcom, as the chimes rang out again.

Hd stood, strode to a set of controls on the wal and pressed the upper button. Hydraulics whined
and a heavy dircular door swung open, reveding a amdl airlock. Ducking under the low entrance, Hd
entered the airlock and pressed the upper button on a second set of controls. Before the outer door was
half open a huge robot barged in, its body bent double to negotiate a space built for humans.

Hd took one look at its gragping hands, jagged sted teeth and blood-red eyes and fled back to the
flight deck. He dammed the inner door and fumbled for the lock, but before he could activete it the door
burst open again. Ha dived for the access tube a the rear of the flight deck, hoping to escape to the
lower passageway, but only managed two steps before the robot cut him off.

Hd and the robot faced each other for a couple of seconds, and then a short, middie-aged men



entered the flight deck. He had a smooth, pae face and dicked-back har, and his heavy overcoat was
buttoned up to his neck.

‘Who the hdll are you? demanded HAl.

‘Vurdi Makalukar at your service, said the man softly.

Hd nodded towards the hulking robot, unwilling to point in case it tore his am off. ‘Is this thing
yours?

‘Brutus accompanies me on my rounds.” Vurdi crossed to the console and turned the pilot's chair,
grimeding as he saw the exposed guffing. He looked around for an dternative and found none. ‘Let us
begin,’ he said, stting on the edge of the seat. ‘I represent Garmit and Hash, Mr Spacegjock, and I'm
hereto —

“You're the loan guy? brokein Hdl.

Vurdi nodded.

Ha gestured at the robot. ‘Do you treet dl your clients like this?

‘Brutus usudly breaks aleg or two firgt, but in your case | fdt it wasn't necessary. After dl, it's a
relaivedy modest sum of money.’

‘Bresks aleg? Ha eyed the hulking robot. ‘Do you get much repeat business?

‘None, if I do my job properly.” Vurdi sat back. ‘Now, are we paying by cash or cheque?

‘l don't care. It'sdl the sameto me’

Vurdi smiled. ‘I confess, | came here expecting the worst. It's most graifying that you have the money
to pay me’

‘Pay you? No, you've got it dl wrong. You're here to set up aloan.’

The amile vanished. *You don't honestly believe that? Mr Spacejock, your computer has been fobbing
me off for weeks. Y ou’ re months behind with repayments.’

“You mean it was a trick? Y ou' re not giving me any money?

‘I do believe we're on the right track a last. You see, I'm here to collect back payments on your
exiging loan.” Vurdi gestured at the robot. ‘If you're quick, you can stay out of hospitd.’

‘1 don’t have anything to give’ Ha spread his hands. *It’'s been quiet, nobody’ s hiring.’

“We mugt honour our debts, Mr Spacegjock. Payment in kind perhaps? A limb or two? The chair
squedled as Vurd turned his back. ‘I suggest you stand il it'll be quicker that way.’

‘Quicker? What —' Hd dodged as Brutus reached for him with hands the Sze of shoves ‘Hey, cdl it
off or —' The threat died in his throat as banana-sized fingers closed around his neck, and a split second
later he was flat on his back. The giant machine crouched over him and tried to push him through the cold
meta deck, and as the stedl dlaws tightened on his throat Hal’ s life flashed before his eyes — a series of
heavy landings interspersed with explosions and multiple fractures.

‘Ishe dead yet? caled Vurdi.

Electric-tainted ar blew over Ha’ s face. ‘Nearly,” growled the robot.

‘All right, let go.’

The robot hesitated for a moment, then unwrapped its hands and stood up.

‘Let’s gart again, Mr Spacejock.” Vurdi lifted the queen from the chessboard and examined the
undersde. ‘Where' s the money?

‘| told you, | don’t have anything.’

Vurdi tumbled the chess piece in one hand. ‘Y ou know, it'sjust as wel your insurance is paid up.’

‘What are you saying?

‘Imagineif the unthinkable happened to your ship. Garmit would get their money, | would earn my fee
andyou ... well, you' d get afew linesinthe locd paper.’

“You'll never get away with it!’

‘Severd of my ex-clients expressed the same opinion.” Vurdi shook his head sadly. ‘Alas, | proved
them wrong.’

‘Look, there is something.’

‘There dways is. How much?

‘No, aguy cdled this morning with an urgent cargo job.’



Vurdi raised one eyebrow. ‘Why didn’'t you mention it earlier?

‘What earlier? | opened the door and your robot tried to rip my head off.

‘Drama bores me, Mr Spacejock. Give me the details’

‘Thisguy wants me to cover his next pickup. His regular freighter is out of action.’

‘Most convenient.” Vurdi’s dark eyes studied Hd’ s face. *When will this job be completed?

‘I've got twenty-four hours’

‘Very wdl, Brutus will collect the money tomorrow afternoon.’” Vurdi lad the chess piece on the
board and stood. ‘No need to show me out. Come, Brutus’

Hd jumped as the robot’s foot thudded down next to his face. He fdt its hands grabbing at his
cathing, pulling him up until he was garing into its blood-red eyes. Breath hissed between its wafer-thin
lips as hidden fans worked overtime to keep its circuits cool. ‘I'll be b—

‘Brutus, come!” snapped Vurdi from the airlock.

The robot dropped Hd and left the ship with dow, measured footsteps. As the outer door thudded to,
Hd sat up. ‘Navcom?

There was a crackle from the console. ‘ Yes, Sr?

‘Cdl Jerling Enterprises’

‘The front company for the locd crime lord?

‘Yes. Tdl them I'll take their cargo job.’

‘“The shipment of stolen goods?

‘That'sit.

‘But you turned them down!”’

Hd fdt his neck gingerly. ‘I just changed my mind.



Chapter 2

On planet Forg, asmdl crowd had gathered outside the loca sky hockey stadium. Forgtown was not a
prosperous area— the semi-detached houses were modest and the residents struggled to live within their
means. It was unusud to see building work or renovetions, so the extensive refurbishment to the decrepit
old stadium had been ataking point for months.

Opening day had arived at lagt, and light blazed from the new ticket booths, gligening off the
entwined gold and slver ribbon stretched across the entrance. There was a lighting rig to one side, a
spindly tower festooned with coloured spotlights. Perched on top, a stocky man was adjugting the largest
of these lights, directing an intense white beam onto the centre of the gleaming floor tiles. When he was
satisfied, musc blared from concealed speakers and the crowd parted to let a young man in a gold suit
run onto the impromptu stage. He did to a hdt, threw his head back and raised an oversized microphone
to his mouth. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we are gathered here today to witness a miracle’ he bawled,
griding up and down and moving in and out of the light as the technician struggled to keep the beam on
him. ‘They sad it would never happen! They sad the people of Forgtown didn't deserve a new
dadium!’ He gestured & a blank wal. * So who came to your rescue?

On cue, a huge portrait was projected onto the wall. It showed a middle-aged man with a brigling
black moustache, gleaming black hair and athick cigar gripped in the corner of his mouth. ‘Mr Walterrrr
Jaling!” screamed the young man. He stuck the microphone under his arm and clapped wildly, trying
desperately to rev up the crowd.

Off to one side, Jerling took a last puff from his cigar, dropped it on the fresh new tiles and ground it
to shreds under hished. Then he strode onto the stage and took the microphone. He waved the crowd
to slence and began his speech, but nathing came through the speakers. Jarling glared at the young man,
who took the microphone and fiddied with it.

‘... bloody thing working or it's your job,” boomed Jerling’s voice, as the microphone was handed
back. He recovered quickly. ‘ Thank you for coming,’” he said, forcing asmile at the crowd of onlookers.
It was the usud turnout — young mothers with prams, old ladies dutching overszed handbags and a
smattering of unemployed youths with nothing better to do. Impulsively, Jerling decided to cut to page
seven of his speech. The PR people would moan, but they could splice old footage for the news release.
‘And 0, it gives me greet pleasure to open this refurbished stadium, and to wish the Forgtown Rhinos
the best of luck for the coming season!”’

The crowd clapped palitdy as Jerling moved to the entrance and snipped the ribbon. ‘I declare this
gadium open!’ he said, to further applause.

On the way to hiswaiting limousne Jarling passed a mother sanding by her young son. The boy was
looking up a a bunch of coloured baloons tied to the barrier, a wisful look in his eyes. On impulse,
Jaling separated one of the balloons from the rest. *Here you are kid, look after it

The mother beamed at him. * Thank you, Mr Jarling. I'm sure helll treasure it for life’

Jarling made a casua gesture, indicating that such momentous gifts were easy to bestow. Inside, he fdt
the warm glow of a deed well done.

‘But mum, | wanted the red one,” whined the boy.

Jarling turned away and strode to the car, ducked ingde and sank back in the comfortable upholstery.
The door closed and the car drew away with ahum of powerful motors, quickly gathering speed. Inside,
Carina Rinoret was dtting primly on the edge of her seet, briefcase on her Igp. Her dark brown eyes
sudied Jerling intently, trying to gauge his mood. She didn’'t have to wait long.

‘Get rid of that bloody MC,” growled Jerling.

‘Yes, ar’

‘Gold auits and spotlights, what the hdl was he thinking? I’'m a businessman, not a goddamn pop dar.’
Asthe car turned onto the highway, Jerling tore the wrapper off afresh cigar and jammed the tip into the



door console. “What happened to the last guy?

‘Hred, said Carina. *You sad hewas dull.’

‘And did you see that crowd? Pathetic!’ Jerling jammed the lit cigar between his teeth and dragged on
it hungrily. ‘1 saw Hinchfig on the news the other day, he had twice the crowd and they were dl cheering
louder’

‘I've suggested virtud crowds before, but you ings on the real thing.’

‘The snesky bastard.” Jerling took the cigar from his mouth and stared a her. ‘Hinchfig fakes his
crowds?

Carina nodded. ‘He's got a brilliant programmer and a room full of computers. We should have the
same’

‘Forget it. They're temperamentd, highly strung and they keep bresking down.” Jerling blew out a
cloud of smoke. ‘I’'m not wasting money on computers either.’

Discreetly, Carina reached for a control panel and activated the ar purifier. ‘Red crowds aren't
exactly cheap.’

“You paid those losers to turn up? Jarling stared at her in surprise. ‘1 thought they were loyd Rhinos
supporters!’

‘The Rhinos don’t have any supporters. They never win.’

‘Sl the players and buy some good ones.” Jarling frowned. ‘I should have charged tha kid for the
bdloon.’

‘Would you like me to secure its return?

‘I don't gve arat’'s’ Jaling gestured impatiently with his cigar. ‘Focusing on the amdl quff is a
beginner’ s mistake, I’ ve been in this game long enough to know that. Anyway, it's probably blown away
by now.” He glanced a Carina. ‘Speaking of smdl matters, what was that crap on my screen this
morning?

‘1 don't understand.’

‘The memo about the company dentd plan. | don’t ded with garbage like that. Put someone else onto
it

‘Employee benefits are an important aspect of your business’

‘They should be bloody glad they’ve got jobs.” Jerling sniffed. ‘Opening shopping centres, dentd
plans. You'll have me organisng a retirement party next.’

‘Nonsense, Mr Jarling. You perform avitd function.’

‘Don't patronise me.” Jarling puffed his cigar. ‘Find me something interesting. Give me something to
think about.’

‘“You know what your doctor sad, Mr Jaling. He advised agangt direct involvement in the
decison-making process.’

‘All right, give me something to think about and then find me a new doctor.’

Carina looked ingde her briefcase. ‘There's a batch of equipment due for recydling. | need find
approva before proceeding.’

‘That'sit? That's the best you can do? Recyding?

‘It svitd to the hedlth of the company. Turning over equipment is good for saff morae, leads to lower
maintenance costs and cuts our exposure to taxation.” Carina handed over a bound report. ‘Here's the
informetion.’

Jarling Sghed as he fdt the weight. ‘In the old days | listened to the facts and made up my mind on the
spot. When did dl this red tape come in?

‘Standard corporate governance. Everything by the book.’

‘And a book for everything, muittered Jerling. He flipped through the pages, glaing at the tiny print.
‘What isit, anyway?

‘Depreciation schedule. Every item of equipment in the company, listed by purchase date and accrued
tax benefit.’

‘“Wonderful. Care to explain that in layman's terms?

‘“The further you go in the book, the older the equipment. | recommend we dispose of everything after



page seventy.
‘Areyou crazy? Jarling stared a her. ‘I’'m not getting rid of perfectly good equipment.’
‘There's a tremendous tax advantage if you do.’
Jarling squinted at the page. ‘Vehicles, ships, computers ... we only just bought some of this Suff!’
‘I'm afraid not. The minimum age is five years, and some items are dmog thirty. Take those robots

Jarling groaned. ‘Not robots. Not openly.’

‘What do you mean?

‘Do you know what happens when you strip a bunch of robots from a company?

Carina shook her head.

‘The rest go moody, that's what. They don't say anything but their eyes follow you everywhere.
Accusng, sad, angry ..." Jaling shook his head. ‘Y ou have to remove them one by one, send them off
on along-term errand. Then you tdl the rest their dear old metd pd was purchased as a companion for
someone' s grandma, or to help a sick kid recover.’

‘lan't that rather elaborate? They're just machines’

‘No, they’ re machines with brains. Big difference’

‘However it's done, this equipment must go. It will save the company thousands.’

‘Redlly?

Carina nodded. ‘The tax benefits will dmost pay for the replacements. Then there's the humen
eement — new equipment is conducive to a happy work environment, people want to be at work and
gck leave fdls dramaticaly.’

Jarling grunted and handed the report back. ‘Put a summary on my desk and I'll take a look in the
morning.’

‘“You can't leave it too long,” warned Carina. ‘I've negotiated new contracts with severd suppliers
and they won't hold their prices forever.’

Jaling's eyes narrowed. ‘Don't get ahead of yoursdlf.

‘No, Mr Jarling’

The limousne dowed and Jerling glanced out the window. They were travdling dong the broad
avenue leading to head office, and as they rounded a bend the building came into view. It was an
impressve Sght — twelve storeys high, with acres of glass and chrome. Across the facade, broad letters
spelled out the words * Jerling Corporation’ in glowing red.

After gazing at his building for amoment or two, Jerling turned back to Carina. “What's next?

Carina heditated. * One of our senior engineersis retiring tomorrow. They’re not sure what to buy him.”

‘A wreath, muttered Jerling. ‘Look, that's not what | meant. I'm taking busness deds, something
hands on.” He frowned. ‘What was it | heard this morning, something about a shipment they're having
trouble with?

‘Your gaff are very efficdent, Mr Jerling. I'm sure they’ll handle it

‘Give me the details and I'll tdl you whether they’re efficient or not.’

Suppressing the tiniest of Sghs, Carina took out a thinscreen and paged through severd memos. ‘Did
they mention Orthagon?

‘No. Seraph.’

‘That would be the shipment of robot parts.’

‘Ohjoy,” dghed Jerling. * Such a step up from company dental. So what's the problem?

‘The shipment is Stting on Seraph, waiting for collection.’

‘And?

‘The Seraph military are conducting war games — live fire exercises dl over the planet. It's been
running for a week now, with another fortnight to go.” Carina shifted in her seat. ‘Lagt time they hed
manoeuvres on this scale they blasted three cargo freighters by mistake.”

‘1 begin to see the problem.’

‘None of our people will fly there, it's too risky. And we're not insured againgt that kind of loss!’

‘What' s the hurry with the parts?



‘We're assambling an order of sarving robots for the Emperor’'s summer palace. He's planning a
grand bal and our robots have to be ready on time’

‘Can’'t we get the parts e sawhere?

Carina shook her head. ‘ Ther€ s a shortage.’

‘Why don’t we hire a ship?

‘“Who would fly it?

‘One of our old robots, of course.” Jerling gestured at the recydling report. ‘You've adready decided
they're expendable’

‘Robots can only be co-pilots. You need a human in control. Anyway, we're dill ligble for the
replacement cost of the vess if it's destroyed.’

‘All right, hire a fredlancer.’

Carina grimaced. ‘We tried, but they're dl aware of the war games. Mind you, there was one ...’

‘Yes?

“He was convinced it was a cargo of solen goods.’

“You should have put im on to me,” growled Jerling. ‘I’d have set im draight.’

‘To be honest, | didn't think he was suitable. His record isterrible’

‘We dl have to start somewhere. Get him on the line’ Jerling tapped his chest. ‘I’'m going to handle
this Stuation mysdf.’

The car drove towards the tower block’s imposng entrance before veering off a the last minute. It
passed the ornate columns and liveried doorman, skirted the side of the building and emerged on a large,
fla expanse of concrete where two spaceships could be seen in the digance graceful white vessds
surrounded by maintenance vehicles There was dso a battered wooden office with faded Iettering across
the front: ‘ Jerling Inc.’

The limo drew up to the smdl office. Jerling stepped out, dammed the door and leaned through the
open window. ‘ Get onto that fredlance pilot and put the cdl through to me here’

‘Mr Jerling, you have talented staff. This matter can be handled without your intervention.’

‘Ligen, do you know what will happen if we disgppoint the Emperor? WEIl lose our preferred
supplier status, that's what. The Hinchfigs will pounce, and before you know it they’ll be supplying the
Emperor and we'll be faking crowds.” Jarling banged his fig on the polished meta roof. ‘You get this
clown of afreighter pilot on the ling, and you get him now. Understood?

White-faced, Carina nodded.

As the car drew away, Jerling extracted a worn key from his pocket and unlocked the door to the
ramshackle office. Inside, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath, savouring the familiar smdls of stde
tobacco and warm dectronics. There was a plush office awating him on the top floor of the man
building, but he refused to move into it. Partly because it had no soul, manly because they wouldn't let
him smoke there.

After gazing fondly a the faded sdes charts and outdated caendars hanging on the wadls Jarling
crossed the wrinkled carpet to his desk. He sat in the snug, familiar chair and snapped his fingers a a
squat robot hunched in the corner. As the robot raised a spindly arm and lurched towards him, a satisfied
gmile crossed Jarling's face. This was the nerve centre of his business, doctors or no doctors.

*

Hd was pacing the Black Gull’sflight deck, ready to put his fig through the nearest wdl. ‘“What do you
meen, you can't cdl Jarling back? What do you mean you didn’'t save his details?

‘| erased the record after you turned the job down.’

‘So look it up agan!’

‘Negative, we can't afford the search fees” The Navcom hestated. ‘ Incidentdly, it's your move.’

“How can you think of a bloody chess game at atime like this?

“You're only saying that because you're losang.’

‘Thehdl | am.” Hd strode to the console and stared down at the board, where his white king and a



sngle pawn were surrounded by a complete set of black pieces. ‘ Switch sdes?

‘Negative’

Hd sghed. ‘1sn't there any way you can get hold of Jerling?

‘No.’

‘At least think about it, dl right? I'm going to get something to eat. Cdl meif you get any idess” Hd
crossed to where a battered metd |adder poked through a circular holein the floor. HE'd just put his foot
on the firg rung when a chime echoed around the flight deck.

‘Inbound cdl for Mr Spacejock.’

‘Takeit, will you? | can’'t handle debt collectors right now.’

‘It's not a debt collector, it's Jarling Enterprises.’

‘ Are you mucking about?

‘No, it's Wdter Jarling himsdf.

‘Wl don't keep him waiting, you overgrown caculator. Put him on!”’

The viewscreen flickered and wavered, and Walter Jerling's head and shoulders appeared. His gaunt
face was bathed in green light from the screens set into his desk, and there was a cigar clamped between
histeeth. He spotted Ha, removed the cigar and blew out a cloud of smoke. ‘Ha Spacejock?

‘That'sme,’ sad Ha, dropping into his seat. ‘Ligen, | was just —

‘Fredlance cargo pilot?

‘Yes | was—

‘ Something wrong with my company? Pay not good enough?

‘No. | —

‘I told my gaff you'd come round.” Jerling waved his cigar. ‘The cargo’s on Seraph 1V, | want it
delivered to my premises on Forg within twenty-four hours. Can you handle that?

‘Sure’

Jaling picked a shred of tobacco from his lip. ‘There's a couple of things you should know. Firdt,
Sergph space control are a bunch of bureaucratic idiots who'll tie you up for days with their ridiculous
paperwork. And we don’t want that, do we?

‘l guess not,” said Hal.

‘Right, so you're going to bypass customs. Second, you'll be landing in afidd a night. The pickup is
near the equator and there's afew dwellings, light industry, thet kind of thing.”

Hd wondered if his hearing was playing up. ‘Did you say afidd?

“You got a problem with that?

‘Wdl, er —

‘Good.” Jaling frowned a the darkened tip of his cigar. ‘“What was the other thing? Oh yes, the
landing. | want you to take one of my pilots dong. Give him allift to Seraph.’

‘| thought this job was urgent? If | have to wait for your pilot —

‘No waiting, he's dready there at the space port. He was supposed to get a lift with one of my ships,
but you can take him instead.” Jerling waved his cigar. ‘If things get sticky on Seraph heélll take over the
controls’

‘Is he any good?

‘He works for me, doesn’'t he? Jerling snapped his fingers and a squat robot appeared, holding a
short rod with aglowing red tip. Jaling pressed his cigar to the tip, puffed once or twice to get it going,
then waved the robot away. ‘Look, he's had years of training. Hown everything from a hoverbike to a
megafreighter. Believe me, he's a firg-class pilot.’

Hd fdt asurge of rdief. A night landing in a fidd sounded like a recipe for disaster, but with Jerling’'s
pilot it would be easy.

‘Right, that's everything covered,” said Jerling. ‘I'll get the pilot over to your ship, and you get my
cargo here as quick as you can.’

‘Hang on, what about payment? asked Hal.

But the screen was blank.



Chapter 3

‘No 9gn of Jarling's pilot, sad Ha, who was standing in the Black Gull’s airlock peering through a
scratched, ydlowed porthole. He cupped his hands to the plagtic and squinted, but it made little
difference. * There could be an amy out there and | wouldn’t know it.’

‘Why don’t you open the door? asked the Navcom.

‘No thanks. Vurdi’s robot might be hanging around.” Ha gave up and returned to the flight deck,
where he gathered a stained mug and hdd it under the nozzle of the drinks digpenser, filling it with
geaming brown liquid. He raised the mug and sniffed the contents. * Is this tea or coffee?

‘Neither. It's aninfuson of edible fungi.

‘Redly? Hd took a dp and smacked hislips. ‘1 suppose it could grow on me’

‘Don't spill it, or it'll grow everywhere. Incidentdly —'

‘I know, | know. My move.’ Ha looked down at the chessboard, but his mind was on the upcoming
cargo job. He'd never landed in the dark before, especidly in a fidd. What if Jerling's pilot didn't turn
up? What if he wasn't as good as Jarling said he was? What if ...

‘Would you like a hint? asked the Navcom.

“How can | plan a grategy if you keep interrupting? Ha moved one of his pieces. ‘Queen to C6.’

‘King'sknight to C6,” said the Navcom. ‘Warning, checkmate in three moves!’

There was a ringing noise. ‘At last,” said Ha. As he got up his ebow swept the board from the
console, scattering chess pieces dl over the deck. ‘ Oops, slly me!’

‘Desperate Stuations cdl for desperate measures,” intoned the Navcom.

‘Eh?

‘Chests never prosper.’

‘Oh, shut up.’

‘Dally quote mode: disabled.’

Hd strode into the airlock and waited impetiently as the outer door grated open. His eyes widened as
he saw the robot waiting on the platform outsde — and he was just about to run for cover when he
redised it was hdf the Sze of Vurdi’s enforcer, and a completdly different colour. Bronze dl over, it had
a Jquashy furrowed face, a dented torso and mismatched legs splattered with dust-flecked drops of
[ubricating fluid.

‘What do you want? demanded Ha, once he' d finished looking it over.

‘My nameis XG99, said the robot, in an even mae voice. ‘Is thisthe Black Gull ?

‘Yegh. Why?

The robot’'s arm jerked up. ‘Y ou can cdl me Clunk.’

Hd stared a the extended hand. Y ou're Jarling's pilot?

‘Actudly, I'm a certified pilot.’

‘Certified junk heap, more like’ muttered Hd. ‘Wait here he said loudly, in case the robot was as
desf asit looked. He strode back into the flight deck and stopped in front of the console. ‘ Navcom, get
me Jerling.’

The viewscreen flickered into life and Jerling's face came into focus. ‘ This had better be important.’

‘Itis. I’'ve got a clapped-out robot on my doorstep daiming he's your pilot.

‘Clapped out? Jerling frowned. * Clunk may be mature, but he’s in top condition. You'll be perfectly
safein his hands’

‘But —’

‘Mr Spacejock, if you don’'t want Clunk to land your ship you can do it yoursdlf. The important thing
isthat my cargo be delivered on time’

‘But —’

‘Good, I'm glad that' s settled. Now please hurry. | need that cargo and | need it now.” Jerling clicked



hisfingers and the cigar-lighting robot appeared a his Sde, rod at the ready. ‘ Cigar, said Jarling.

The robot raised the rod, bathing his face with adull red glow.

Jaling shook his head. *Give me acigar.’

The robot looked at him.

‘Cigar, sad Jerling, jabbing hisfinger a the robot. ‘Come on, you stupid tin can. Cigar!’

The robot studied the finger, then thrust the heated rod onto it. The screen went dark, cutting off
Jerling' s startled ydl.

‘Perfectly safe, eh? growled Hal. He strode through the airlock and found the robot waiting patiently
outside. ‘Sorry about that, | just had to check something.” Without warning, he jabbed his finger at the
robot. ‘Cigar!’

‘Cigar, sad Clunk, raigng his own finger to maich. ‘I mug say, that's an unusud gresting.’

‘Greting? Hd lowered hisfinger. ‘No, | was teing you. Making sure you weren't going to light it.’

‘l couldn’t do that,” said the robot. ‘Impossible’

‘Governed by the Three Laws?

‘No, | don't have any matches” Clunk craned his neck and tried to look past HA. ‘Can we get
started? Mr Jerling said this was urgent, and I'd like to familiarise mysdf with the controls’

Hd moved aside, and after the robot squeezed past he closed the outer door and followed it into the
flight deck. He found Clunk gtaring at the console.

‘ThisaRigd class freighter, igT't it? asked the robot.

Vs’

Clunk grimaced. ‘1 had no idea they were 4ill in service!’

‘My ship's as good as new,” growled Hal. *And it's a damn Sght better than yours.”

The robot looked puzzled. ‘But | don't have a ship.’

‘Exactly.’

Clunk spotted the chess pieces scattered on the deck. ‘ That’s some opening move. Who won?

‘It was adraw,” said the Navcom.

“You have a pleasant voice. Did you refine it yoursdf?

Hd snorted. ‘“When you' ve finished chatting up my computer, d'you think you could go down to the
hold?

Clunk nodded, making his neck creak. ‘Why are you drinking roasted mushrooms? he asked, as he
spotted the stained mug on the console.

‘Mr Spacejock got ripped off, said the Navcom. *He thought he was buying coffee.’

‘Will you shut up? shouted Hal. He turned on the robot. ‘ Down to the hold. Now.’

Clunk gazed a him with warm, ydlow eyes. ‘As apilot, my place is on the flight deck.’

‘As a passenger, your placeisin the hold. You can be a pilot later, and only if | need you.’

‘Very wdl. Which way to the firg class section?

Hd gestured at the rickety ladder protruding from a dark hole at the rear of the flight deck. ‘Down the
access tube, follow the passage to the cargo hold. And don't touch anything.’

Clunk walked &t and took hold of the ladder. As he placed his foot on the first rung, he hesitated. ‘By
the way, what's your name?

‘Sr; sad Hal.

“Your computer caled you Mr Spacejock.’

‘Yes, but you can cdl mesr.’

The robot |ooked down the tube into the darkness below. ‘No lights?

‘Heat sensors!’

Clunk descended the ladder, head bobbing as he stepped carefully from one rung to the next.
Suddenly he vanished from sight. There was a clatter-bang-thud as he dipped down the rest of the steps
and a crash as he landed & the bottom.

‘Mind the loose rung!’ cdled Hdl.

There was pause, then the robot’ s amplified voice floated up the access tube. ‘Next time, perhaps the
warning could come alittle sooner.’



Hd grinned and sat in the pilot’s chair. ‘Navcom, prepare for take-off,” he said, putting his feet up on
the console.

‘Sarting engines’

The Black Gull’s main drives rumbled into life, shaking the flight deck. Lights blinked, rows of data
whizzed across the gtatus displays and the console squeaked and rattled with the vibrations.

‘Engines started,” said the Navcom.

‘Do you have to state the bloody obvious?

‘Reporting mode: brief.’

There was a scrape, and Had looked over his shoulder to see the robot dimbing out of the access
tube. ‘“Where are you going?

‘It's unsafe down there” Clunk limped to the console, his leg gligening from a fresh lesk. ‘I came
back up before | damaged mysdf further.’

‘All right, stay here. But no interfering.” Ha turned back to the console. *All set, Navcom. Let’s go.’

‘“What about clearance from ground control? asked the computer.

‘Screw them.’

Clunk’s eyebrows rose. ‘ Standard take-off procedure involves somewhat more than —'

‘| told you to keep quiet.” Hal looked up at the viewscreen, where the words ‘Most Systems Ready’
were showing in ten-inch letters. ‘ Go ahead, Navcom. Take off!’

Clunk gestured a the console. *But the status displays —'

‘Wefly my way.” Ha glared at the robot. ‘If you don’t likeit, leave’

The engines roared, drowning the robot’s reply. Severd red lights began to flash, and Clunk hurried
over to examine them. He stared a Hd with a worried expresson. ‘This readout indicates that many
back-up systems are inoperative.’

‘Will you shut up? shouted Hd. ‘This ship is safel’

The engine note rose even further and the deck jolted as the ship began to hover above the landing
pad. Severd digplays flickered, screens jiggled around in thelr housings and a whole bank of lights
flashed on and off as the engines howled.

‘What's that? shouted Ha, as achiming sound rang out, bardly audible over the hammering roar.

‘Ground Control,’ replied the Navcom. ‘ They want us to abort the lift-off.

‘Ignore them.’

‘They are modt insstent.’

‘l don't careif they say please in three languages. Take off!’

‘Cannot comply,” said the Navcom. * Putting them through.’

A loud double chime rang out and a voice blasted from the console. 'Portside calling Black Gull.
Portside calling Black Gull. Please respond.’

‘Thisisthe Black Gull,” shouted Hal. *We re busy right now, but if you leave a message —'

‘Permisson to leave denied. Repest, permission to leave denied. Stop your engines and report to the
Portmaster immediatdly.’

Hd reached for the throttle, but before he could touch it the engine note changed and the ship
thumped back down on the landing pad.

‘Landing complete, said the Navcom.

Ha sghed and looked a Clunk. ‘I'm going to see what these boneheads want. Tidy this place up
whilel’m gone.’

Clunk frowned. ‘Y ou want me to clean?

‘Why not? Y ou know which end of the mop to hold, don’t you?

The Navcom's speaker crackled. *Shdl | close the comms channd now?

Hd gaped at the console. 'Y ou mean it s dill open? Why didn’t you say something?

“You changed my reporting mode to brief.’

‘Shut it off!’

There was a pop from the speakers. * Connection terminated.’

‘What did they hear? Did | say anything to upset them?



‘“Unknown. It depends how Lamirans use the word bonehead.’

‘Damn.’” Ha opened a door benegth the console and pulled out a chunky, chrome-plated blaster.
Clunk’s eyebrows rose. * Surdly you won't need that? Y ou only caled them names’

Hd clipped the wegpon to his belt. *You haven't been on this planet long, have you?



Chapter 4

Hd emerged from the Black Gull’s airlock, blinking in the sudden light. On the far Sde of the landing
fidd the sun was setting behind the Lamira spaceport’ s adminigration block, which shimmered in the late
afternoon heat. Clustered around the spaceport buildings were the ‘A’ lis — modern, powerful ships
fitted with every comfort. Parked close to the amenities, ther crews could dine a one of severd
restaurants, enjoy the heated svimming pool and browse the shopping arcade at ther leisure,

Ha’s ship was somewnhat further down the aphabet, and was therefore stting in a disused corner of
the fidd about as far from the amenities as the nearest moon. The area around the Black Gull was little
more than a graveyard for derdicts, and most of the landing pads nearby were occupied by
graffiti-gplashed wrecks with jagged gapsin their crumpled hulls. Some of the ships seemed familiar, and
when Ha looked closer he redised the rusted hulks were Rigd class freighters like his own. One or two
were actudly in better shape.

There was arumble overhead, and Hal looked up to see a spark of light risng effortlesdy into the sky,
traling along, twisting vapour trall. He shielded his eyes and watched the ship dimbing into orbit, willing
to bet the pilot didn't have to ded with faulty engines, fud leaks and junky old robots.

With a sgh, he strode down the access ramp, using the thin handrails to prevent himsdf bouncing right
off the dender, flexible structure. Stepping onto the landing pad, he waked into the open and glanced
back at his ship to see whether any bits had fdlen off in the night.

The Black Gull sat on three stubby landing legs, one at the front and two supporting the rear. A
narrow ridge swept back from the pointed nose and finished in a soaring tallplane a the back of the ship,
which was adorned with a swooping gull in peding black paint. Under the talplane, twin exhaust cones
suck out on ether sde of the heavy-duty cargo ramp, which was closed and sedled agang the
squared-off tail.

Hd sighed. The Gull could navigete gdactic backwaters with raive ease, but it dill looked like a
cross between a paper dart and a water heater.

Waking the length of the landing pad, he ducked his head to pass under one of the ship's massve
exhaust cones. Behind the ship he encountered the blast barrier, a pitted concrete wall protecting the
refudling cluster from exhaust gases. He heard a low humming noise and saw a battered groundcar
hovering above the tangled weeds on the opposite side of the pad. Faded green lettering dong the side
speled out the reason for the vehid€e's presence: ‘Lamira Spaceport — Maintenance Divison'. Hd's
eyebrows rose at the sght — it was't like there was much to maintain in this part of the fied.

There was a hiss behind the barrier, then a dang of meta on metd. Ha peered around and saw a
battered grey robot tinkering with one of the fud pipes. He dso saw the familiar blue moulding of a public
viewscreen. Lifting the handset from its cradle, he was deliberating over which buttons to press when a
metdlic voice crackled from the speaker.

‘Please insart five credits to meke acal.’

‘I don’t want to make acal,” explained Ha. ‘1 just need transport.’

‘Please insart five credits to make acdl,” sad the speaker again.

‘I don’t have any money!’

‘Please insart five —'

Hd dropped the handsat back in the cradle. He considered going back to the Gull to borrow the
money off Clunk, then discarded the idea. Jerling's robot didn’t look like he had one credit, let donefive.
He debated waking to the admin block, but the fidld was thick with weeds and it would be dark before
he got there. That |eft the maintenance vehicle.

The grey robot was trying to loosen a corroded damp on one of the pipes. There was a replacement
clamp on the ground nearby, dong with a wide sdection of tools which the robot was trying one by one,
from the battery-powered wrench to the double-headed screwdriver. None of them had any effect on



the stubborn clamp.

‘Excuse me,’ said Hdl.

The robot looked up. ‘ Good afternoon, gir. | don't suppose you have a sprocket wrench?

‘Don’'t you mean a socket wrench?

‘No, | have one of those aready.’

‘Sorry, can't help.” Hd hestated. ‘Listen, | don't suppose | can get alift to the spaceport?

‘Unfortunately, no. | can't carry passengers.’

‘Lend meyour car, then.’

‘ Are you an employee of the Lamira Spaceport?

‘Not quite’

The robot shrugged. ‘Then you can't use the vehicle” Before Hal could argue, it turned back to the
fud pipe and started hitting the clamp with a pair of pliers.

Hd glanced up at his ship. What if he lifted off, thundered across the fidd and landed in the spaceport
car park? Then he remembered the new ships clustered around the admin block — if he put a scratch on
one with the Gull, he'd get life

With no other option, HA lowered himsdf into the tal grass and made his way around the landing
pad, keeping his head down to avoid being spotted. It was easy going at firg, but the undergrowth was
thicker beneath the Black Gull’s nose cone. Serrated leaves tore at his flight suit as he kicked and
tugged his way through the tangled weeds, and pendulous flower heads disintegrated with soft popping
sounds, spreading clouds of choking pollen.

Hot and tired, his face and hands stained with brown and ydlow blotches, Ha was ready to give up
when he heard a steady hum through the thick grass. Moments later he was crouched aongside the
battered maintenance vehide, his har crackling with gatic from the shimmering anti-gravity fidd.

Sowly, he raised his head. The grey robot was fifteen metres away, ill busy with the fud clugter. It
hed its fingers under the corroded clamp and was levering it away from the thick metd pipe with
repeated jerks. Suddenly the clamp came free and the robot fdl backwards into the weeds, where it was
engulfed in thick clouds of pollen.

Ha's grin disappeared when he saw a dream of fud squirt from the pipe and splash over the
gruggling robot.

One spark and the Gull would be blown into orbit.

The robot struggled to its feet, hurried to the pipe and sedled the lesk with a new clamp, getting
sprayed with more fud in the process. While it was busy tightening nuts, Ha put his hands on the
groundcar’s metd flank and pulled himsdf in.

The controls were ample enough — athrust lever for speed and ajoystick to steer with. Ha grabbed
the joystick and tried to pull the thrust lever into reverse. It didn't move. Looking closer, he saw an
anti-theft bolt locking it in neutrd.

Hd drew his gun, amed a the lock and squeezed the trigger. The blaster fizzed and a bal of energy
struck the metd bolt, heeting it to adull glow. Hal glanced round at the robot, but it was dill working on
the new cdamp and hadn’'t noticed the shot. Twiding the weapon’s power knob, he amed the gun and
fired again.

The blaster roared, hurling an energy bolt that splattered the lock into whirling drops of molten metd,
punched a hole through the side of the car and vanished into the long grass. There was a shout, and Ha
turned to see the robot charging towards him through the weeds. He yanked the thrust lever backwards
and the car reversed away from the landing pad with the robot gaining rapidly.

Ha dammed the joystick to the right and pushed the thrust lever forward, swinging the car around and
powering away with alugy roar from the engine. He looked back just as the robot legped, landing on the
rear of the vehide and grabbing a hold with one hand. Ha waggled the joystick, throwing the car from
gdeto Sdein an effort to cast the robot off, but it stood up and advanced on him with outstretched arms.

Hd rammed the joygtick to the left, throwing the car into a series of tight circles. Ground and sky
whirled around faster and faster, but dill the robot got closer, a determined look on its face. Suddenly it
dived towards him. Hal ducked and the robot sailed overhead, landing on the groundcar’ s stubby bonnet



and dmog diding off the front. It recovered and turned quickly, crouching for another leap.

A large shape loomed in HA’ s vison. His gaze snapped past the coiled robot and his eyes widened as
he saw the landing pad rushing towards them. He yanked back on the gtick to clear the edge, then
pushed it forward again as the Black Gull’s starboard exhaugt cone filled his vison. The robot was
thrown into the ar as the vehide scraped under the ship, grazed the concrete landing pad and shot out
the other sde, narrowly missng the front landing leg.

Hd stopped the car and glanced over his shoulder. The ship was rocking gently, but there was no Sgn
of the maintenance robot. He drove to the rear of the ship, where he saw it spread-eagled againg the
cargo door, emitting sparks and smoke from its cracked and dented body. It twitched and did down the
back of the ship, landing face down on the concrete.

The robot staggered to its feet, one sde of its body caved in and with its head a a strange angle.
Sowly, it turned to scan the horizon, stopping as it caught sght of Hal. It shuffled towards him, reached
the edge of the landing pad and stepped into thin air. Almost in dow motion, it tumbled into the long grass
and lay ill.

Hd looked around the landing fidd but there was nobody in Sght. After afind glance a the motionless
robot, he turned the car towards the distant office block and gunned the motor.

*

Clunk dropped the lagt chess piece into the amdl wooden box and looked around the flight deck. It
didn't look particularly clean, despite his best efforts with a mop, but compared to its previous state it
was as derile as a hospitd ward.

Sdidfied, Clunk approached the console. After a moment's hedtation he sat in the pilot’s chair.
‘Navcom, do you have a business directory?

Vs’

‘Run a search, please. All details on a company cdled Incubots.’

There was a brief pause. *Owned by Redge Muller. Incubots specidises in robot programming and
advanced pilot training.

Clunk looked rdlieved. ‘ So that's what Mr Jerling has in store for me. When | questioned him on the
subject he was rather evasive’

‘Humanstdl lies about the most trivid matters.’

Clunk nodded thoughtfully. ‘One day I'll have my own ship. My lifdong ambition is to ply the space
lanes and trade with digtant planets’

‘That's what Mr Spacegjock does,” said the Navcom. ‘He doesn't seem to likeit very much!

‘1 would find it most enjoyable’

“You redise that robots don’t own ships?

‘I shdl be thefirg, then, sad Clunk. ‘Tel me, do you have a smulaion mode?

“Ves’

‘Activateiit, please’

‘What difficulty levd? Hard or extreme?

‘Start with easy. I'd like to get afed for the controls.’

‘“You're alittle rusty, | assume.’

Clunk frowned. * Are you trying to be funny?

‘Not at al, merdy an observation. Would you like sound effects with your smulation?

‘Yes, makeit asredidic as possble’

‘Entering set-up. Please specify parameters.

‘Heght two thousand metres, wind fifteen knots from the southeast, descending at four hundred
metres per minute. Manua override enabled.’

‘Entering Smulation mode, please take the controls’

Clunk put one hand on the throttle and took the flight stick with the other. With one eye on the
viewscreen and the other scanning the instruments he moved the ship into position and set it down in the



middle of the landing pad. ‘ Seems straightforward enough.’

‘Would you like to try again?

‘No, I'd like a different Smulation. Plot a course for planet Aklam.”

‘Cannot comply. | don't have an entry for that planet.

Clunk sghed. ‘It's only asmulaion. Use random coordinates.’

‘Dedtination located and locked in.’

‘Start main engines’

There was a hissng sound from the console speaker. ‘Main engines started.’

‘Check thrugt levels’ said Clunk.

‘Confirmed.’

‘Sedl externd doors!’

‘Confirmed.

‘Initiate take-off.’
‘Increasing thrugt,” said the Navcom. ‘Attitude boosters activated. The ship has cleared the landing
pad.

Clunk sat back in the pilot’s chair and stared through the viewscreen with a faraway 1ook in his ydlow
eyes. He was on hisway to Aklam, centre of the mechanised universe, the fabled planet of every robot’s
dreamd!

Hd left the maintenance vehide in the spaceport’s outer car park and waked to the admin block. An
information kiosk directed him to an eevator, where he pressed the button marked ‘ Portmaster’.

Hd watched the floor numbers changing as he dropped further and further underground. He'd
expected the Portmaster to have a spacious office with a view of the landing fidd, but instead the office
seemed to be in the basement. Bdow the basement, amended Hal, eying the devator’s control pand.
He d passed that areedy.

The find number lit up and HA’s legs buckled as the evator came to a sudden stop. The doors
swept open and he stepped out into a cool reception area, his nose wrinkling at the damp smdl from the
bare concrete walls.

A young man was stting behind a reception desk, working at a computer termind. He noticed Hdl,
and histiny, jewdled earring sparkled as he looked up. ‘Can | hdp you sr?

‘I'm here to see the Portmaster.’

‘Take a sedt please.” The man turned to histermind and continued with his work.

There was apar of amchairsin the corner of the room, arranged around a glass coffee table. Hal sat
down, pulled a magazine from a nearby rack and flipped through the wrinkled plagtic pages, gazing a
lurid adverts for rocket fud additives, expensve watches and sets of matching luggage. He was about to
put the magazine back when an article about exploding robots caught his eye.

Are robots bad for your health?

Government sources say the recent spate of exploding metal men could be linked to the
illegal practice of re-marking electronic brains.

The brain unit is the most expensive component of a robot, accounting for nearly two-thirds
the total cost of one of our tin pals. Unscrupulous manufacturers have been taking brains from
obsolete robots and fitting them to brand new models, forcing these delicate units to run at far
greater speeds than they were designed for. In laboratory tests, brain units have burnt out or
blown up when subjected to this kind of treatment.

Hd lowered the magazine. Jarling's robot was hardly new, but it would be just his luck if it had a
wonky brain. He resolved to confine it to the hold, whatever creative excuses it came up with. If it did
blow up, the shrgpnel was less likdy to damage vitd equipment. Suffing the magazine back in the rack,
Hd pulled out another. It fdl open a an article about the latest Stting of the Union Council.

Say that trigger finger!



The Galactic Council has decreed that robots are to be treated as equals in the eyes of the
law. From the beginning of this month, the wilful destruction of a robot is to be treated as
murder. In a welcome move, obsolete robots retain their status as third-class citizens, and are
therefore exempt from this controversial new law.

Hd tried to remember the maintenance robot. Had it been obsolete, or just old? He jumped as the
office door opened and a short, bading man looked ouit.

‘Who the hdl are you? demanded the man, glaring a Ha with hard grey eyes.

‘Ha Spacejock, of the Black Gull.’

‘I'm Portmaster Linten. You and | need to talk.” Linten glanced at the young man behind the desk.
‘Hold my cdls’

‘Yesdr.

Linten held the door open. ‘In here, Spacegock.’

Hd stood and followed Linten into a cramped office. A large wooden desk amogt filled the room, and
the walls were lined with overflowing bookcases crammed with journas and magazines. Linten closed the
door and waved Hd into a chair, then walked behind the desk and sat down.

‘Mr Spacgock,” he began, ‘Lamiraisasmdl planet, far from mgor trade routes. Our most welcome
vigtors are those that inject substantid sums of money into our lowly economy.’

Ha noticed an interesting murd on the wall behind Linten, depicting a spaceship landing on a rocky
plan under the light of two moons.

“We ds0 vaue those vistors whose contributions are more artistic in nature,” said Linten. ‘They don't
contribute materid wedth per se, but they enrich the menta well-being of our dtizens with artworks or
theetre’

Hd studied the murd. The rocket was an Alpha class, dthough the artist had |eft off an engine to give
prominence to the famous ‘W’ logo of afast food company.

‘And then there are those vigtors that are of asolutely no vaue to us’ sad Linten, leaning forward
and putting his elbows on the desk. He glanced a Ha’s pollen-streaked clothes. ‘I took the liberty of
checking your credit rating, something | should have done before | dlowed my Saff to refud that ship of
yours. You can't even pay your landing fees, Mr Spacejock, let done the rest of your bill. You are a
fredloader on a planet where the word free does not gpply. Therefore, I'm sure you understand my
course of action.’

‘Oh. What' s that?

‘I"'m impounding your ship.”

Now Linten had Hal’ sfull attention. ‘Here, you can’'t do that!’

‘I just have. And if you don't settle your hill in seven days I'll auction your ship and deduct the
outstanding money from the proceeds.’

‘But it' s not my ship! I'm paying it off!’

‘l don’t care who it belongs to. It's here, and it owes me money.’

‘Look, | just got acargo job. Let medo it and I'll come back and pay you afterwards.’

Linten snorted. ‘I stopped bdieving in the tooth fary years ago, Mr Spacejock.’

‘It strue! I'm shifting a cargo of parts for thisguy caled Jerling. His robot’ s aboard my ship now.” Hd
hed a thought. *Can | cdl him?

‘Bemy guest,” sad Linten, diding his commseat across the desk.

Hd tapped out the Black Gull’s regidration code. There was a crackle of gatic and a sultry femde
voice came out of the speaker. ‘Hi, folks. The captain and | are busy right now, but if you leave a
message hell get back to you as soon as we're done!’

Linten raised one eyebrow.

Hd reddened. ‘ Previous owner. Mug changeiit.

‘Smulaion suspended. Incoming message.’



The cloud dities of Aklam faded from Clunk’s vison. ‘What?

‘Incoming message.’

‘Are we meant to answer it?

‘It's Mr Spacgjock,” said the Navcom.

Clunk sat up straight. ‘ Please open the connection.’

‘Hey, robot!’ caled Hdl.

‘Yes, 9r?

‘Cdl Jerling and get me aloan. | need three hundred in cash for landing fees and fud.’

‘I don’t think hell lend you any money,” said Clunk doubtfully.

‘| don’'t care what you think. If he doesn’'t come through I'll lose my ship and his precious cargo will
be stranded forever.’

‘Message understood,” said Clunk. There was a burgt of gatic and the speaker went dead. ‘Navcom,
please put me through to Mr Jerling.

‘Connection activated.” The viewscreen flickered and fizzed, then Jerling's face appeared. He took a
cigar from his mouth and waved a the smoke with a bandaged hand.

‘Mr Jerling! Whatever happened to your hand?

‘It's nothing,” said Jerling, moving it out of sght below the desk. “You're not cdling to inquire about
my hedth, so let’s have it

‘Mr Spacejock was summoned to the Portmaster’ s office about an unpaid fud hill.’

‘l see. And?

‘He asked meto cdl you,” said Clunk.

‘And?

‘He wants three hundred credits or hell lose his ship.’

‘Isthat so?

‘Yes. And if you don’t come through with the cash, hell strand your precious cargo forever.’

Jarling yanked the cigar from his mouth. ‘He said that?

Clunk paused to replay the cdl from Hal. * That' s the gist of it

A plume of brown smoke drifted across the screen. *You tdl Spacgock something from me. Either
my cargo gets here on time, or I'll have him arrested, tortured and shot.’

‘Understood.’

‘Goddamn fredancers’ sad Jerling, gicking the cigar into the corner of his mouth. ‘Nothing but
trouble’

Clunk remembered something. ‘1 think | should tdl you something. | found out about Incubots.’

Jarling breathed in sharply, dmogt swalowing his cigar.

‘Areyou dl right? asked Clunk in darm, as his boss coughed and spluttered.

Jarling held up his bandaged hand. ‘ Important meeting, Clunk. Gotta go.” The screen fizzed and went
blank.

More smoke drifted across the screen. Clunk stared t it, puzzled, then glanced around the flight deck.
It was filled with thick, brown haze.

Clunk heard afant noise and turned up the gain in his audio circuit. Immediately, he heard a roaring,
crackling sound coming from outside. Fire!

He legpt up from the pilot’s chair and ran into the airlock. As the outer door did open, thick brown
smoke poured into the ship. Clunk walked onto the landing platform, flgoping his hands in a vain attempt
to clear the air. Through a break in the swirling smoke he saw the source — flames were tearing through
the dry grass near the Black Gull’s gtern!

Clunk ran back into theflight deck, his feet thudding on the metd deck. ‘Navcom, cdl Mr Spacejock.
We have an emergency!’



Chapter 5

Portmaster Linten studied Hal across the desk, his eyes narrowed. ‘Are you tdling me this Jerling
character will pay your bill”?

‘He has to. | can't deliver his cargo if the Gull is stuck here, can I?

The commset buzzed and Linten leaned forward. ‘Y es?

There was a crackling sound. ‘Help! Fire!l” said avoice over the noise.

‘Who isthis? What are you taking about?

‘The grassisburning,’” cried the voice. ‘ Ther€ s afire on the landing fidd!’

‘Which pad?

‘Fifty-two,” said Ha, smothering a grin. ‘That's Jarling's robot.” He leaned towards the commset.
‘Clunk, isthe ship in danger from this, er, fire?

‘Not yet, Mr Spacejock, but it soon will be. Would you like me to move it out of the way?

“You keep your hands off the controls. I'll be therein atick.’

‘“You'll have to hurry, the fire' sright up to the refudling cluster. If that explodes —

‘I'm leaving right away.” Ha pushed his chair back and leagpt to his feet.

Linten cut Clunk off and looked up. ‘Where do you think you' re going?

‘Didn’'t you hear? My ship’sin danger!’

Linten Sghed. ‘I'm not fdling for that one, son.’

Hd blinked. ‘What do you mean?

‘Do you know how many cash-strapped pilots have tried the old ‘ship in danger’ trick on me?

‘Trick? My ship’sin the middle of a raging inferno! If | don't save her you'll be auctioning a pile of
wam scrap!’

‘Mr Spacgjock, | happen to know there's a maintenance droid working on the pipes right next to
your ship. Don’t you think it would have raised the darm if there was a fire?

Hd averted hiseyes. ‘| guess’
Linten's eyes narrowed. ‘How did you get here so fadt, anyway? They told me you couldn’t afford a
cab.’

Ha’s mouth went dry. ‘Wdl, | er —

The commset buzzed.

Linten looked a Ha dosdy for a second or two before stabbing at the button. ‘Y es?

An excited voice burst from the speaker. ‘ Sir, there’ s afire near the derdicts! The fud pipes are going
up!’

‘Deploy fire hose!” shouted Clunk.
‘Deploying.” There was awhining sound outside the hull, which stopped with a sharp crack.
‘What was that?
‘Thered jud fdl off,” said the Navcom.
Clunk looked around the flight deck. ‘What else have we got in the way of fire-fighting equipment?
There was a Slence as the Navcom searched its database. ‘ There' s a shove in the cargo hold.’
‘Metd?
‘Pladtic’
‘Hre blanket?
‘Negative. The only blanket in my inventory is the one on Mr Spacejock’s bed.’
‘I'll sart with that, said Clunk. ‘Whereisit?
‘Stand back.’



A section of wal opposite the airlock dropped down, reveding an unmade bed. Clunk strode across
and grabbed the blanket, then threw it asdein disgust. ‘That won't last five seconds. Is't there anything
ese?

‘We do have a portable extinguisher, but it's only rated for eectrica fires’

‘Better than nothing. Whereisit?

‘In a storage compartment in the airlock.’

Clunk dashed into the arlock where he found a semicircular handle protruding from the wal. He
tugged on it and amogt fdl over backwards as a whole pand came away. Undernesth, there was nothing
but bare metdl.

‘That was the mounting point for the safety ling’ said the Navcom. ‘The locker is in the opposite
wadl.

Clunk threw the pand aside and turned round. He pushed his finger into a dight depression and a
amdl door popped open, reveding a panelled recess and a tangle of safety equipment. He reached past a
ool of black cord and a control panel to get his hands on the fire extinguisher a the back of the
cupboard, wrapped both hands around it and pulled with dl his strength. There was a crack as the
mounting bracket came away from the rear wal, and a crunch as Clunk’s ebow smashed into the control
pand. Something began to whirr outside and a metd hook dropped past the airlock, attached to a thick
ded rope.

Clunk took the extinguisher out onto the platform and looked up. Through the swirling smoke he saw
aboom extended from the ship’s hull, with wire rope feeding through a pulley on the end.

‘Winch fully extended,” said the Navcom, as the last of the cable paid out.

‘Did | do that?

‘Yes. The controls are in the locker.’

Clunk returned to the airlock and examined the control pand. One of the buttons was jammed, and
when he tried to free it, it fdl out and landed amongs the debris on the floor. Clunk picked it up and
pressed it back into place, dosing the door quickly to stop it faling out again.

Outsde on the platform the smoke twisted around, blinding him. He hefted the extinguisher and fdt his
way down the ramp, the smoke getting thicker as he made his way to the edge of the landing pad. He
switched off hisar sampler, cutting off the amdl of burning grass, and jumped down into the smoke.

Hisfeet scrunched into the blackened stubble and a gust of wind blew a wave of flames towards him,
shutting down his externa sensors. When he came back online the rubber hose joining the nozzle to the
fire extinguisher was burning fiercdly. Clunk patted it out, then jogged to the part of the fire nearest the
Black Gull. As he approached the roaring flames his foot struck something hard, dmost launching him
headlong into the burning grass. He looked down and saw blue and ydlow flames flickering over the
haf-buried body of a roboat, its fireewhitened eyes saring at the sky.

Clunk aimed the fire extinguisher at the blackened robot and pulled the trigger. There was a muted hiss
and the rubber hose bulged, but nothing came out. He banged the nozzle on his leg and pulled the trigger
agan. Nothing. Peering down the nozzle he saw a lump of chalky materid stuck insde. He poked &t it
with hisfinger and PHUT! — the lump shot out and bounced off his forehead. With the blockage cleared
there was nothing to stop the thick spray of white powder, and by the time Clunk got his finger off the
trigger he looked like a sartled snowman.

Sheking his head to clear the worst, he pointed the nozzle a the maintenance robot and squeezed the
trigger until the clouds of choking powder blasted the coloured flames into oblivion. Then he set the
extinguisher down and grabbed the robot by the arms, dragging it away from the fire. He hauled it onto
the landing pad and Ieft it behind the blast barrier, safe from the flames

Coallecting the fire extinguisher, Clunk ran to the fud cluster and hosed the flames with burst after burst.
Despite his efforts the fire continued to advance, until the painted pipes were samoking from the intense
heat and his own alarms urged him to retreat from danger.

Clunk ignored the warnings and kept attacking the fire with the extinguisher. The bursts of powder
were weaker though, and before long they ceased dtogether. Clunk threw the cylinder aside and looked
around for ingpiration, while the flames rose higher and higher around him. There was a loud creak as the



fud pipes distorted in the severe heat, and he redised it was only a matter of seconds before they
exploded.

Clunk looked up at the Black Gull. Mr Spacejock had told him not to touch the controls, but if he
could get aboard and tak the Navcom into moving the ship ... Well, he could argue about permission
leter.

Clunk put his hands on the landing pad, and was just about to pull himsdf up when a tremendous
punch of hot ar blew him off his feet, hurling him through the ar in a cloud of whirling particles. He came
to rest in the grass, his vison olitting and doubling like a poorly tuned video termind. After a find
warning chirp his overheated systems shut down, pitching him face-first into the blackened stubble.



Chapter 6

Vurdi Makaukar watched the city of Forgberg diding benegath the jet-black wings of his flyer, his mind
busy with the day’ s activities. The fright he'd given Spacejock would get his monthly payments back on
target, but the smdl reward from the finance company wouldn’t amount to much.

The ship flew over an up-market suburb with large houses surrounded by acres of lush grounds.
Vurdi’s lips tightened — that was where the red money was, tied up with the wedthy dite who ran the
planet. Chasing itinerant freighter pilots for scraps was dl very wel for amdl operators, but for someone
with ambition it was a waste of time.

The ship banked hard, and Vurdi grabbed a hanging strap. Brutus was a the controls, handling the
vesd with hisusud lack of finesse. The engines were ether switched off or screaming a full power, the
ship ether flying leved or roaring in wild turns. Tuming to the robot, Vurdi raised his voice over the
thrumming engines. * Could you possibly employ a defter touch on the controls?

Brutus stared a him, his face blank.

‘Imagine the ship is a bird. Soar and swoop through the air, fed the wind beneath your wings, land
gracefully.”

Brutus s face was even blanker. ‘Huh?

‘Be subtle with the controls. Caress them.” A shadow fdl across the screen and Vurdi’s head snapped
round, eyes widening as a rust-streaked bridge loomed in front of them. ‘Look out!’

Brutus jerked the stick back and the ship rocketed into the sky, beching fire from every orifice as it
skimmed the rust-streaked pylons. ‘Do not talk while | am flying, said the robot gravely, after they
leveled off. ‘It is digtracting.’

He angled the ship towards a squat brown building, flared to a hdt above the rooftop dishes and st it
down on the landing pad with a bone-shaking thud. While Brutus shut down the engines and flight
systems, Vurdi undid his safety harness and stepped down onto the roof. With bardy a glance at the
buildings spread out below, he crossed to the devator and waited impatiently while the control pand
scanned hisreting, read his thumbprint and measured his body mass.

‘Good evening, Mr Makaukar,” said the pand in a synthesised voice. ‘Did you know there’ s a specid
on gym memberships this month?

‘Judt fetch the lift, please’

‘Complying.” There was a ping, and alight came on beneeth the speaker grille “While you' re waiting,
may | comment that you' re looking in good hedth?

“You may, but | am not purchasing anything.’

‘Understood. However, | notice your weight has increased steedily over the past few weeks. A gym
membership costs only ninety-nine credits a month, and a quick check of your income reveds that you
can eadly accommodate such a modest fee!

There was another ping as the lift arrived. Vurdi stepped forward, but the doors remained closed.
‘Open thelift, he snapped.

‘I'mafraid | can't do that, Vurdi.’

There was thud as Brutus stepped out of the flyer, followed by heavy footsteps as the robot
approached the doorway.

‘I think you will,” said Vurdi, as the robot stopped dongsde him.

‘Not until we' ve findisad your gym membership.’

Vurdi waved Brutus towards the door. ‘Open it

‘Only ninety-nine credits,’ said the door, which had been programmed not only for persistence but
aso with a complete disregard for its own safety.

Brutus cracked his knuckles dowly, ddiberately. Then he kicked the door in.

Vurdi stepped insde, and the lift sagged on its cable as Brutus followed. ‘Open a new task, sad



Vurdi as they plunged downwards. ‘Vist building management and suggest to them in the strongest
possible terms that tenants do not appreciate over-enthusiastic saes pitches from the amenities’

Brutus nodded, his eyes gleaming at the prospect. Strongest possible termd!

Vurdi exited the lift on his floor and strode dong the hdlway to his gpartment. The door did open and
Vurdi stopped as he saw a glossy brochure lying on the doormat — another advert for the gymnasum.
He tore it up, threw the pieces into the corridor and dammed the door.

As he passed through the kitchen he gestured at the coffee maker, which bubbled into action. Then he
activated his termind, a vibrant orange machine gtting on a polished desk. With an impatient gesture he
wiped a gym advert from his display, and with a twirl of his index finger he activated his files. After
discarding three invoices for repairs to devator doors, a series of iconsfilled the screen. Vurdi tapped the
Spacejock one and entered a couple of observations, then shifted it asde with a sweeping gesture. The
remaining icons rearranged themsdves to fill the gap, and Vurdi pursed his lips as he sudied the rewards
liged under each — none of them worth bothering with, except ... *What's a Hinchfig doing with money
troubles? he murmured, his eyes glued to a red icon with a large reward benegth it. He remembered the
rich houses they’ d flown over on the way back to the office — the Hinchfigs were so wedthy they could
levd the whole suburb and pave it with gold bricks.

Vurdi tapped the icon with hisfinger. * Summary please’

A page of text crammed into the screen. * Background information,” said the termind in a smooth, mde
voice. ‘The Hinchfig corporation has extensve business interests on Forg, induding commercid and
private red estate, two banks and a robot factory.’

‘I know that, sad Vurdi. ‘But why does one of them have a debtor file?

‘Sndl | continue in more detail?

‘Only if you are unable to get to the point immediatdly.’

The terminal continued in more detall. * The head of the Hinchfig company was logt in a passenger ship
accident ten years ago, and the eldest son, Gordon Hinchfig, took over. Hisgod is to keep the company
running exactly as his father |eft it, which means the firm never branches out into new fidds and never
expands.’

Vurdi frowned. * So what?

‘Farrdl Hinchfig is the younger brother. Ambitious and opportunistic, he spent years trying to convince
Gordon that the company had to change in order to grow with the times.’

‘And this relaes to the debt in what manner?

‘Farrdl gave up trying to change the company, and instead began to enjoy himsdif.’

‘Aha’ murmured Vurdi. ‘Gambling debts?

‘Those and more. In the past he turned to Gordon for help.’

‘But thistime Gordon refused?

‘Correct. Wdter Jaling, of Jaling Enterprises, has sawn up exdusives with dl the robot parts
manufacturers in this sector of the Gadaxy, and Hinchfig Robots has dl but closed due to severe
shortages. The rest of the Hinchfig business is dill performing, but Gordon has been forced to rein in
costs. That includes cutting handouts to Farrell.’

Vurdi’s dark eyes gleamed. ‘ So Farrdll Hindhfig has debts?

‘Y es. He attempted to negatiate with his creditors, but they indst on payment in full.

‘They would, with that kind of wedth in the family.” Vurdi reached for the icon with trembling fingers.
Thiswas the big one — a new housein the suburbs, perhaps ...

There was a plintering sound as his front door caved in. Brutus ambled through the swirling smoke
and flashes of shorting electrics with a purposeful tread, wearing the remains of the door like a collar.

‘And perhaps anew robot,” muttered Vurdi. Shaking his head, he turned to the termindl and accepted
the Hinchfig job.

The groundcar tore across the fidd at full speed, leaving whirling eddies of pollen in its wake. The sun's



ladt rays threw the car’ s shadow across the fidd, pointing directly a the hillowing clouds of white smoke
that enveloped the Black Gull.

Hd was hunched over the controls, eyes narrowed againg the tearing wind. The car's screaming
engine hammered his ears and the wind howled through the open vehidle, threetening to tear him from his
seet. Sill Hal pushed harder on the stick, until the warm metd fdt like it was bending in his grip.

The car reached the extreme edge of the smoke, leaving vortices in its wake as it whisked through
greaming tendrils. Vighility decreased and Ha was forced to throttle back. At full speed, he was likdy
to dam into his ship before he saw it.

The smoke grew thicker, cutting vighility to nothing. Hd dowed the car to waking pace, and through
the sudden quiet he heard the crackle of raging flames. Ahead and to the left a red glow burned through
the smoke like an open pit, and even at this distance Ha could fed the heat. Moving the car closer he
spotted the edge of the landing pad through the drifting smoke. As he passed the shattered fud pipes, Hd
saw flames reflecting off the Black Gull likefirdight off an old kettle.

He stopped the car next to the landing pad, legpt out and ran, coughing in the thick smoke. He
sumbled at the foot of the ramp, tripping over a tangle of wire lying on the ground benegath the ship.
Fresing himsdf, he ran up the ramp, his feet daitering on the metd grille Once ingde the airlock, he
glanced back at the scene.

The sun had gone down, its dying glow barely visble through the smoke. The fud pipes essly
outshone it, a fiery red heart burning out of control. Near the pipes, light glinted off a fdlen robot lying
face down in the blackened stubble. Hal eyed the bronze, soot-streaked form for a moment or two, then
turned to the inner door. “Who did this? he demanded, as he saw the broken wal pand lying on the
floor.

‘XG99, sad the Navcom.

‘Who?

‘The robot. It was looking for the fire extinguisher.

‘Why didn’t you tdl him where it was, instead of letting him rip the place apart? Hd stepped over the
buckled pand and entered theflight deck. * Start main engines’ he said, stting in the pilot’s chair. ‘“We're
Qgetting out of here’

There was arumbling noise as the engines fired, and exhaust noises whistled through the open doors.

‘Retract ramp and sedl the airlock,” called Ha. The roaring noise shut off as the outer door thudded
to, and wires rattled as the ramp folded againgt the hul.

“Your orders? asked the Navcom.

‘Set course for Seraph. Departing straight out.”

The engine note rose to aroar and the floor started to shake. ‘ Clearance?

‘| sorted that out with the Portmaster.” Ha spotted the extended bed and the crumpled blanket. ‘Was
the robot having a kip?

‘Negative. He was looking for afire blanket.’

‘He was supposed to mop the floor.” Hal looked up at the screen. ‘ Are we ready yet?

“We cannot launch with the winch extended.’

Hda remembered the coils of wire at the foot of the ramp. ‘Pull it in, then.’

‘Manud controls only.’

Hd entered the airlock, where he flipped open the locker and caught the loose button as it fdl ouit.
‘Did the robot do thistoo? he asked, saring at the buckled winch controls.

Ve’

Hd pressed the lower button and the winch began to red in the cable. ‘I thought | told him not to
touch anything,” he said, returning to the flight deck.

‘He was trying to save the ship.’

“You could have fooled me’

‘Boogt tested to fifty per cent. Please be seated for take-off.’

Hd took the pilot's seat and placed hisfeet on the console. ‘ Okay, hit it



‘Leave me done,’ grumbled Clunk, as a warning sren brought him online. Darkness? He dispensed
lubricating fluid onto the surface of his eyes and forced them open. Light stabbed into his visud sensors
and blurry, distorted vison returned.

Ralling onto his side, he raised his head and looked towards the landing pad. Through the smoke, he
saw a groundcar hovering nearby, an angular vehide with green lettering dong the side. Clunk sighed
with relief. Help had arrived.

His head dropped into the blackened stubble and he was just about to enter standby when he heard
the whidling thunder of a ship’s engines darting up. He squinted at the Black Gull and saw the landing
jets shimmering as the thrusters fired. It was leaving without him!

‘Black Gull, Black Gull, please respond!’ His internd radio hissed gtatic back at him. ‘ Black Gull,
thisis XG99 cdling. I'm on the landing fidd!” He waited for a response, but the unbroken roar of the
ship's thrusters told their own story — nobody could hear him.

Clunk staggered to hisfeet and sumbled toward the landing pad, ignoring the warning bleeps from his
power management software. As he got to the pad the Gull’s man engines roared, shredding the thick
smoke and sending a swirling cloud of dust and stones towards him. He clambered onto the landing pad,
shidding his eyes from the debris, and struggled towards the ship, bardy making headway agang the
hot, blagting wind.

The ship began to rise, departing the landing pad with a ralling thunderclap of sound. Clunk grabbed
for a landing leg but the blast from the jets hurled him to the ground. Half-blinded by the maglstrom of
dugt, grit and smoke he was about to give up and run for cover when a gint caught his eye. Bardly five
metres away loops of sted cable were vanishing rapidly as the ship rose into the air. The winch!

Scrabbling on hands and knees, Clunk dragged himsdf across the oil-streaked concrete towards the
cable, and as the last coil vanished he grabbed for the heavy ydlow hook on the end.



Chapter 7

The Hinchfig empire was based in North Forgberg, hdf a dozen kilometres from Vurdi's apartment.
From his devated office, Farrdl Hinchfig could have fired a laser cannon through Vurdi’s window,
except that he didn’'t have alaser cannon and he had no idea Vurdi existed ... yet.

Farel was a his desk, writing short phrases into an old-fashioned exercise book before typing them
into his computer termind. It was his daily routine — turn up around midday, spend five minutes tossng
urgent messages into the trash before getting down to severa hours of hard work. That work consisted
of opening a connection to the company’s accounting department and entering one passphrase after
another, in the hope that one of them would give him access to dl the money.

Farel was very thorough with his research, regulaly jotting down notes about his elder brother
Gordon — where he had lunch, his favourite shows and names of friends and associates, dl of which
gave Farrell endless combingtions of new meteria to enter into the compuiter.

So far, after three months of trying, the computer had rejected every one.

‘Spaghetti carbonara icecream,” muttered Farrell, tapping out the letters one by one.

‘Passcode rejected,’” said the computer politely.

Farel wrote the phrase into his exercise book and put a cross next to it. ‘ Spaghetti carbonara jely,’
he said, typing in the next phrase.

‘Invdid passcode,” sad the computer, which liked to vary the responses a bit.

‘Spaghetti carbonara lemon.’

‘That passcodeis ...’

Farrdl’ s gaze snapped to the termindl.

‘Reected!” sad the computer, which also had a sense of the dramatic.

‘Shit!” hissed Farrell, scoring a heavy X in his book. He was about to try the next when his terming
buzzed. ‘Y eah?

‘Farrd|? said amuffled voice.

‘Who else would it be?

‘I got some vitd info for you.’

Farel frowned. This was pretty subtle, even for his computer. Was it going to pretend to give him the
code, only to hang up at the last second? ‘Who isthis?

‘Snake. You know, we met down the pub last night.’

Thet ruled out the computer. ‘Look Snake, | don't know what | promised but I'm a bit short right
now.’

“You sad to keep me eyes open, to let you know what's what.’

‘1 did? Farrdl struggled to remember the previous evening, but it was like exploring a black hole with
acande

“Yeah. And | got some vitd info, brand new, could be worth something.”

‘Info on what?

There was chuckle from the teemind. ‘I an't supid, Fardl. They cdl me snake coz I'm cunning,
See?

‘| thought that was rats.’

‘Nah, it's Snake.’

Slently, Farrell vowed to change pubs. ‘ So, Snake, how do | get thisinfo?

“You got to pay for it

‘Yes, we' ve established that. How much?

‘“How much isit worth to you?

‘l don't know. What isit?

‘' an't saying until you pay.’



Farel sghed. ‘All right, I'll give you twenty credits.’

‘“Twenty? Only asngle word, but it was heavy with disgppointment.

‘Thirty, then. And a couple of pints down the pub.’

‘l an't getting rich on thirty.’

‘Tekeit or leaveit’

‘Will you make it fifty if theinfo's solid gold?

‘Whatever. Now spill it

‘Me missus works for Jerling, right? She' s in marketing.’

“You're not cdling with the password to Jerling's bank, are you?

‘Nah, they don't let her into that bit. Look, your firm makes robots but you can't get the parts. Right?

Farel frowned. His latest interview with Gordon was dill fresh in hismind. * Correct.’

‘Wel, me missus got wind of a shipment.’

‘So what?

‘There's a couple of hundred grand’s worth of parts. If you got hold of 'em, they’d keep your
factories going for weeks.’

‘No chance. Jarling tags his ships. If one of his pilots so much as veers off course his head would be
on Jarling’s desk fird thing in the morning.’

‘Ah, but they’re hiring out for this job.” Snake lowered his voice. ‘They got a bloke in specid, he's
collecting from Seraph and dropping at Jerling’'s. You could get at 'im, straight up you could.’

‘“How am | supposed to do that? Ask him nicely?

Y ou're the busnessman. Y ou figure out how to gted it.’

Farell shook his head. * Sorry Snake, | can't usethis’

‘Do | 4ill get methirty?

‘| guess!’

‘And the pints?

‘When | see you!’

‘Thanks, Farrdll. Look, I'll tdl me missus to send the suff anyway. Read it through, it could be worth
more if you study it

‘Sure, Snake. Thanks for cdling.” Farrdl flicked the microphone off and returned to his exercise
book. ‘Time-wasting snake,” he wrote, before typing it into the computer. Maybe Gordon had met the
auy too.

‘Unknown or incorrect passphrase,” said the termindl.

Farel crossed it out. He was just planning the next entry when histermina beeped.

‘“You have acdl, sad the computer politdy. ‘Would you like to speak to them?

‘Isit that Snake guy?

‘Negative’

‘Are they sling anything?

‘Negative’

‘All right, put them on.’

There was a brief pause. ‘Am | speaking to Mr Farrell Hinchfig? said a soft voice.

“Ves’

‘My nameis Vurdi, Vurdi Makalukar. | run a debt collection business here on Forg, and 1'd like to
make an gppointment to discuss your finances”

‘We have nothing to talk about,” said Farrell, reaching for the disconnect.

‘Running from your problems will only make them worse,” said Vurdi. ‘ Say three o' clock?

‘“Three, four or five o' clock, | don’t have any money.

“Your brother does.’

‘Maybe so, but he won't give it to me. Businessis tough right now.’

‘It sonly a hundred and twenty thousand. Can’t you help yourself?

Farrd| glanced at the exercise book. ‘I'm exploring one or two options.’

‘Tdl me, should the unthinkable happen to your brother, who would inherit?



‘Me, | guess’ Farrel’s face darkened. ‘Now you ligen to me, you filthy little git. If you' re suggesting

‘Far from it. Your brother isin perfect hedlth and we mugt work together to keep him that way. | sl
see you a three, please don't keep me waiting.” There was adlick as Vurdi rang off.

For severd minutes, Farrell stared into space. What couldn’t he do as managing director? Drag the
company into the present, plan for the future, open new factories, explore new business opportunities ...
Within twelve months he' d have that little viper Jerling a his mercy, open to a rock-bottom takeover.
He d have the fame, the fortune ...

Farel sghed. Whatever Gordon’s flaws, they were dill brothers. Setting him up for this Vurdi
character was unthinkable.

Histermind beeped. Y ou have a new message,” said the computer politely. ‘Shal | read it to you?

‘No, binit.

‘The subject line indicates that the message contains vitd information.”

‘Those are the worst.’

‘The sender is Mrs Snake, from Jarling Enterprises’

Farrdl’s eyebrows rose. ‘Digplay it

The accounting department login screen was replaced with aline of text: ‘Dear Farrdl, this vitd info is
from Snake a the pub. He says your paying him twenty creds and | want hdf.

‘Where' sthe rest? demanded Farrell.

‘There' s an atachment, but | suppressed it.

‘Why?

‘ Attachments are dangerous. They contain viruses and trojans.’

‘Not this one. Serveit up.’

‘My security settings won't alow it

‘So change the settings’

‘ Are you authorigng the removd of dl safeguards?

‘Yeah, just show thething’

‘Very wdl, on your authority.” The screen cleared and severd paragraphs of text appeared.

Farrel skimmed through them. It was pretty much as Snake had said: Jerling was paying a fredancer
to collect a cargo of parts from Seraph IV and bring them back to Forg. Even so, Seding the parts was
pure fantasy. People went to jall for that sort of thing. He reached for the delete button, then hesitated.
Fantasy or nat, if he could pull it off his money problems would be over. But how did you sted cargo?
Doodling on the exercise book, he broke the problem into parts. Firs, let Jerling' s pilot collect the cargo.
W, that was easy enough. Second, get the cargo off the pilot. Tougher. Third, sdl the cargo and pay
Vurdi. Not too hard.

Histermind beeped, interrupting histrain of thought. ‘ Farrell, are you there?

It was his brother. *Yes, Gordon.’

‘Mike judt finished a news release. Have you got time for a quick 1ook?

‘| guess’

‘I'll send it over.” Gordon rang off.

Farel stared at his notes. Convincing the pilot was the hardest bit. Faking a cal from one of Jarling’'s
employees was no good, the pilot would demand 1D of some kind. A cdl from Jerling himsdf would do
it, but how could he possibly organise that? Farrell tapped his pen on the desk. Assuming he gat the pilot
to co-operate, where would the cargo trandfer take place? That was easy — the Forg Orbiter. Large
freighters used the space dation as a depot, tranderring their cargo to andler ships which then brought
the goods down to Forg. He could borrow a company ship and meet Jerling's pilot at the Orbiter. But
what was he supposed to do with a cargo of robot parts? Sdl them to his brother, of course! Tdl
Gordon about the shipment, get the money up front, pay Vurdi off and clear eighty grand for himsdf.

Now he just had to work out how to impersonate Jerling ...

Farrdl jumped as the Hinchfig jingle burst from his termind. He turned the sound down and tried to
pick up histrain of thought, but the Sght of the huge crowd cheering, clapping and waving * Go Hinchfig



banners was enough to drive it from his mind. When the dip finished, the termina beeped again.

‘What do you think?

‘Amezing. Incredible’

‘Did you recognise the place?

Farel hadn't looked. ‘A takeaway shop?

‘It was the old car wash on the corner of Eighth and Stuart. One lick of paint and the place looks like
new again. It's such a shame Father can't see it

‘How did you cram dl those people in? It's no bigger than a shed.’

‘The magic of technology, Farrdll. They were smuloids. Mike programs them on his computer.’

‘Clever little Mike,” muttered Farrell, as Gordon disconnected. ‘ Fake people, en? Wha'll it be next?
He shook his head dowly, then froze.

Fake Jeling!

Farel grabbed a remote and flicked through the video channds on his termind. Jerling was adways
on, hawking his gear or giving interminable speeches. Surely he'd be ... There! Without taking his eyes
from the screen, Farrell rummeaged in his drawer. His fingers closed on a data chip and he fdt for the dot,
pressed the chip home and hit the record button. With a triumphant grin, he sat back and linked his hands
behind his head.

Portmaster Linten's angry red face filled the main viewscreen. ‘I don't want excuses!’ he shouted, his
grey eyes bulging.  Nobody gave you permisson to leave!’

“You told me to move my ship,” said Hd, raisng his voice over the roar of the engines.

‘Not into orbit!” barked Linten.

‘1 didn’'t mean to. My hand dipped on the throttle’

‘Now you ligen to me, Spacejock. I've got a burnt-out robot and a raging fire down here, dl down to
you.” Linten waved a sheet of paper at the screen. * There s areport on your activities going out to every
planet in the Union. I’'m blackligting you, son. Y ou're finished. Y ou hear me? Finished!’

‘Look, as soon as | ddiver this cargo I'll come back and pay for everything. Word of honour.’

‘Don't offer what you haven't got,” snarled Linten, damming hisfigt on the termindl.

Hd gazed at the darkened screen with a thoughtful look on his face. ‘Navcom, what did Clunk want
with the fire extinguisher?

‘He went out to fight the fire’

‘“Where is he now, skulking in the cargo hold?

‘Negative’

Hd frowned. ‘Where did he go when he came back?

‘Who said he came back?

Ha’s mouth fdl open. ‘ Are you tdling me Clunk isn't on board?

‘Correct.’

‘Why the hdll didn’'t you say so, you stupid lump of slicon? shouted Hal. ‘Quick — the job details.
Which planet are we going to? It was Seraph, right?

‘Correct.’

‘Set course for Seraph, then. We can do this without the robot.’

‘Which Sergph would you like to vigt?

‘What?

‘There are eight planets caled Seraph. They were named after a successful explorer.’

‘Eight?

‘Yes, and they're dl in the same star system.’

‘Dammit!” shouted Ha, thumping hisfis on the console. The winch motor stopped whirring and began
to make adunking noise. ‘What' s that racket?

‘The cargo hook won't retract.’



‘What? Why not?

‘Unknown.’

‘Put it on the screen.” Hdl's eyes widened as Clunk appeared, dangling from the hook like a big
bronze worm. *What the hdll is he doing? How high are we?

‘Four thousand metres’

‘Tdl him to come in. Understood?

‘Trangmitting.’

On the screen, the robot s lips moved.

‘What's he saying? demanded Hal.

‘l don‘t know. He cannot transmit.’

“You tdl mto get histin-plated arse back inhereor I'll ...’

Clunk faced the camera and shook his head emphaticaly.

"It'slike that, isit? Hd crossed hisarms. ‘Right, unsed the airlock and extend the landing platform.’

‘Cannot comply. Extra-vehicular activity is forbidden during lift-off.

‘Oh yeah? Hd pointed at Clunk, who was swinging gently on the hook. ‘What about that?

‘He did not request permission.’

‘All right, Navcom. Hover!’

The engine note changed and the deck tilted.

‘Hold it steady.” Hd saw Clunk’s eyes open. They opened a lot more when the robot looked down
and saw the ground far below. ‘Now, unsed the door and extend the platform or I'll start shooting holes
inyou.’

‘Unable to comply. Extra—

Hd pulled the blaster off hisbdt. ‘| meanit!’

There was a pop and a hiss as the doors did open, and Ha staggered into the airlock, covering his
ears as the engine noise reverberated around the confined space. He took the safety line out of the
locker, clipped one end to his belt and turned to fix the other end to the EVA mounting point, only to find
bare metd where the hook should have been. After looking around for something ese to dip it to, he
gave up and went out on the platform.

Gritting his teeth againg the roar of the engines, he shuffled to the edge of the platform and looked
down. The robot was turning dowly on the end of the rope a couple of metres away. ‘Clunk,” he
shouted. ‘Hey, Clunk!’

The robot looked up. ‘Go ingde. It's dangerous.’

‘No chance. Here, grab thid” Ha swung the safety line and threw the end, getting it across the robot’s
shoulder. Clunk took it and tied it around hiswaist.

Once the cord was secure Ha began to pull, bringing the robot in hand over hand, leaning back
further and further as the weight threatened to drag him off balance. Clunk reached out for the plaform
as he approached it, hisfingers grasping franticaly just centimetres from the edge.

There was a digant roaring sound and Ha looked down to see a dlver spot risng towards them,
dinting in the sunlight. *Oh, hdl he muttered. * Quick, Clunk! There's a ship coming!’

Bardly had the words Ieft his mouth when the spaceship flashed past with a whidling, screaming roar.
The wash buffeted the Black Gull and Hal yelled out in darm as the plaform lurched under his feet. He
fdt the cord dipping through hisfingers and then the dack began to pay out, vanishing faster and faster as
the heavy robot siwvung further and further away.

The loose cord had just aout gone when Ha remembered the end was attached to his belt. He
grabbed for the dip and sruggled to undo it, hisfingers scrabbling for purchase on the dick metd.

Too late.

The line tightened, yanking him off the platform. He had a close-up of Clunk’s surprised face as he
dived past, before aterific jerk on hisbet stopped hisfdl, leaving him dangling from the safety cord.

Hd opened his eyes and looked up a the soles of Clunk’s feet. Faintly, he heard the robot’s voice
over the roar of the engines.

‘Cannot hold weight. Battery ... going’



Chapter 8

Gordon Hinchfig studied the report on his termind, his washed-out eyes reflecting the glowing red figures
His smooth-skinned face was a picture of concern as he examined columns of data, and it was downright
gloomy as he took in the find summary.

The door did open, and Gordon looked up as Farrell entered his office. ‘Hdlo, Farrell. What can | do
for you?

“You can lend me some money.’

Gordon’s welcoming smile vanished. *WE ve been over this dready. You know | can't’

‘Relax, it's not what you think.” Farrdll laid his briefcase on Gordon's desk, squashing a delicate wire
sculpture. He flicked the catches, which snapped like gunshots. ‘1 know where we can pick up a cargo
of robot parts. Qudlity suff, everything we need to start the production lines up.’

‘W-where?

‘Tdl youinaminute’ Farrdl handed over severa sheets of paper. ‘Here' sthelig of Suff.’

Gordon glanced at the top sheet, then flipped through page after page in growing excitement, until
finelly he looked up, his eyes shining. ‘There's enough here to build three hundred robots! This is gold,
pure gold!’

Fardl grinned. *Not bad, eh?

‘Tel me, where isthis cargo?

‘It'sin trangit. Y ou're going to have to trust me on a couple of things’

‘1 see.” Gordon retrieved the flattened sculpture and began to work it into shape. ‘How much are we
telking about?

‘Hear me out before you make your decison.” Fardl leaned across the desk. ‘There's this pilot
who's been let down badly, a friend of a friend. He pad for the shipment, went to ddiver it and
discovered the origind customer had folded. Now he' strying to get his money back.” Farrdl tapped the
sheef of papers. ‘Thing is, he doesn't care who he sIsto aslong as he breaks even!’

Gordon picked up a handset. ‘ Give me his number, I'll set things up right away.’

‘It's not that smple’ Farrdl paused. ‘' See, the pilot has debts, and if his creditors hear about this
transaction they’ll chase him down and take the payment off him. It has to be subtle’

‘If he has debts, he should service them,” said Gordon diffly.

‘He will, with regular payments.’

‘So you want me to give a large sum of money to a friend of a friend, who will then give me stolen
robot partsin return?

‘Don't twig things around!” snapped Farrell. “Y ou dways do it, dways —'

‘What happens if this pilot takes the money and doesn't ddiver the parts? What if the parts are
seconds, rejects? What if the debt collector takes the parts before this pilot can ddiver them to us?
Gordon sghed. ‘It doesn't take much twidting, does it?

“You don't think I'd hand over the cash without checking the cargo firs?

‘I'll tel you whet | think. | think you're going to take the money, fob me off for a few days, then come
to mewith agtring of excuses.” Gordon replaced the wire statue. *How much trouble are you in?

‘Nothing | can’'t handle’ Farrdl stared a him. ‘Y ou're wrong about this, you know that? | couldn’t
have made up that lig, | don’'t know the first thing about building robots.’

Gordon straightened the printout. ‘It's alot of money, Farrdll. What if they force you to hand it over?

“You know Terry?

“Your driver?

‘I'll take him with me. They won't try anything with him around.’

‘Areyou sure that' swise? | haven't forgotten that incident at the saff party.’

‘Terry’s agood man. He' s dependable.’



‘Keep himin check, will you? We don’t need that kind of publicity.’

‘Sure, Gordon.” Farrdl paused. * So, it'sdl go?

‘There are one or two details I'd like to sort out, but | think so.’

Farrell suppressed atriumphant grin. Gordon was going to say yes

‘For example, how are you going to hand over the money?

‘This guy’s out near Seraph, waiting to hear from me. I'll need a company ship.” Farrel handed
Gordon another sheet of paper. ‘That's alig of expenses plus my account number. If you put the cash in
there, I'll release it to the pilot when the cargo has cleared.’

Gordon looked a him shrewdly. ‘What' s your cut?

‘Me? Nothing.’

‘Oh, comeon.’

Farell dropped his head. ‘I thought if | saved the robot business, you might hdp me with my debts
thisone lagt time’

Gordon nodded dowly. ‘If you save the robot business, | will do exactly that.’

*

The Black Gull’ s jets thundered waves of noiseinto Hal’s ears as he dangled from the end of the safety
line He bardly noticed the screaming roar of the engines — he was saring down at the landing fidd,
severd thousand metres below his fet.

Theline jerked, and Hd tore his gaze from the distant, toy-like buildings and looked up. Clunk was
dinging to the cargo hook with the tips of hisfingers, looking down at himin concern.

‘Navcom says ... engines overheeting,” shouted the robot.

‘Tdl it to take us down,” shouted Hd, jabbing his thumb towards the ground.

Clunk shook his head. ‘Receive only.’

Hd fdt the sfety line dip. Drawing on his experience of hanging around in mid-air from a line tied
around a robot’s waist — none — he considered his next course of action. He could wait for Clunk’s
battery to run out and plunge four thousand metres to his death, or he could wait for the engines to blow
up and plunge four thousand metres to his degth tied to a burning ship.

There had to be a better way.

He looked up and tried to gauge the distance between Clunk and the platform. The edge was only
two metres away, but it was too far for Clunk to reach. If only he could get the robot swinging!

Hd caught Clunk’'s eye. ‘Hold on tight,” he shouted, gripping the safety line with both hands. He
avung hislegs back and forth, getting a rhythm going, and soon they were rocking back and forth like a
double pendulum. A massive swing pulled Clunk away from the platform, and as he swooped back
towardsit Ha jabbed hisfinger. ‘ Jumpl’

Clunk let go of the hook, and for a split second they were in free-fdl. Then the line jerked, pulling
Ha’s bt upwards. He sucked in through pursed lips, blinking away the tears that had sporung to his eyes.
When he'd recovered, he looked up to see Clunk hanging on to the edge of the platform, peering down
a him over his shoulder.

‘Now what? shouted the robot.

‘Climb up!’

Shuddering with the effort, Clunk pulled himsdf up until his chin was leve with the platform. Then he
stopped.

‘Go on!” shouted Hal.

‘I'm stuck!’

Hd gripped the thin cord and climbed up, hand over hand, wincing asit cut into his pams. His muscles
burned as he inched towards the robot, until findly his outstretched fingers brushed a metd foot. He
grabbed the robot’ s ankle with his free hand, only to remember that Clunk’s mismatched legs looked like
they had been snapped together in the dark by a bunch of Monday moming auto workers. Driving the
thought from his mind, he reached for the knee joint with his free hand, his fingers dipping on the smooth



meta as he struggled for grip.

‘Usemy am!’ shouted Clunk, taking one hand off the platform and holding it down towards him.

Hd grabbed the hand and clambered up, using the robot’ s ebow and shoulder as holds. Findly he got
his knees on the robot’s shoulders and pulled himsdf onto the platform, where he crouched for a
moment, ams and legs shaking from the drain.

“When you're ready,” caled Clunk. ‘No hurry.’

Hd looked over the edge. ‘ Can't you pull yoursdf up?

‘Not enough charge.’

‘Hang in there!” Undipping the safety line from his belt, Hal looked around desperately for something
to attach it to. Nothing.

Clunk took a hand from the platform and clawed at his chest. A flgp opened and severd amdl objects
fdl out and fluttered away towards the ground. The robot ignored them and pointed to a socket. ‘ Power
... here’

‘I'll get alead!” Hd jumped up and ran into the flight deck. He threw himsdf at the console, tearing
open doors, tossng the contents onto the deck until he came across a tangled length of eectrica cord.
He ran into the airlock, jammed the plug into a socket and shot outsde with the lead. Clunk was ill
henging from the platform, his head tilted forward.

‘Coming!” shouted Hd. He lay down on the platform and put his head over the edge. ‘Clunk! Take
the plug!’

The robot’ s head hung between its shoulders. There was no sign of life.

Hd reached down and fdt for the socket. His fingers brushed the edge of the compartment, but even
a ful stretch he couldn’t reach. ‘ Clunk!’

The robot hung from the platform, motionless,

‘I'm going to regret this’ muttered Ha. He turned and placed his feet on the robot’s shoulders, then
let go of the platform and pushed the plug into the socket.

Immediately, Clunk began to shake like a pneumatic drill. *W-w-wrong v-v-voltage.’

‘What kind do you need?

Clunk took one hand off the platform and grabbed for the plug. ‘ P-pull it o-out!”’

Hd yanked the plug and the robot dumped.

‘Switch below socket,” said Clunk faintly.

Hd found the switch, took hold of the plug and pushed it back in.

Clunk jerked. ‘“Wow, I'm divel Alivel’

‘Sort of, said Hd. ‘But —

‘Watch thid’ There was a tremendous jolt and suddenly they were high in the air. Clunk executed a
perfect back flip and dropped to the platform like a cat. Hal landed flat on his back.

“You're mad!’ he groaned, stting up and glaring at the robot. ‘I should have let you fdl, you maniac.’

Clunk’s eyes glowed hot ydlow in the twilight. “You can't kill me, I'm invinciblel” he shouted, laughing
wildly.



Chapter 9

Hd sat back in his chair and watched the autopilot’s crosshairs tracking the expanding blue and white
disk of Seraph V. The hyperspace jump from Lamira had been uneventful, and after a brief run through
gpace and two orbits of the planet, the ship was now lined up for find approach. A green rectangle
popped up on the screen and showed the locd time: 5.30 p.m.

Ha heard a groan and turned round. Clunk was dumped againg the wal with his head in his hands,
the extenson lead coiled on the floor beside him. ‘Invincible, en?

The robot shook his head gingerly. ‘1 should have used atrickle charge’

‘“Where are we supposed to land, by the way? Jarling said you had the details’

‘The information was placed inmy memory banks before | came aboard. | need to interface with the
Navcom to upload it.

‘Get on with it, then.’

Clunk stood and crossed to the console, pulling the end of the cord with him. He ran his hands over
the pand.

‘Lower,” said the Navcom.

Clunk fdt under the front edge, and a burst of datic came through the speaker. ‘Interesting” He
glanced a Hd. ‘The Navcom is equipped with a non-standard communications port.’

‘Somehow that doesn't surprise me’

‘I'll have to use a specid adaptor to complete the transfer.’

‘All right, just get on with it. We're late enough asitis’

‘Let me finish the iniid programming.” Clunk ran his hands over the console, pressng buttons and
tapping dids. There were severd bursts of static from the speakers.

Hd frowned. ‘Ligten, while you' re fooling around, the ship’s racing towards a very solid planet a very
high speed. | don’t want to spail your fun, but —' His eyebrows shot up as the robot stuck a probe into
the front of the console. The lights flickered for a moment or two, then the overhead light popped and
went out.

Clunk detached himsdf and looked across the flight deck, gleaming in the light from the instruments.
‘Data transfer complete.’

‘Wl I'll be buggered,” said Hdl.

Clunk shook his head. ‘I don't have the right adaptor.’

*

Fard| sat a his desk, daring at his termind. It was two hours since he'd spoken to Gordon, and only
thirty minutes until he had to face Vurdi. Couldn’t his brother make up his damned mind?

‘Yes? cdled Farrdl, as histermina beeped.

‘It's Gordon. They've finished the service on my flyer, do you have timeto pick it up for me?

Farrdl kept hisvoice even. ‘ Sure. I’ ve got nothing better to do.’

‘Oh, and I"ve gone over your figures. Why do your expenses include fud and landing fees? You're
usng a company ship.’

Farrdl grinned. His brother would have made an excdlent tax ingpector. ‘ Sorry, Gordon. | modified
an old job cogting spreadsheet. | must have forgotten to delete some Stuff.’

‘Very wdl. | shdl modify the tota and put the money in your account this afternoon.’

Farrdl sghed with rdlief. That would get Vurdi off his back.

‘Is there anything e'se you need? asked Gordon.

A couple of million and a new house, thought Farrell. He glanced at his exercise book. No, he could
work for those. *Everything's covered.’



‘The factory daff are being notified and the covers are coming off the production lines. Are you sure
you can get these parts?

Farel nodded. ‘Leaveit to me’ As soon as Gordon hung up, Farrdl sent off a note for Vurdi: Cancel
mesting, debt paid infull.

Now dl he had to do was get his hands on the cargo.

*

The Black Gull rocked from side to side as it forced its way through the thin atmosphere above Seraph
IV. Clunk was busy a the console, checking displays and fiddling with knobs and switches.

‘Have you been here before? asked Hdl.

Clunk shook his head. ‘1t's mogtly agriculturd, inhabited by —'

The console speaker crackled, interrupting him. * This is the battleship Almeria of the Seraph
Imperial Navy,” said amde voice. ‘You are entering a restricted zone, and must transmit your ID,
flight log and manifest immediately. Failure to comply will result in your immediate destruction.’

‘Go ahead, Navcom,” said Hdl.

‘Sir, | detect modifications to my programming, ingructing me to tranamit false data. Please advise!’

‘Did Clunk change the programming?

‘Define Clunk.’

‘“The robot who just lubed your trangstors.’

Clunk grinned.

‘Yes, that is the source of the modifications’

‘Wl go ahead and do it

‘Trangmitting spurious data.’

There was a burst of datic. ‘ This Seraph 1V is ... Imperial please ... Naval gaze. Thank you,
bingo.’

‘What the hdll was that?

Clunk looked at him. ‘Ther communication systems are suffering from the effects of a trojan we just
sent them. They think we're an asteroid, or possibly even asmdl moon — it's somewhat erratic.’

‘What about the other ships they’ re guiding in? Someone could get hurt”’

‘It' s only temporary. We mugt land quickly and get off their screens!’

Hd looked up at the viewscreen, which was displaying a detailed map of the planetary surface. “What
are those dark patches?

‘Oceans.’

Hd studied the screen a bit longer. *Where are we landing?

‘Right here said Clunk, dragging a bright green cross to the centre of the display. ‘We mug avoid
built-up areas’

‘Where are they?

Clunk gestured, and three quarters of the map turned red.

‘Oh, come on! How are we going to miss that lot?

‘Let me subtract the lightly populated areas.” Clunk waved his left hand at the screen, while pulling at
thin arr with hisright. The red areas faded until only haf a dozen smdl patches remained.

‘That's a bit better, said Hal. He looked a the landing zone, then stared a the wavering blob of red
dongsde. ‘Isthat acity?

‘I don't think so.” Clunk made a cirdle with his finger and thumb and blew through the middle. *Light
indudrid area,’ he said, as the patch turned ye low.

Rectangles appeared in the corners of the screen, green frames filled with rapidly scrolling lines of text.
‘What's that dl about? asked Hal.

‘WEe re gpproaching the surface’

‘Okay, stand back,” said Hd confidently, cracking his knuckles. ‘Thisiswhere | take over.’

‘You redise wé ll be landing in totd darkness?



‘I can handleit’

‘Areyou sure? | mean —'

‘I'm sure.” Hd reached across the console and pressed a large green button. There was a crackling
sound and a recorded voice reverberated around the Black Gull’s flight deck: ‘All personnel, all
personnel, please prepare for landing. | repeat: please prepare for landing.’

Hd shot the robot a triumphant glance and sat back in his chair.

Clunk eyed the surface of the planet looming on the screen. When he redlised Hal was just going to st
and wetch it, he cleared his throat. * Are you going to land the ship or not?

‘It sdl taken care of, said Ha, gesturing at the green button.

‘Do you know wheat that button does?

‘Sure| do. It lands the ship.’

‘It most cartainly does naot. It just plays awarning message over the intercom.’

‘Get away,” said Hd, with alaugh. ‘1 dways press that when | want to land.’

Clunk stared at the viewscreen, where the surface of Seraph 1V was getting closer and closer. Then
he nodded dowly. ‘I suppose it would work on many planets. Your navigation computer would lock
onto the spaceport’s beacon and control the descent automaticaly.’

“You mean ... the Navcom lands the Gull for me?

‘Correct, uang the spaceport beacon.’

Hd’s eyes widened. ‘But there's no beacon here! We're landing in afidd!’

‘Correct,” sad Clunk. ‘Although ‘landing’ is not the word | would choose, given our rate of descent.’

Hd stared at the viewscreen. Earlier it had shown an expanse of darkness dotted with patches of city
lights. Now he could pick out the houses.

A large red cross flashed up on the screen. “Warning, impact imminent,” said the Navcom camly.

Hd jumped up from the pilot's chair. ‘I’ ve changed my mind,” he said to Clunk. ‘You land it.’

‘Me?

“You're the specidist. Jarling said so.’

‘But we' re about to crash into the surface!’

‘Better get to it, then.’

Multtering under his breath, Clunk did into the pilot’s chair and took the controls. ‘Brace yoursdf,” he
sad over his shoulder. ‘Thisisgoing to be rough.’



Chapter 10

Drops of sweat ran down Hdl’s face as the Black Gull plummeted towards the waiting planet. Thrusters
howled and gravity generators moaned as Clunk fought the controls, and while his efforts appeared to be
dowing the ship, the tremendous outpouring of energy had lifted the temperature in the flight deck from
warm to uncomfortably hot.

‘Can’'t you put the ar back on? demanded HAl.

‘No. We need every scrap of power.’

‘But it's hot!’

‘Would you rather live, or diein a comfortable environment?

‘That'satrick question, right?

‘Why don’t you moisten your face with some cool water?

‘Moisten my face? What kind of high-tech solution is that?

Clunk’s hands blurred over the controls. ‘I'm rather busy,” he said, asthe ship tilted to one side. ‘Can
we discuss this later?

‘If thereisalater, muttered Hal.  Are we going to make it?

‘The engines are running at full reverse throttle but we' re not dowing enough.’

‘| takeit that’sano.” Hd examined the screen, where the landing fidd had grown from a thumbnail to
agzeable rectangle. ‘Can't you do anything?

‘Thereisonelagt thing | can try,” said Clunk. ‘If it works, it will stop us!’

‘And if it doesn't?

“Your debt problemswill no longer seem so important.” Clunk reached for a large, siver knob. ‘Hang
on’

‘Hang on? shouted HA. ‘What to?

Clunk twisted the knob and leaned towards the Navcom's microphone. ‘Reverse one hundred and
twenty per cent,” he said loudly. He grinned at HA’ s surprised expression. ‘It’s cdled overclocking.’

There was a screaming roar from the engines and Hal’ s legs buckled under the crush of saven or eght
gravities. Supported by the console, he clenched his teeth and stared at the viewscreen, hisvison blurring
asthe Black Gull gtrained every hand-welded joint.

‘Brace yoursdlf!” shouted Clunk, as the ground rushed up to meet them.

Ha was thrown to the deck as the ship thudded down on itslanding legs. The recail threw himinto the
ar, then he fdl back and lay Hill on the cold metd. The engines cut out, and in the ensling quiet the
Navcom' s voice came through the console speakers.

‘Landing successful,’” said the computer camly. ‘Locd timeisax pm.’

Hd blinked the stars from his eyes and sat up. ‘Good to see the old gl can Hill make a decent
landing.” He staggered to his feet. ‘ They don't build them like this any more, you know.’

‘They never built them like this’ said Clunk with a quick glance around the flight deck. ‘It takes years
of misuse to get a ship into this condition.’

Hd grinned a him. *Nice job with the controls’

“You're welcome.’

‘Now, we' d better find Regan Muller and get the cargo aboard.’

‘Regan? Clunk shook his head. ‘Y ou mean Redge.’

‘Jarling told me Regan.’

‘It doesn’'t matter what you thought Mr Jerling said, the contact’ s name is Redge Muller.

“You seem pretty sure of yoursdf.

‘1 looked up Incubots in your onboard database.’

Hd frowned. ‘“Who said you could mess with my ship?

Clunk looked uncomfortable. ‘1 was curious’



“You keep that probe of yours out of my computer.” Ha strode to the arlock and unsedled it. The
inner door did open with a thump, and there was a hiss as the pressure equalised. ‘It's a bit dark out
there, he said, peering through the tiny porthole.

Clunk stepped forward. * Should | go out firgt and look around? | can use my infra-red atachment and
relay vison to the main viewscreen.’

Hd looked a him suspicioudy. ‘More of that interfacing lark?

‘No, | can tranamit the data via short-range radio.’

Hd backed out of the airlock then stopped as a thought occurred to him. ‘1 thought it was broken?

‘Jugt a loose connection.” Clunk pushed past Ha and entered the arlock. The outer door grated
open, and Hd took a deep breath as a gust of cold wind blew around the flight deck. He saw Clunk step
out onto the platform and stop. The viewscreen flickered then showed an image from the robot's
chest-mounted camera.

‘Are you receiving? cdled Clunk.

‘Go ahead.’

The robot clumped down the meta ramp and went out to meet the contact. On the viewscreen the
image rolled and wobbled, then settled down to show a green shape moving towards the camera. Ha
squinted at it, trying to decide whether it was avehicle or atree. *Navcom, can't you tidy the picture up a
bit?

‘Negative. The 9gnd is being masked by a strong source of € ectro-magnetic interference.’

‘Like ajamming ray? A spy beam?

‘No, by our generators.’

Hd snorted. On the viewscreen the pae green shape approached Clunk and held out a hand.
‘Careful,” muttered Hdl.

There was amuffled ydl as Clunk applied an enthusiastic handshake. * Sir, | have made contact.’

‘Status confirmed,’ cdled Ha. “Wilco. Roger and out.” He reached out and tapped the microphone.
‘Isthisthing on?

‘Yes” sad Clunk. *And it's safe for you to come out.’

*

Hd walked to the airlock and peered out. The end of the landing ramp was buried in the soft, broken
earth of afreshly ploughed fidd and beams shone from recessed lights, bathing the ground below with a
sark, white glare.

There was alight mig in the air, concentrated around a amdl copse of trees that echoed with the chirp
of nocturnd insects. A chaintlink fence ran dongsde the ship, topped with coils of rusy wire and
festooned with large, garish Sgns ‘We got the parts you need!” ‘Cheapest on Seraph!” ‘Incubots: We
grip ’em and ship 'em!’” There was a large double gate, which was closed, dthough a smdl access door
inthe corner stood open.

Hd made his way down the ramp. His boots thudded on the metd grille, sheking off drops of
condensation that fdl through the light to the ground below like miniature stars. At the bottom, Clunk was
taking to atal, rangy man in a battered, wide-brimmed hat and a knee-length coat. The man's face was
twisted with pain, and he was rubbing hisright hand carefully. Y ou took your time” he said, squinting up
into the lights.

‘Nice to meet you, too.” Stepping off the ramp, Hal logt his balance as his feet sank into the earth. He
graightened up and held his hand out. ‘Ha Spacegjock.’

‘I’'m not shaking that. Y our bloody robot just crushed my fingers’

‘“He s not mine, I'm just giving im a lift. Listen, clear something up for me. Are you Redge or Regan
Muller?

‘Neither. The name' s Bevan.’

‘We're a the right place, though? Incubots?

‘Correct.’



Hd looked around. ‘ So wher€' s the cargo?

‘Not so fadt, sunshine. | got to see your clearance firg)

‘Pardon?

‘Clearance.’” Bevan hed his hand up, finger and thumb dightly apart. *It’'s a data chip, about so big’

‘Jaling didn't say anything about clearance” Hd looked a Clunk. ‘Do you know anything about
this?

‘I'm not familiar with the practice’

‘Theré s dways a chip for these jobs,” sad Bevan. ‘Y ou're not teking the suff without some kind of
authority.”

‘Now look here, if you think I'm going dl the way to Forg for a—'

Bevan started to laugh. * Always fools the new boys,” he said, wiping a tear from his eye. “ Gotta laugh,
don't you? He shoved two grubby fingersin his mouth and blew an ear-plitting whistle. There was a
dattering sound behind the fence, the hefty gates swung open and a large tractor emerged. It sank into
the soft earth, but the wide baloon tyres kept turning, hauling it over the uneven surface. Behind it came a
long line of covered trailers.

Hd eyed the vehide. ‘How much guff is there?

‘Everything we could lay our hands on,” said Bevan. ‘ Jerling's desperate.’

Asthe tractor ground its way across the fidd towards them, Clunk stepped in front of Bevan. ‘Excuse
me’

Bevan looked him up and down. ‘Y eah?

‘I"'m supposed to meet Redge Muller!

“You'll have ajob. He died five years ago.’

Clunk looked shocked. ‘Died?

‘Y eah. His son Regan took over.’

Hd shot Clunk a triumphant glance. ‘ Told you it was Regan.’

‘But the Black Gull’s database —'

‘Is probably older than you are’ Hd watched the tractor dipping and diding towards them. ‘How
much does this cargo weigh?

‘Heaps.’ Bevan was dill looking a Clunk. ‘ Are you one of Jerling's robots?

Clunk frowned. ‘1 work for Mr Jarling, yes!’

‘Sent you here, did he?

Clunk nodded. ‘His g&ff asked me to present mysdf a your premises. | have severd parts which no
longer function properly.’

‘Theré sa surprise, muttered Bevan. *All right, go see Regan in the yard. He' s in the office’

‘Areyou off, then? caled Hal, as Clunk turned to leave.

Clunk grinned a him. ‘I’ll be back.’

Bevan watched the robot picking his way across the muddy fidd. ‘The old ones are the worst, he
growled, once Clunk was safdly out of earshot. ‘They get ideas, see? He spat on the ground. ‘Think
they’ re smarter than we are.’

‘Therésasurprise, said Hal.

The tractor drew up to the Black Gull’s cargo doors and a squat grey robot legpt down from the cab.
A pair of rough-looking men followed, tucking their grubby T-shirts into the generous waistbands of ther
jeans. While they stood by, the robot moved to the nearest trailer. It opened a amdl flap and pressed a
button, and the hard plagtic covers lifted and folded up one after another, exposing aful load of rough
wooden crates. Each crate was plastered with red labes “WARNING! FRAGILEY

Hd looked at the stacked rows of cratesin concern. ‘That'salot of cargo.’

‘“Two more loads yet.’

Hd stared a him. * Y ou're kidding!”

Bevan grinned. ‘Yeah. He gestured a the men, who ambled to the side of the traller and lad their
hands on one of the boxes. They got it down with much curang, huffing and puffing, then started to argue
over who was going to go backwards. Meanwhile, the robot took down a crate and cruised past them,



moving effortlesdy despite the heavy load. It reached the back of the ship and waited.

“You going to open the hold? asked Bevan.

‘Onmy way.” Ha crossed to the nearest landing leg and flipped open a amdl panel. He pressed a
button and the rear doors opened, dlowing a large section of floor to extend from the back of the ship. It
did out with grating and groaning sounds until it was suspended above the robot, which began to back
away. Hd stabbed another button and the ramp lifted about three inches. Then, with a loud hiss, the
heavy dab of metd dropped towards the ground.

‘Waich i’ shouted Bevan.

The robot dropped its crate and threw itsdf flat on the ground, disappearing completely as the ramp
thudded down.

‘Lift the bloody ramp!” shouted Bevan, bresking into a run.

Hd looked around the landing leg. ‘What?

‘Get it up!’

Hd operated the controls, and the ramp broke free and rose into the ar in fits and starts. The robot
was lying face down in the mud underneath, sruggling to get free. Alongside it, the crate was hdf-buried
inthe soft earth. ‘No damage,” cdled Hdl. ‘Go on, haul it out.’

Bevan eyed the quivering dab of metd. * Y ou sure that thing's gonna stay up?

Hd nodded. ‘No.’

Bevan darted undernesth the ramp and rocked the crate from Sde to sde, trying to loosen it. The
robot got to its knees and shook its head, scattering drops of mud on Bevan's coat.

‘Look out!” shouted Hal.

Bevan dived clear of the ramp, landing flat on his face in the mud. The robot ran sraight over the top
of him, ramming the human’s face into the soft earth as it charged towards safety. Bevan sat up, spitting
mud. He looked up fearfully but the ramp was Hill suspended in mid-air. *What the —'

‘Sorry about that, cadled Hd. ‘1 thought it was fdling.

Bevan sprang up and advanced on Hal. ‘If | thought you did that on purpose ...’

‘No, just an accident.” Ha pressed the button and the cargo ramp dammed into the mud. ‘Y ou gotta
laugh, though.’

Bevan gave Hd along, hard stare, then turned on hished and yeled at the robot. It gathered the crate
and stomped up the cargo ramp into the hold. There was a crash as it danmed the crate down indde,
then it reappeared empty-handed and stomped down the ramp towards the trailer. Meanwhile, the two
men shuffled up to the foot of the ramp with their crate, il arguing.

There was a low humming sound and Ha saw a flashing red light move across the horizon. *What's
that?

‘Patrols,’ said Bevan, wiping his face on his deeve. ‘ Probably shoot you down when you leave’

Thelight disappeared and Hd turned back to the ship, where the men were entering the hold with the
crate. Suddenly, he redlised the inner door was open. ‘I'm going to get some grub,” he said. *Ydl if you
need me’

Clunk approached the Incubots yard in high spirits. For the firg time in years he was oblivious to the
groaning and grating from his knees and elbows, and totaly unaware of the giffnessin his neck. A few
days from now his aches and pains would be gone!

He ducked through the amdl door in the corner of the tdl, battered gates, strode into the yard and
stopped dead. This was a robot factory? He'd expected white-painted |aboratories, clean rooms, parts
stores and the gentle hum of high-tech equipment. Instead, there were two ramshackle buildings, a couple
of tin sheds and piles of muddy junk strewn around a barren, oil-stained yard.

Clunk eyed the firg building. It was true that Mr Jerling ran a huge corporation from an old shed, but
he would be hard pressed to run a réffle from this particular edifice. For a start, there was no roof.
Correction — there was, but the large, rusty pands and twisted beams were currently decorating the



floor. At least, Clunk assumed there was a floor somewhere undernesth, because anything not covered
by bits of roof was knee-deep in litter.

The second building was an improvement — it had a roof. Clunk took some encouragement from the
fact that fewer than hdf the windows were broken, and the presence of a front door was promising.
‘Office, sad the 9gn, so that’s where Clunk went.

He pushed through the door and found himsdf in a amdl cubby-hole. There was a human mde stting
a a buckled desk, his feet up and a sandwich hdf-raised to his mouth. As Clunk entered the room, he
lowered the sandwich. ‘What do you want?

‘I'm looking for Regan Muller.’

“You found him. Spill it

‘Mr Jarling sent me”’

‘Ah.’” Regan pulled open a drawer and took out a dog-eared ledger and a pencil stub. He turned to
the middle of the book and prepared to write. ‘ Age?

‘A little over thirty.’

‘Much over?

‘Sx years,” admitted the robot.

“You look older.” Regan wrote in the book. ‘Any joints worn?

Clunk touched his elbow. ‘1 sometimes have trouble with this one. | requested a replacement last year,
but they couldn’t get the parts.’

‘All the others okay? Knees? Hips?

‘Fine, thank you.’

‘Haky memory?

‘I've marked one bank as suspect because it returns spurious results from time to time, particularly
during standby mode. The other three are mixed brands.’

Regan grimaced as he wrote. *Worth more in matched pairs.’

‘| dare say they are.’

‘How’s your brain?

‘Excdlent, said Clunk shortly. ‘And yours?

Regan made afind notein hisledger, closed the book and put it back in the drawer. * Ok, you can go.
Stick around the yard, keep dry if it rains’

“When will you make a start? On me, | mean.’

Regan shrugged. ‘I’ ve got another shipment on Friday. Your partswill beinit.

‘Thank you. I'm sure Mr Jerling will be pleased with your prompt service’

‘Hedwaysis’

Clunk left the office and drolled to the fence to check on the Black Gull. Loading was ill in
progress, and judging by the remaning crates he had plenty of time to look around before saying
goodbye to Ha. Leaving the fence, he began to explore the rest of the yard. There was a run-down truck
inone of thetin sheds, while the other held an assortment of cutting tools. hand-held devices with strong,
gaping jaws.

Having inspected the buildings, Clunk turned his attention to the piles of junk. There were severd of
them, large heaps of discarded robot parts — arms and legs, body shells, even a few heads, dl of them
weathered and streaked with mud. He frowned. Why did the factory throw ther regjects out here instead
of mdting them down? It seemed like a tremendous waste of dloy.

Curious, Clunk approached the biggest heap. A flash of white caught his eye, a disinctive am with a
dumsy bdl joint and a three-fingered hand. Clunk stopped. Why was Incubots meking parts for an
ancient modd like that? The only LFE-15 he'd ever met was the derly robot who used to push the
snack tralley around Jerling’s offices, back on Forg. Alfie, that was his name. The lagt of a batch, he'd
been donated to a loca family a few months earlier, given the dream job of looking after a fral old
human. Clunk smiled as he remembered Alfi€ s happy face, remembered the warm glow he'd fdt as the
old robot had been rewarded for years of long service. People grumbled about Mr Jerling’'s business
practices, but he certainly knew how to look after his g&ff.



A frown appeared on Clunk’s face as he looked down at the arm. If it was a miscadt, they wouldn't
waste timefitting joints. So why did this one have a hand?

Bending down, he gripped the clawed fingers and pulled gently. There was a clatter of loose tin as the
junk pile shifted, but the arm was stuck firm. After a quick look to see whether anyone was watching,
Clunk braced himsdf and heaved.

The pile broke open and a robot’s head burst out, eyes blank and lifdess in the dented white face.
The shoulder was next, dill attached to the arm Clunk was pulling, and as he stepped back the rest of the
buried robot came free of the junk pile and toppled towards him. It thudded face down into the muddy
ground and Clunk stared in horror a the hollowed-out skull, the twisted neck and battered shoulders.
The he saw the hand-written labd in the middle of the robot’s dented, muddy back: Alfie



Chapter 11

‘I'm sorry Mr Hinchfig, Mike is busy right now. He can't see anyone without an appointment.’

‘Ligen, you — With difficulty, Farrdl bit off an angry retort. He took a deep breath and eyed the
secretary pendvey. ‘Have you been in this position long?

‘Three years,’ sad the secretary codlly. ‘1 was promoted by your brother. If you have an issue with
my work you can raise it with him.”

Farrd| tried another tack. *Y ou know the robots divisonisin trouble, right?

‘Isit redly? The secretary’s tone indicated thet if it was, it was probably Farrell’s fault.

‘They can't get any parts, so they can't build any new robots. Our shops have resorted to sdling
second-hand moddls’

‘How isthat rlevant to this department?

‘Saff cutbacks.” Farrdll leaned closer. ‘I’ ve seen the figures. If Robots goes under my brother will lay
off two-thirds of the company.’

‘Are you threatening me, Mr Hinchfig?

‘It's Mike you should be worried about. When the crunch comes, high-priced computer programmers
will be the fird to go. They’re aluxury.

‘A luxury? Mike's work benefits this company enormoudy! Why, the news reports he produces
would —'

‘Tdl that to the accountants.’

‘How would your seeing Mike help with any of this?

‘There's something he can do which could save the robot department. And dl those jobs.’

‘All I need is Mr Hinchfig's authority.’

‘“You jugt got it

‘Mike only takes orders from Gordon. Why don’'t you ask your brother to authorise this little job of
yours? If it's as vitd as you say hell be more than happy to assgn Mike to it. Otherwise you're out of
luck.

At that moment the office door opened and a young man with thinning blonde hair looked in on them.
‘Could | ask you to keep your voices down? I’'m working on a complex agorithm, and —'

‘Mikel’ Farrdl hurried forward and grabbed the young man's hand, pumping it vigoroudy. Without
stopping, he led Mike back through the door and closed it firmly, cutting off the secretary’s protests.
‘Ligten, Gordon sent me down with something. It won't take a moment.’

‘Farrdl Hinchfig, ign't it? Mike withdrew his hand and gestured vagudy around the office. ‘I'm
working on something right now. Deadlines, you know. Always too close for comfort.’

Farel glanced around. The room was crammed with equipment, festooned with haphazard runs of
coloured cable and illuminated by the glow of a dozen flickering screens. Hdf the displays showed human
faces, ther features changing smoothly from young to old, plain to beautiful and morphing through a wide
range of skin tones. The result was a bewildering array of unique characters, a fast-rewind through
everyone Farrdl had never met.

Seaing his interest, Mike explained. ‘It can generate ten thousand individuas in under five minutes,
each of them fully rendered in arange of poses.’

‘The fake crowds, right?

Mike nodded. ‘We can’'t reuse anyone, a sharp-eyed viewer could expose us’

‘They're very lifdike’

‘Every detall ismoddled.’

Farel glanced a him. ‘ Everything?

Mike reddened. ‘ They have to be accurate or thair clothes wouldn’t hang properly.’

‘All right, skip the rest.” Farrdll crossed his arms. ‘Look, | need you to knock up one of those things



for me. It's a cusom job, a one-off.’

Mike gestured at a humming grey box. ‘ Take your pick, I've got severd thousand smuloidsin there!’

‘I don’'t want a random smu-thingy, | need someone copied.’

‘That’s not easy. You have to scan the subject to get their contours, trandate the data to the moddller,
goply dadticity to every musdle ...” Mike shook his head. ‘Y ou're taking eght hours minimum, and I'm
dready two days behind schedule’

‘This has clearance from the highest leve

‘Gordon?

‘1 spoke to my brother before coming to see you.’

‘Well, if he said it was okay ..." Mike looked doubtful. ‘He was very keen to get the next series of
news reports ready.’

“He was even more keen to get thisjob out the way.” Farrell frowned. ‘Wait a minute — did you say
you have to scan the subject?

‘It' s the only way to get an accurate modd. | use three laser pickups to map ther body from head to
toe’

‘No chance’

‘I can obtain a reasonable image from a fadd cast. The body can be guessed at, and with the right
sort of clothes you can mask anything’

Farell tried to imagine a Stuation where he could get a cast of Jerling's face. Pretend to be a lifdong
fan? ‘Mr Jerling, I'm so thrilled to meet you. Could you sgn this autograph book, and by the way would
you mind sticking your face into this bowl of wet plaster? He shook his head. ‘| don’t have time for that.
Can't you use arecording?

‘I could, provided it showed the front and both profiles’

Farrd| pulled the data chip from his pocket. ‘I’ ve got a taped speech.’

Mike took thetile. ‘“Walter Jerling? he said in surprise, as he noticed the scribbled [abel.

“Yeah, but you can forget the name when we're done’

“You know it'sillegd to impersonate someone?

‘It'sjudt a bit of fun. | want to surprise some friends of mine’

‘You sad Gordon agpproved this’

‘Y eah, wdl they’'re hisfriends too.’

‘All right, but you'll have to give me a couple of days. It's time-consuming work, and | have things to
finish off firg.

Farrdl shook his head. ‘1 need it in three hours’

‘Three hourd The rendering done —'

‘What if you just do the head and shoulders? | don't need dl those poses you were taking about, hell
only be moving his mouth.’

‘And blinking. And amiling.’

“You obvioudy don’'t know Jerling,” muttered Farrell. He remembered something. ‘ Oh yeah, and he
smokes big fat cigars dl the time”’

‘Smoke doesn't work, it dways looks fake. And you' d have to do his hands as wdl, they’d be vishle
whenever he handled the cigar’

‘Okay, no smoke. Just face and voice’

‘Voice?

‘Of course. | want to speak into a microphone and have him repesat the words in his own voice’

‘But —’

‘It'sdl inthe recording.” Farrdl clapped Mike on the shoulder. * Come on, you're supposed to be the
best. Just the other day Gordon was defending you, saying how you'd saved the company more than
once!’

‘He was?

‘Sure. That new guy in the computer department was mouthing off, saying he could hire hdf a dozen
youngsters, split your equipment between them and save a very expensve wage.’



Mike' s lipstightened. ‘Is that right?

‘“Yeah. Hey, therésanidea ... If you make this Jarling smuloid | could use it to offer this new guy a
job at double wages, get him to hand Gordon his notice.’

“You'd do that for me?

‘We have to stick together, right? Look out for each other.’

Mike nodded. *You'll have thisin three hours, even if | have to dave every computer in the company
to the task.’

Hd crossed the flight deck to the access tube, grabbed the exposed part of the ladder and climbed down
to the lower deck. Avoiding the loose rung, he stepped onto the bare metd decking and squinted as a
powerful overhead light came on. ‘Turn it down, Navcom.’

The lignt dimmed to a feeble glow, and Hal squinted aong the passageway to the cargo hold's inner
door. He could hear the workmen in the hold, the sound of ther boots dumping on the hollow floor,
curses as they manoeuvred a heavy crate into pogition, howls of pain as one of them trapped his fingers
And over these noises, the even, mechanicd tread of the robot as it marched in and out of the hold with
crate after crate.

Hd turned away, shaking his head. Labour laws or nat, it was only a matter of time before humans
were completely phased out. Robots were too damned efficient.

He squeezed between the ladder and the wal and entered a cramped space at the end of the passage.
There were two doors, one marked ‘Toilet” and the other *Kitchen'. For amoment, Hdl wondered at the
competence of spaceship designers who could make the kitchen hdf the sze of the toilet. Surdy the
preparation of food deserved twice the space of its eventud disposal?

‘Probably left it to a bunch of robots,’ he muttered, pushing open the nearest door. He flipped the
miniaure table down from the wal and yanked open the freezer. A shower of ice scattered on the worn
floor covering, and Ha knocked some more down as he rummaged amongst the jumble of food
containers indde. ‘What the hdl is this? he asked, taking a large, round bdl from the freezer. He
examined the labd, then stared up at the Navcom's cameraiin disbelief. * Christmas pudding?

‘ According to my records, thet batch of food was purchased on Xankor. You were offered a specid
ded.

‘Navcom, if | defrost one of these I'll be eating it for days. Anyway, it's not food.’

‘Strictly speaking, it conforms to my definition of comestible matter.’

“Y ou should open a hamburger joint.” Ha shook the heavy mass at the camera. ‘It might be food, but
it's not food. Understand?

‘Negative’

‘Food is meset, bread, vegetables” Hd looked widful. ‘Pie and chips. Steak and chips. Anything and
chipgd’ He put the heavy pudding back into the freezer and took out a square pot. ‘I'm not eating that
duff again,” he muttered, shoving the pot to the back. The next three pots went back in as fagt as they
came out. One pot remained.

Hd took it out and studied the damp labd, which showed a pile of seaming meatbals on a bed of
brown rice, running with rich, brown gravy. ‘I don’t remember having these before.’

‘It sfood,” said the Navcom.

‘Is that supposed to be encouraging? Ha shut the freezer and took the pot over to the heater. The lid
creaked open, reveding a dark circular hole whose sides and brim were liberdly encrusted with the
baked-on remains of past meds. Ha pressed the pot into the heater and closed the lid, then counted to
ten asit warmed under his hands.

He pulled the pot out and put it on the table quickly, before it burnt his fingers. He peeled back the lid,
and acloud of steam rose from the pot, temporarily obscuring the contents. Then it cleared, reveding a
thin, greasy soup.

Hd sirred the mixture with a disposable fork, and a couple of smdl brown lumps bobbed to the



surface. “When I'm filthy rich, I’'m going to set asde hdf my fortune to sue these bastards for fdse
advertisng.’

‘“You can't, sad the Navcom. ‘Y ou waved your rights when you opened the package. It's part of the
end user agreement.’

‘What end user agreement?

‘The oneinddethe lid.

Hd prodded one of the brown lumps with his fork. ‘ Are these redly meetbdls? he asked, asit sorang
back into shape.

‘Not on our budget,” said the computer.

Mentdly holding his nose, Hal forked one of the lumpsinto his mouth and began to chew. And chew.
‘Tagty, he said, after he findly managed to swdlow the thing. ‘Navcom, how much do decent stores
cost?

‘More than you can afford.’

‘Figures” Hal’s somach rumbled. ‘I can't live on this suff, you know that.’

‘I sedible’

‘No it is7't.” Hd pushed the pot awvay and dropped the fork on the table next to it. *‘When Jerling
comes through with the money, I’'m spending hdf on new food.’

‘What about Mr Makaukar? He's sending Brutus to collect the entire payment.’

‘Hethinksheis’ Hd grinned. ‘I didn’t tdl him how much Jerling was paying, did 17

*

‘Ther€ s been aterible mistake.’

Regan looked up from his screen. *What do you mean?

‘I found thisin the yard.” Gently, Clunk laid Alfi€'s battered arm on the desk. ‘I knew this robot, he
used to work for Jerling. Somehow, your people have ... wdl, they’ve wrecked him!’

‘Of course we wrecked him. We gtrip the useful bits and throw the rest.’

‘They sent im here for a refit and retraining, not to be ripped apart!” Clunk leaned across the desk. ‘I
was at Alfiesfarewd| party. He was retiring, going to a human family as a carer!’

Regan glanced at the arm. *Obvioudy not.’

“You're going to be in red trouble when Jerling finds out.’

Regan looked puzzled. ‘Why?

‘His vauable robots are being thrown away!’

‘Vduable robots? Regan shook his head. ‘I don’t know what they’ ve been feeding you, but we don’'t
do repairs and we don't do retraining. Thisisajunk yard.’

“You're afactory!” shouted Clunk. ‘New robots, repairs, spare parts!’

‘My old men ran a factory, it went broke.” Regan pointed a a blue and ydlow ‘Incubots Junkyard
donfixed to thewadl. ‘1 run ajunk yard, see?

Clunk’s eyes widened. ‘ Jarling knows this?

‘He smy best customer.’

“You mean ...” Clunk turned to stare through the grimy window. Through the fence, he could just see
the crates being loaded into the Black Gull. ‘All those parts ... Pieces from old robots?

Regan nodded. ‘ Strip *em and ship *em. Company motto.’

A determined look appeared on Clunk’s face. ‘I’'m going to speak to him as soon as you've fixed
me’

‘Fixed you?

‘Yes. My repaird Jaling sent me here for ..." Clunk’s gaze fdl on the muddy white arm. *Oh.’

‘All machines wear out, said Regan gently. ‘I redise it's a shock, but at least your parts will keep
other robots working.’

Clunk’s shoulders dumped. ‘Can | say goodbye to Mr Spacejock?

‘The pilot?



‘If you let me, | won't make afuss. Later, | mean.’
‘All right. But no running.’
“You have my word.’

Loading was finished, and Bevan's tractor was hauling the line of empty trailers back through the fence.
Hd was sanding near the starboard landing leg, finger poised over the control panel. One of the buttons
closed the rear doors, but for the life of him he couldn’t remember which.

A shadow fdl across the pand. ‘Middle button, second row.’

‘Thanks, Clunk.” As the doors began to close, he glanced at the robot. ‘ Everything okay?

‘Fine, said Clunk flatly.

“You seem a bit down. Arethe digsdl right?

‘Digs?

Hd gestured towards the fence. ‘ The fadilities’

‘Oh, those” Clunk sighed. ‘Yes, they'refine’

‘So what’ s with the funerd act? A few days here, and you'll be back on a spaceship in no time’

‘That' s true. Severd spaceships, | expect.’

‘Hey, we could meet up somewhere!’

Clunk brightened. ‘ Do you mean that? Y ou'd redly like to?

‘Surel Ligten, you saved my ship back there, the least | can do isbuy you a drink. Well, an ail change
or something.’

‘That's very kind of you, Mr Spacejock. I'll cherish your memory f-for aslong as I'm able’

Hd took the robot’ s hand and shook it firmly. ‘ Take care, buddy.’

Clunk opened his mouth to reply, then turned and hurried away. Ha watched the robot limp towards
the gates, saw him vanish through the access door, saw the door close firmly behind him.

After amoment or two, he closed the landing leg panel and brushed his hands on his flightsuit. “Time
to get this show on the road,” he muttered, heading up the boarding ramp. At the top, he stopped for a
find look at the Incubots yard. It was modlly in shadow, dthough here and there light glinted from
discarded robot parts and pools of aily water. There was no sgn of Clunk.

Hd watched the yard in silence for aminute or two, then turned and entered the flight deck. ‘ Close the
arlock, retract the ramp and dtart the engines. Let's get out of here’ He sat in the pilot's chair and
watched the console flicker into life, lighting up row by row as the ship’s sysems came online. FHndly,
there was a whirring from the back of the ship as the main drives turned over, and a low rumble as they
burg into life. A hiss of compressed air followed by the whine of hydraulic pumps as the passenger ramp
retracted. A solid double thump as the airlock doors closed.

‘Are you quite finished? demanded Hal.

‘Indructions parsed and complied with.’

‘Okay, increase thrugt’

The rumble built to a roar and the console started to rattle. ‘ Ready for take-off.’

‘Go!’ shouted Hal. The console shuddered benegth his feet, rattling his teeth as the engines howled.
The ship rose at the back, tipping him towards the console, and the deck flexed vighly as the landing legs
dragged dong the muddy fidd. There was a two-tone warble from the console and a red light Started to
flash. “What' s happening? shouted Hd, gripping the arms of the pilot’s chair.

‘Inaufficient power. Unable to lift off.’

‘Maximum thrugt!’

‘Complying.” The engines shrieked, filling the air with dust.

‘Are we off? shouted Hd, as the bumping ceased.

‘ Altitude one metre. We re heading for the Incubots yard.’

Ha grabbed the dlver knob on the console and twisted it left and right. ‘Overthingy a hundred and
fifty per cent! Two hundred per cent! Full emergency thrust!’



‘Maximum thrust dready enabled,” said the Navcom camly. ‘ Brace for impact.’



Chapter 12

Clunk hooked his fingers through the chain-link fence and pressed his face to the rusted wire. The Black
Gull was bardly visble as a patch of dark grey againg the sky — the airlock a shadowy hole in the
surrounding gloom. He tried his night vison, but it only resulted in a patch of solid green againg a dark
green sky — not much of an improvemen.

There was a rumble from the ship and Clunk shielded his eyes as the landing lights came on. Smoke
billowed from the jets as the engines spooled up, turning to steam as the fiery exhaudt tore into the soft,
damp earth. ‘Ready for lift-off,” he murmured as twigting pillars of flame shot from the ship’s landing jets.
He amiled to himsdf. Mr Spacejock had found the right button.

Clunk fdt for the gate. The ship was now hidden by steam, a spreading cloud lit from within by
flashing red and green lights. The noise increased to a deep, throbbing roar, and then aralling thunderclap
gruck the robot as the main jets fired. Clunk squinted through the glare, intent on capturing every second.
‘Go on, up with you,” he muttered as the ship rocked on its landing legs, sruggling to break the planet’s
grip. A frown creased Clunk’s forehead as he watched the ship. ‘Go on,” he muttered. ‘Use the auxiliary
thrusters” He gmiled as the ship rose a meire or two into the ar then frowned again as it drifted
sdeways, the jets fighting to keep it clear of the ground. ‘Use the secondaries,’ he shouted, rattling the
gates in frugtration. The ship tilted towards him and began to drift across the ground towards the scrap
yard, gathering speed.

Clunk watched the Gull approaching fast, belching white-hot fire from its landing jets and leaving
gmoking furrows in its wake as it struggled to gain height. The cargo ramp opened, disgorging crates of
parts which burst open, scattering their contents, and one landing leg after another brushed the uneven
ground, making the ship rotate as it bore down on him.

At the last second, Clunk threw himsdlf flat. The fence bowed inwards and collapsed on top of him,
jets thundered into the ground on either Side, and then the ship was past, wobbling across the yard and
leaving atral of blackened, twisted junk in its wake. Still gathering speed, it flattened the fence on the far
Sde and crashed into the trees, tearing them down and leaving atrail of splintered, smoking wood.

Clunk legpt up, intending to chase after it. Then he remembered his promise to Regan: No running.

*

Hd sat up in the darkness, coughing and rubbing the back of his head. The flight deck was tilted a a
crazy angle, the air wasfilled with dust and the console was dead.

‘Navcom?

There was no answe.

Hd stood, using the pilot’'s chair as a support. He fdt for the console and ran his hands over the
buttons and indicator lamps until he fdt a smal toggle switch. An emergency light came on above the
main viewscreen, painting the flight deck ghodtly blue, and the airlock doors rumbled open, admitting the
sound of crackling flames.

Hd dipped and sumbled down the flight deck to the airlock, which was illuminated with a flickering
red glow from outsde. Peering over the edge, he saw hdf a dozen smdl fires burning up the
undergrowth.

POW!

Hd dmog fdl out of the airlock as a bright ydlow package exploded from the sde of the ship,
bounced off a tree and crashed into the bushes below. There was a loud hissng sound, and when he
looked down he saw aydlow life raft taking shape amongst the shredded bushes. Onceit had firmed up,
awobbly stalk popped up and waved gently in the light breeze, the little red light on top flashing medly.

‘What the hdll isthat for? shouted Hd, his heart ill racing. Severd birds twittered in the trees. ‘You



expect meto row the bloody cargo to Forg?
The light flashed merrily, mocking him with its cheerful blinking.
Thoroughly mocked, Hal sat on the edge of the platform and put his head in his hands.

*

‘Tango Three, report!”’

Startled by the loud voice, Clunk ducked behind a bush. Stedthily, he reached up and parted the
branches, dmost snapping them off as he spotted the armoured sides of a heavy tank barely ten metres
away. There was a soldier in the tank, his face hidden beneath an enormous headset. As Clunk watched,
the soldier activated his microphone.

‘Tango One calling Tango Three. Come in, Tango Three!’ The soldier listened for a moment or
two then ducked his head. *Nothing, Sr!’

‘Anything on the vessa?

‘Negative’

‘Bloody computers,” shouted an angry voice. ‘Just wait till | get my hands on the charlie who lad this
mess on.’

Clunk tuned his commset and picked up severd bursts of datic, but no tranamissons. Jaling's
program had done more damage than he expected. Backing away from the bush, he got to his feet and
strode through the undergrowth, giving the tank a wide berth. Soon he was back on his origind course,
heading in the same direction as the Black Gull.

It was another ten minutes before he found the ship. After following a row of blasted, splintered trees
and a seaming trail of scorched vegetation he found the Black Gull tilted over with her talplane sticking
up into the branches of atree.

Clunk approached the ship, sopping to stare a an inflated ydlow dinghy. He reached out and pushed
the flashing red light, setting it off like a metronome. As he watched it swing to and fro, a voice floated
down from above.

‘What the hdll are you doing here?

Clunk looked up and saw Ha gtting on the lip of the arlock, his legs dangling over the sde. ‘Mr
Spacegjock! Areyou dl right?

‘Of course I'mdl right,’ shouted Hal. ‘Bit of arough landing, that’s dl.

There was a creak and a large tree fdl over, hitting the hull with a dang.

‘1 thought you were taking off?

Hd dhrugged. ‘A bit of each, I'd say.” He frowned. ‘I thought you were supposed to Stay in the
yard?

‘I promised Regan | wouldn't run. | didn’t say anything about waking quickly.

‘“Won't you get in trouble?

‘Probably.” Clunk looked down &t the ydlow life raft. “Why did you deploy this?

‘I didn't.” Ha gestured upwards with his thumb. ‘It shot out of the hull after 1, er, landed.’

Clunk gestured at the swaying light. Y ou redlise this antenna is tranamitting a distress sgnd?

‘S0?

‘I just passed a tank in the woods, they're searching for you. This beacon could lead them here’
Clunk ripped the antenna off the dinghy and crushed the flashing light. * We have to leave immediately.’

‘We?

Clunk looked up. ‘Y ou don't redly beieve you can get out of this mess on your own?

*

The access pand near the inner door to the cargo hold was open, reveding a row of white plastic
mouldings hdf-buried under a tangle of red and blue wire. There were hand-written labels stuck to the
pane above each moulding, and there was an empty socket benegth the one labdled ‘ Navcom'.



Clunk held the Navcom module up to the light, squinting at the square of transparent red perspex as
he tried to follow the fine green tracks.

‘| thought you' d have tools for that,” said Hdl.

‘1 do,” sad Clunk. He widened his eyes. ‘ These!

‘Are they good enough?

‘Not redly, but they're dl | have’ Clunk lowered his hand. ‘* And they’re good enough to tdl me that
this module is no longer operational. Tdl me, where do you keep the spares?

“You've got to be kidding, | don’t even have spare food.’

‘But —’

‘You'll just have to make do.’

‘Make do? sad Clunk fantly. ‘These modules are assembled by highly trained technicians and
precision-matched to specific circuits. | can’t make do.’

‘Why don’t you swap it with one of the others then?

‘That's— Clunk looked &t the labels. *That's not a bad idea’” He ran his finger dong the modules,
sopping a one marked Coolant Tank Containment Field. ‘ This one’

‘Don't we need it?

‘It's a back-up,” said Clunk. He pulled the module and dotted it into the empty gap. ‘ That should do
it

There was a beep from the overhead speaker. ‘Boot sequence initisied. Loading Antares operating
sysem verson nought-point-sx three beta’

Hd looked up. ‘Navcom, can you hear me?

‘Keyboard error,” sad the Navcom. ‘Press any key to continue’

‘Override ddtasx,” sad Clunk.

‘Error bypassed. Do you want to suppress further errors?

‘Please’

After severd seconds, the Navcom spoke again. ‘ Boot sequence complete, ready for input.’

‘1 know the next bit, said Hdl. ‘ Start the engines and let’s go.’

Clunk shook his head. ‘We have to run afull suite of diagnostics firgt.

‘Navcom, do what he said.’

‘Complying. Commencing diagnostics’

Clunk closed the access pand. ‘ That could take ten or fifteen minutes. In the meantime, | suggest we
lighten the ship. All non-essentid items must be Ieft behind. Fixtures, fittings ... everything’

‘Hang on, thisismy ship we're talking about.’

‘Mr Spacegjock, if you don't ddiver this cargo you won't have a ship.’

‘Good point.’

‘Do you have an aomic cutter on board?

‘No, but | have something dmost as good.” Hd opened a locker and pulled out a pair of cylinders and
acoiled rubber hose.

‘What's that? asked Clunk.

‘It'san oxy torch.’

‘Say agan?

‘It's for cutting metd.” Ha pointed to a slver knob. “You open the vaves, adjust this bit and stand
back.’

‘How far back?

‘Wdl, I'll bein the flight deck.’

Clunk took the battered cylinders and eyed the perished hose dubioudy. * It’'s not dangerous, isit?

‘Oh no, safe as houses. And try not to leave any holesin the hull. I'm addicted to oxygen.’

‘Right,” said Clunk, swinging the heavy cylinders onto his shoulder. *You'd better retreat to the flight
deck whilel risk my life’



Hd was gtting in the pilot’s char with his feet up on the console, 9pping a lukewarm cup of murky
brown liquid. Cryptic messages had been scrolling up the main screen for several minutes now, and the
bar at the bottom was showing 99 percent.

‘Diagnogtics complete,” said the Navcom, as the bar ticked over to 100.

‘Everything okay? asked Hdl.

‘I've routed a few non-essentia functions through undamaged circuits, patched severd processes to
avoid suspect memory banks, redesigned the —'

‘Are you ready or not?

Yes’

‘Excdlent. Get the engines started.” Hd raised the cup and was just about to sample the drink when a
muffled explosion rocked the ship. He jumped, dopping the liquid down the front of his flight suit. “What
the hdl —'

A red light flashed on the console. ‘Explosion in the cargo bay,” said the Navcom camly.

‘Clunk!” Hal waited amoment or two in case anything else blew up, then made his way to the cargo
bay.

He found Clunk beating out the lagt of the flames with his bare hands. His face and upper body were
coated with afine layer of carbonised grit, and he was surrounded by splintered timber and blackened
robot parts.

‘What happened? demanded Hdl.

‘Where sl | sart? Clunk flicked severd pieces of charred materid off his shoulder. ‘Firs, there
was the defective vave on one of the tanks. Then there was the perished hose; that didn't help. Then
there was a chain reaction from the crates themsdves’ He girred the mess on the floor with his foot.
‘Veay flanmable materid, this. On the bright side, if we throw it dl overboard we'll save afew kilos’

‘Ohnoyou don't; said Hal. ‘They’re paying me to deliver these crates, we can't leave them behind.’

The robot gestured at the floor. ‘But these parts are ruined!’

‘Nonsense. They just need a bit of polish, that's al. Stick the crates back together and scoop dl this
quff back in’

‘That'simmord! Mr Jarling is paying you to ddiver his cargo intact!’

‘And who blew it up?

‘It's not my fault there was an exploson,” said Clunk.

‘A poor workman blames his tools’

‘Poor workman? If you' d been operating that equipment you' d be dead right now.’

‘No | wouldn’'t; said Hd. ‘I don’'t know how to use the thing.’

‘But if you had, it would have killed you.’

‘No it wouldn't. I'd have used it properly.’

‘It wouldn't have made any difference if a metalworker with twenty years experience had been usng
it, he'd ill be dead,” said Clunk.

‘No he wouldn't, said Hd. ‘He'd have known enough about oxy torches to stop using one just
before it blew up.’

‘Ah, but it wasn't the torch that exploded.” Clunk pointed to a twisted metd beam. ‘It was the gas
pipein there. And | hope you enjoy sandwiches because that pipe supplied the cooker.’

‘Never mind my esting habits, fix the crates and get the suff back in them.’

Clunk set to work, muttering about the inherent superiority of silicon-based humanoids.

‘And well have less of your lip,” added Ha. As he turned to leave the Navcom’s voice crackled over
the intercom.

‘Mr Spacgjock, there are severd vehides approaching the ship.’

‘What sort of vehicles?

‘I'm not sure, but they’re heavily armed.’

Hd cursed. ‘I'll be right up.’



Chapter 13

Hd stepped off the ladder and stared at the flickering viewscreen, where severd green blobs were
weaving around on a dark green background. ‘Not that night vison rubbish again. Show me a red
picture’

The viewscreen changed to a colour image of aline of vehides charging across the fidd towards the
ghip. One of them, an armoured hover-car, swerved to one Sde and skidded to a hdt in mid-ar. The
turret swivelled round until the gun barrel was pointing sStraight between Ha’ s eyes.

‘I think | preferred the infracred,” muttered Hal. ‘How far away are they?

‘Four kilometres’

Hd jumped as a crash echoed through the ship. *We ve been hit!’

‘Negative, they have not opened fire’

Hd flinched as another loud bang reverberated up the access tube. ‘What's dl the noise, then?

‘Clunk is removing items from the ship to reduce the weight.” There was a beep. ‘I detect an incoming
audio message!’

‘Pay it

A mddlic voice crackled over the speaker. ‘ You have eight minutes to vacate your ship. Any
attempt to take off will be prevented by force. Any attempt to attack this unit of the Seraph IV
military will be met with force. This message will repeat in ninety seconds.’

‘Great, sad Hd. ‘Just great. Now what do we do?

Clunk’s dirt-smeared face appeared over the lip of the access tube. ‘ That should doit. Let’'s go.’

‘Go? Hd gestured at the viewscreen. ‘Think again.’

Clunk’s eyes widened as he saw the vehicles ‘Range?

‘Four kilometres;’ said the Navcom.

‘We did that bit dready,” said Hal.

‘AHring range?

“Three thousand maximum, twenty-eight hundred optimum.’

‘BG verticd shift nineteen hundred, time?

‘Twenty-five seconds.’

‘“Would somebody mind —' began Hdl.

Clunk interrupted him. *Vehicle horizontd shift one thousand metres, time?

‘Twenty-two seconds.’

‘St down, Mr Spacgjock,” ordered Clunk. ‘Navcom, take off.’

‘Here, what —' began Hal. The roar of the ship’s main engines drowned his voice out, and he fdl into
the pilot’s chair as the ship shuddered violently. ‘What happened to the safety checks?

Clunk looked at him. ‘ Take your choice, capture or flight.

‘I didn't get achoice!’

Clunk shook his head and pointed to his ears. * Can't hear you.

Hd looked up a the viewscreen, which showed the vehicles racing towards them with dl guns blazing.
‘They're going to blast ug’

‘No they’re not.’

‘They’re shooting!’

‘Doesn’t matter, they’re out of range” Clunk pointed at the dtitude indicator, which was turmning over
rapidly. ‘We rerisng steadily, so they can't get any closer.’

‘Right on!” said Hal, grinning widely. ‘How did you know we could escape?

‘They could only close to firing distance by flying across the hypotenuse of the triangle formed by —’

‘Very wdl done,” said Hd, dapping the robot on the shoulder. * Smart work.’

‘I haven't finished explaining yet.’



‘1 got the gigt of it. By the way, how did you get the weight down?

‘Well, you were right when you said the oxy torch was dmog as good as an aomic cutter. | had no
trouble removing the cargo ramp.’

Hd stared a him. *Y ou did what?

‘Don’'t worry, we can come back for it later.’

‘That was part of my ship!’

‘Not any more,” said Clunk. ‘Incidentdly, | hope the outer door doesn't leak.’

Without warning, a tremendous blast threw the ship sideways, knocking Hal to the deck.

‘Uh-oh,” said Clunk.

‘What the hdl was that? demanded Hd, as he struggled to his feet.

‘They must have along-range battery. | didn't consider that.’

Hd opened his mouth to respond, but another exploson shook the Gull, knocking him flat on his
back again. Hashes of red and green light drew his eyes to the main screen, where he saw massed
energy bolts spitting from the turret of one of the vehides They curved upwards, moving dowly & firs
but accderating as they got closer.

‘Shidds, Navcom! Activate the shidds!’

‘Cannot comply,” said the Navcom over the roar of the engines.

‘Why not?

Clunk made a throat-clearing noise. * You don’t have any shields’

Hd stared a hmwildly. ‘What?

‘Rigd class shipsdon't carry them.’

‘Then dodge the bloody things’

Explosions rocked the ship, which shuddered like an unba anced washing machine. For a split second,
afine red beam joined the floor and caling. ‘What was that? shouted Hd, rasng his voice over the
hissng sound which now filled the flight deck.

‘Laser, sad Clunk.

‘And the noise?

“Your arr supply is escaping through numerous holesin the Black Gull’s hull.!

‘Wdl don't just stand there! Flug them!’

Clunk opened a door in the side of his chest, took out asmal metd tin and set it on the console. There
was another crash and the ship jumped, knocking the tin onto the floor. The lid came off, and a amdl
tube of glue and severd rubber patches fdl ouit.

Hd gaped a them. ‘Y ou're going to use a bicycle repair kit to plug the holes?

‘Do you have anything better? An exploding aerosol perhaps?

Hd put his hands to his throat. ‘Hurry up, I'm having trouble breathing.’

“You've got hours left,; said Clunk. He picked up the tube of glue and began to unscrew the lid.

Suddenly there was a bang down below and a freezing gust of wind tore through the flight deck.
‘What the hdl was that? shouted Hdl, hisvoice thinin the cold air.

‘A much bigger hole” Clunk looked at him. ‘How long can you hold your breath?

*

The Volante was a nenvly commissoned ship, fresh from the Zargan dockyards. A Gamma class
freighter, she had twice the hold capacity and three times the fud economy of the Black Gull. She was a
ghip to turn heads, a graceful vessdl that could accelerate effortlesdy into orbit, cross the deepest tracts
of known space and return the crew safely intime for tea. In aword, she was perfection.

Fardl Hinchfig strode into the flight deck and flopped into the comfortable pilot’s chair. His eyes
reflected the glow from the status lights spread out before him and the tang of warm dectronics hung in
the ar, mixed with the scent of burnt fud. ‘ Everything ready?

‘At your command,” said the computer politely.

‘Where's Terry?



‘According to my externa camera, he just entered the airlock.’

At that moment, the inner door swept open and a short man in blue overdls stepped into the flight
deck. Terrance Bull was a fit-looking forty-year-old with cropped black hair and pae, bloodshot eyes.
The deeves of his overdls were ralled up, reveding muscled forearms, and there was a complicated
tattoo of a dragon emblazoned on hisright arm. He was dragging a pair of large suitcases, the heavy-duty
kind with brushed metd panels and riveted bands. ‘Sorry I'm late, boss. Customs narks gave me the
once-over, didn't they?

‘Don't we pay them enough? Farrdl turned back to the console. ‘ Take off, please.’

‘Complying,” said the compuiter.

Once the ship was under way, Farrdl turned his attention back to Terry. ‘What'sin the cases?

‘It' s me Suff, innit?

‘Suff?

“You sad it was an important misson, right? Terry hefted the smdler case. ‘Smdl ams, anmo, three
kinds of grenades.” He patted the other case. * Portable laser cannon, two spare batteries.’

‘What did you bring thet lot for?

“You said you wanted back-up,” said Terry defensively.

‘Back-up, yes. Not a one-man invason force.’

“You can never have too many guns.” Terry cracked his knuckles. *What' s the job, then?

Farrell tilted his chair back and linked his hands behind his head. ‘We' re megting one of Jerling's pilots
a the Forg Orbiter. HE' s going to give us a cargo of robot parts.’

‘What does Jerling think about that?

‘He doesn't know.’

‘And the pilot?

‘He doesn’'t know either. He thinks he' s landing a Jerling's factory.’

Tery looked blank. ‘How's that supposed to work, then?

‘“We're going to trick him and take the cargo.’

‘A nice bit of thieving, eh? Terry grinned, showing a row of uneven teeth. * So you will be neading me
Suff.

Farrel sghed. * Force will not be necessary. I'm going to use my brains instead.’

Terry looked a him doubtfully. *If you say so0.’

‘Watch the main screen,” said Farrdl, taking the console microphone. ‘Computer, enable the
gmuloid’

There was a burgt of static and Walter Jerling appeared on the viewscreen. There was a frown on his
face, and as he spotted Terry it degpened to a scowl. *You won't need your weapons with me around,’
boomed Jerling's voice.

Stunned, Terry turned to stare at Farrell, who was doing his best not to laugh out loud. ‘That's Jerling,
innit?

‘l am indeed,” said Farrell. A second or two later, the booming voice repeated the words.

‘Here, giveusago,” sad Terry, reaching for the microphone.

Farrd| snatched it away. ‘Don’'t be glly.’

‘Don't be slly!” boomed the amuloid.

‘All right, giveit arest.” Terry frowned. ‘How' s this going to hdp snatch those robot parts, then?

Farrd| replaced the microphone. *“When Jerling's pilot arrives, I'll use the smuloid and tell him to meset
us at the Orbiter. We take the cargo, the pilat isleft holding the bag.’

‘ And when he finds out you' ve done him over?

Farrel shrugged. ‘“Who cares?

‘He could come after you.’

‘And do what? He' s just a nobody, he can’t touch me’

Tery jabbed athumbin his chest. ‘And me? | been to jal once, and | an't going back. This character
fingersme, I'll be indde before the ink’s dry on me warrant.’

“You work for me. He can't touch you dther.’



Terry shook his head. ‘ Too risky. Better to fix this pilot properly.’

‘I won't hear of it; sad Farrell. ‘I've gone over the detals again and again, and if it dl goes right he
won't redlise what' s happened until it' s far too late’

‘And if it doesn't go right?

‘Are you doubting me?

‘N-no, but —'

Farel gestured at the cases. * Store those in the hold and come back up. | need to coach you before
we meet Spacejock.’

Hdf an hour later, Clunk was repairing the lagt of the holes.

‘Hurry it up, will you? said Hdl, rubbing his hands together. *It's freezing.’

The robot ingpected a rubber patch under the overhead light. Satisfied, he dabbed some glue on it and
guck it over atiny hole in the deck. ‘You're lucky to be dive, he said. ‘There was a lot of damage
below. Thefire had redly taken hold of those crates.’

“You should have used the fire extinguisher, muttered Hdl. *Oh, slly me. | forgot you wasted it on
Lamira’

Clunk frowned a him. *And how did thet fire get started?

‘Wdl, you see —

The console speaker crackled. ‘ Ship detected. Approaching fast from astern.’

‘Hell, they’re after us. Now what?

Clunk leaned across the console. * Navcom, execute program fifty-three dash four.’

‘Ship ID masked.’

‘Isthat legd? demanded HaAl.

‘We can't afford to be boarded,” said Clunk. ‘Y ou've broken so many rules they’ll throw away the
key.’

‘I"ve broken rules? Y ou' re the one firing off crooked programs!’

There was an urgent buzzing sound from the console. *That's odd,” said Clunk.

‘Surprise me”’

‘They’re trying to reprogram our course” Clunk pressed a smndl green button and the buzzing
stopped. Immediatdly, there was a low ringing noise. Clunk pressed a ydlow button and that stopped
too, only to be replaced by a klaxon. Clunk slenced it by pressng another button. There was a Sdlit
second of dlence, and then the console emitted a cacophony of pings, dangs and buzzes as fast as Clunk
could cancd them. Findly, after one last bloop, the console fdl slent. Moments later Clunk became
aware of a hissng noise behind him. He looked round and caught Ha doing his best to smother his
laughter. “What's so funny?

“Y ou should have seen yoursdf!” snorted Hal. *Y ou looked like a tap-dancing octopus.’

‘ was trying to save your life’ said Clunk hatly. * At the very least you could —'

Buzzz

Hd stared & the console. *Now what?

‘Incoming message,’” said the Navcom.

‘| thought thet was a chiming sound.’

‘| select anoise a random.’

‘No you don't. It's dways a chiming sound.’

‘That’ s because my random number generator isn't very good.’

Hd sighed. ‘ Jugt play the message, will you?

There was a crackle from the console speaker. 'Battleship Almeria calling target drone Igor.
Please unlock your flight systems, we need to upload your evasive manoeuvres program.’

Hd waved Clunk towards the console. ‘ Tak to them.

‘What am | supposed to say?



‘Tdl them to bug off and leave us done’

‘Hdlo, Battleship,” said Clunk loudly. ‘Thisis a cargo vessd, not a target drone!’

There was a muttered curse. * Listen, camouflage was last week. This week it's gunnery practice.’

“You don’'t understand. This is the Black Gull out of ...” Clunk glanced a Ha, who shrugged. ‘ Out
of Lamira. We're en route to Forg with a cargo of robot parts.’

‘Sure, sure. Put your shields up, will you? You'll last a bit longer .’

Clunk turned to Hdl. ‘I think you'd better talk to them.’

Hd addressed the console. ‘My nameisHa Spacejock, and I'm the owner of thisvessd.’

There was a snort from the speakers. * My car sounds more human than that.’

‘“Who the hdl are you?

‘Lieutenant Cycoh, of the Battleship Almeria’

‘Ligen up, prick. If you don't leave us done I'll come over and boot your testicles over your left
shoulder. Got it?

‘That’s a bit more human,” said the voice grudgingly. ‘ But we're still going to shoot you down.’

‘Thisisatrading vessdl, you bloody idiot! We re going to Forg!’

‘Not any more.” There was a pause. ‘Hey, | get it! You've been programmed with a survival
ingtinct!’

‘1 was born with one, you moron!’

‘Put on a show, al right? WE'll give you a head start, you dodge around a bit and make it
tough.” There was adlick as the lieutenant disconnected.

Hd stared a Clunk. ‘Get me out of this one, robot.’

‘Thereis something | can try.” Clunk turned to the console. * Execute program seventy-two dash one.’

‘What does that do?

‘I jugt told their computers that an asteroid is on a collison course with their ship.’

‘“What happens when they check their scanners?

‘They won't. Standard procedure is to hyperspace firg and check later.’

‘Wl done, Clunk. Excdlent!”

A red light flashed on the console. * This is the Battleship Almeria. In contravention of rule one
hundred and twenty-four of the Galactic Treaty, you have attempted to subvert the operation of a
naval vessel by transmitting spurious data. This offence is punishable by confiscation and
destruction of your ship, and the incarceration of the commanding officer.’

‘Navcom ..." began Clunk.

‘I'll handle this broke in HA. *Navcom, give meful power.’

The engines screamed, hurling the ship forward.

‘Now hyperspace!’ shouted Hdl.

‘Please goecify dedtination.’

‘I don't care! Anywhere!’

‘Unable to comply. Dedtination required.’

‘Forg,” said Clunk hurriedly, before Ha blurted out a planet on the opposite side of the Gaaxy.

‘Cdculding hyperspace trgectory.’

‘Come on, you hegp of junk!” shouted Hal, pressing every button within reach. ‘Hurry it up!’

‘Cdculdionsin progress.’

‘I have a suggestion,” said Clunk.

‘Whatever it is, do it!’

‘Navcom, transmit program fifty-two.

‘Complying,” said the Navcom. ‘ Transfer complete’

‘That should disable them long enough to let us get away.’

‘How?

‘It'saprogram | ran up in my spare time” said Clunk modestly. ‘It disables their fire computers by
converting dl ther targeting data into imperid measurements!’

“You're crazy! They'll never fdl for that!”



The robot raised an eyebrow. ‘Y ou'd be surprised.’

There was a beep. ‘Incoming transmisson.’

‘This is the Battleship Almeria. In contravention of rule three hundred and sixteen of the
Galactic Treaty, you have attempted to execute unauthorised code on a shipboard computer. This
offence is punishable by —’

The transmisson was interrupted by a gruff mae voice. * Cunning bunch, aren’t you? Here's one |
made. Enjoy.’

‘Blark sning bichhh,” said the Navcom, as the lights on the console winked out.

Clunk hurried over and examined the dead indruments. ‘Oh dear, their security is better then |
thought.’

‘What have you done to my computer?

‘Let me check.” Clunk held his hands over the console, fingers splayed. He started to shake, and then
his eyes jerked wide open, flickering like faulty Christmas lights. Shivering dl over, he backed away from
the console, warding away an unseen horror with his hands.

‘Look out!” shouted Ha, as the robot approached the access tube.

Clunk stopped dead, rocking on his hedls. Then his eyes blanked out and he toppled over backwards,
vanishing down the access tube with a clatter of tin. There was a crunch as he hit the deck below,
followed by the sound of something ralling away.

‘Clunk? Hd ran over to the tube and peered down into the darkness. *Clunk, are you dl right?



Chapter 14

Hd barely touched the rungs as he shot down the ladder, dreading what he might find in the darkness at
the bottom. There was a crunch as he trod on Clunk’ s fingers, and a creak as he stepped on the robot’s
ankle. Neither raised a squeak from the normdly voluble robot, and when he crouched down next to
Clunk’s upper body he found out why: the robot’ s head was missng.

It was lying on its Sde further dong the passageway, like a discarded fancy dress mask. Ficking it up,
Hd gave it a shake and stared into the lifdess eyes. * Tdk to me, Clunk!’

The only reply was arattling sound.

‘Clunk? Hd turned the head over and saw a hook indde, dong with an eectricd connector on the
end of atangled length of wire. He carried the head to the body, where he found a large dastic band and
the opposite hdf of the connector dticking out of the robot’s neck. Setting the head on the deck, Hd
took both halves of the connector and jammed them together. He snapped his fingers in front of the
robot’s eyes, but they remained unlit and lifdess.

Ha eased the brittle dadtic band over the hook as carefully as he could, and when he let go the head
snapped back into place. Repairs complete, he gently raised the robot to a Stting postion and waved his
hend in front of its face. * Clunk? Can | get you some water?

There was no reaction.

‘Out likealight” Ha stood, and there was a crash as Clunk fdl backwards to the deck. Squaring his
shoulders, Hal st his jaw and looked up the ladder. With Clunk disabled, the Navcom out of action and
the battlecruiser recovering nearby, there was only one thing l&ft to do.

‘It can’'t be that hard to fly thisthing, he muttered as he dimbed the ladder to the flight deck.

Stting at the console, gazing across banks of unlabeled buttons and switches, his bravado dhrivdled
like a prune. He was just wondering how long it would be before the battlecruiser got its weapon systems
back online and blasted him into space dust when there was a scraping sound behind him. He turned
quickly and saw a battered face rigng through the hole in the deck. ‘Hey, you recovered!’

Clunk shook his head. ‘I'm barely online’ He staggered to the console and leaned on it heavily, a
pained expression on hisface. ‘1 sustained consderable damage fdling down the access shaft.’

‘Redlly?

‘Yes” Clunk raised his hand. ‘My fingers are bent, my ankle has been flattened and the back of my
head sustained a heavy blow, denting my skull. Apart from that, everything seems to be dl right.’

‘Phew. Stroke of luck, en?

‘Y es, dthough some of the injuries are allittle puzzing. For example, there' s a footprint on the back of
my hand.” Clunk raised hisfoot. ‘How strange, there's another on my ankle. Why, if | didn’t know better

‘Don't stress yoursdlf,” said Ha hurriedly. *Y ou might bring up unpleasant memoriesif you keep going
on about it He helped Clunk into the pilot’s chair. * So, what happened back there?

‘They sent arogue program which attacked the Navcom. When | tried to investigate, | was attacked
too. | had to shut down everything to fight it.” Clunk shivered. ‘I only just contained it. It could break out
and destroy me a any moment.’

‘Right. So how do we fix the Navcom?

‘The damage to your computer may be permanent.” Clunk dtraightened up dowly. ‘At least the
battlecruiser isill out of action.’

‘How do you know?

‘We're dill dive’ sad Clunk dryly. He looked & a couple of displays. ‘Why aren’t we moving?

Hd hestated. ‘| was consdering my options.’

“You don't have any idea how to fly this ship, do you?

‘I canfly the Gull blindfold,” said Hal. *But now you're Stting there ...’



‘No no, it'syour ship, said Clunk, getting to his fedt.

9 e —

Clunk waved Hd towards the chair. ‘I inggt.’

Redisng he was trapped, Hd sdttled into the seat and studied the console. ‘What are dl those red
lightsfor?

‘Sygem failures’

‘“Wow, things mugt be redly bad.’

Clunk looked at him. * They were flashing when | fird joined the ship.’

‘So | judt ignore them, right?

Clunk nodded.

‘| suppose | ought to set the course.’

‘Already set, we're programmed direct to the Forg system. All you have to do is activate the
hyperspace motors and perform the jump.’

Hd looked around the console. “Fine’

‘Fird, you have to start the main drives’

Hd tapped a couple of dids with his finger. Then he moved his hand to a cluster of buttons and ran
through eeny, meeny, miny, mo under his bregath.

‘Big red button, second from the left,; said Clunk.

Hd reached out and pressed it. Nothing happened.

‘Of course, you have to ignite the boosters before you start the main drives!’

The red button was surrounded by four others of various colours. Hal reached out and pressed the
ydlow one.

‘Green,” said Clunk in the sudden darkness.

There was a click and the lights came back on. Then Hal pressed the green button, and there was a
whining noise from the back of the ship.

Clunk shook his head. *Y ou have to disengage the compressor before you can start the motors.’

‘“You're redly enjoying this, aren’t you? said Ha through clenched teeth. ‘Okay, you made your
point. You're smart and I'm just a dumb monkey.’

‘Oh no, Mr Spacglock,” said Clunk. ‘Monkeys are quite inteligent.”

Hd crossed hisarms. ‘I think I'll just St here uniil thet cruiser opens fire’

‘Look, perhaps we could do this together. I'll red off the buttons in order and you press them. But
whatever you do, don’t press anything unless you clear it with me first!

‘To think | dways wanted to fly my own ship.’

‘Press the buttons in this order,” said Clunk. ‘White, blue, green, red.’

‘White, blue, green, red.” Ha pressed each button as he repested the colours. There was a series of
beeps, and alight flashed.

‘Good,” sad Clunk. ‘Orange, mauve, ydlow, purple’

‘Orange, mauve, ydlow, purple;’ repeated Ha. He heard a low rumble and the flight deck began to
vibrate. ‘Hey, thisis easy.’

‘Red, green, blue, white, purple, purple, pink, green, red.” Clunk, pointed across the console. ‘Hip
those switches, then orange again.’

‘Red, green, blue, white ... er, what?

‘Purple, purple, pink, green, red. Faster, Mr Spacejock. The sequence has to be completed in less
then fifteen seconds.’

‘Purple, purple, pink, green, red,’ sad Hd, his hands flying across the console as he pressed the
buttons.

‘Hip those switches, then press the orange one,” said Clunk, pointing.

Hd flipped the switches and pressed the orange button. There was a Sngle beep.

‘Right,” said Clunk. ‘Orange, orange, orange, pink, green, red, orange, ydlow, green, blue, indigo,
violet’

‘Orange, orange, orange, pink, green, red, orange ...” Ha stopped as Clunk bent double and made a



peculiar spluttering noise. *What' s wrong? What' s happening?

Clunk leaned back, opened his mouth and howled.

Hd leapt up, his hair ganding on end. ‘Wh-what’s up? Clunk; isit the virus? Are you okay?

‘Hee, hee, heeeee,” giggled Clunk. He bent double, banging his forehead on the console.

Hd stared a him. 'Y ou meta-clad box of tricks Y ou were winding me up!’

Clunk looked at him for a moment, then spluttered.

‘What the bloody hdl were you playing a? ydled Had. He waved at the console. ‘1 could have killed
mysdf pushing dl those buttons.’

‘N-not connected,” gasped Clunk.

‘WHAT?

‘Buttons not connected.’

Hd stared a the console. *None of them?

‘Nothing but the light switch.’

“You'relying! They did thingswhen | pressed them!’

Clunk shook his head. ‘I’'m controlling the ship with short-range infra-red.’

Hd glared & him. “You picked a strange time to play a practicd joke. Have you forgotten the damn
battlecruiser?

‘I'm sorry, Mr Spacejock, | couldn’'t hdp mysdf. It's not every day | get to play atrick on a human.

“You'll go too far, one day. Someone Il space you.’

‘Or somp on my fingers’ said Clunk dryly. He gestured at the console. ‘“We're too close to the
planet to hyperspace anyway.’

Without warning, the lights flickered off.

‘What was that? demanded Hd in the sudden darkness.

Emergency lighting came on, filling the flight deck with a pae blue glow. ‘The battlecruiser must have
got their fire computer working again,” said Clunk. ‘We mugt be at the extreme range of their weapons.’

‘Where are they?

A holochart appeared above the console, showing a cluster of stars.

Hd blinked. ‘How did you do that?

‘It's an add-on for your Navcom. | took the liberty of cracking the protection and enadling it

‘Nest,” said Hd. ‘Can you dter the chess program while you're at it?

‘I redly haven't got time for — oh, dl right. What levd do you want?

‘Easy.

‘It sdready st to that.’

‘Redly easy?

‘It doesn’'t go any lower.’

Hd snorted.

‘The chart responds to voice commands,” said Clunk.

Hd nodded. * Show me Sergph IV.” The chart zoomed in on a star system and rotated it until a amdl
planet was centred in the flickering column of light. A blue square appeared, cravling away fromit.

‘That'sus,’ sad Clunk.

‘Show methe bad guy.’

Two red triangles appeared between the planet and the blue square. Hd stared at them in concern.
‘WEe' re outnumbered!’

Clunk thumped hisfig on the console and one of the red triangles vanished. ‘They’ll catch us in fifteen
minutes’

Hd grimaced. * Can we hyperspace?

‘No, too close’

‘Can we outrun them?

‘No.’

‘What are our chancesin afight?

‘“We're unarmed and they’ ve got enough weaponry to destroy a planet.’



‘If we can’'t run and we can’t fight, what the hdl can we do?

‘That’s obvious. We surrender.’

‘I'm not giving up my ship.” Ha frowned at the chart. ‘Hey, they're getting closer. | thought you said
fifteen minutes’

‘They accelerated. Eqimate contact in three minutes’

‘Maich their speed!”’

The engine note rose, but the distance between the red and blue markers continued to narrow,
dthough more dowly. The roar of the engines increased further, and the distance remained constant.
Then it began to narrow again.

‘They’ve increased speed beyond our safe maximum,” said Clunk.

‘What's our unssfe maximum?

‘This ship is unsefe at any speed.” Clunk frowned at the chart. ‘| may have the answer. Cdculae a
dingshot round Sergph Prime. Tight as you can.’

An arc of blue dots appeared on the chart, the midpoint brushing the star.

‘Not that close’ The curve flexed dightly. ‘* Show me the earliest hyperspace point.” The line of dots
on the far Sde of the star grew longer, and a blue circle appeared. ‘Cut it finer.” The circle moved back
towards the star. ‘Plot the intercept point.” A red dot appeared right in the centre of the blue circle.

Ha whidled. ‘ Pretty tight, but we might just make it

‘No, they'll shoot us down firgt,” said Clunk.

‘Got any better ideas?

Clunk paused. ‘Thereis one thing we could try.’

‘Thereis?

‘In my archives there are detalls of early experiments which attempted to caculate the effect of mass
on hyperspace paths. Allow me to quote from one such experiment: ‘A ship on a perpendicular
trgectory to a gelar body has a ggnificant chance of surviving a hyperspace attempt, providing the
termind velocity of the ship matches or exceeds the mass of the star over the distance of the attempted
Jjump.”’

‘Yeah, good idea. Just read that rubbish to the people aboard the battlecruiser. Ther eyes will glaze
over and they’ll fly into the nearest planet.’

Clunk frowned. ‘| was serious’

‘Redly? What did dl that gumph mean then?

‘Waich the chart.’

The arc of blue dots vanished, replaced with a sraight line that extended from the front of the blue
sguare and ended just short of the gtar.

‘You'veflipped,” sad Hd. ‘If we jump there we'll end up as space dust.’

Clunk shook his head. ‘No, if we hyperspace there we might end up as space dust. The experiments
were not conclusive, but the theoretical outcome was fifty per cent.’

‘For or agang?

‘Pardon?

‘Hfty per cent chance we makeit, or that we fal”?

Clunk’s mouth opened and closed dowly. ‘For,” he said findly.

Ha watched the red triangle bearing down on them, cloaing fast. *All right, do it

‘Yes, ar.

‘Aren’t you supposed to argue?

‘I'marobot. | don't get scared.’

The engines roared, and the blue square began to pull out a lead on the red triangle. Both were dosing
rapidly on the star.

Clunk’s hands danced over the console. ‘I will have to power down non-essentid items during the
next phase.’

‘Like what?

‘Lighting, refrigeration, oxygen regeneration —'



Hd cut in. *Everything but the engines and whatever’ s left of the Navcom, right?

‘Correct,” sad Clunk. ‘I can leave the chart up.’

‘Thanks.’

The emergency light winked out, leaving the flight deck lit by nothing but the ghogtly glow of the
holochart. Hal watched the blue square gpproaching the jump point, closdy followed by the red triangle.
Asthey approached the star, a series of numbers flashed up.

‘Hold on,” said Clunk.

Hd gripped the chair as the floor bucked beneath him. There were two bangs in quick succession and
the holochart vanished.

‘Clunk?

‘ Concentrating.”

There was a crash and Ha was thrown out of the pilot’s seat. He grabbed the chair's support with
both hands and winced as the shrieking jump motors wound up to speed. His heart skipped a besat as the
noise talled off, then beat even faster as it picked up again, louder than ever. A tremendous weght
crushed him for an ingtant, then he heard Clunk’s voice loud and clear over the humming console.

‘Jump successful,” said the robot. * Forg system dead ahead, ETA two hours’

‘Brilliant!” cried Hal, staggering to his feet so he could dgp the robot on the back. ‘Thank goodness
you knew about those experiments!’

Clunk looked at the floor.

‘Clunk?

The robot refused to meet his gaze.

“You mean ... You mean you made it up? There were no experiments?

“Y ou would never have let me attempt such a dangerous manoeuvre without suitable data,” said Clunk
defensvely.

Y ou're supposed to protect humans, not fly them through stars! Y ou're deranged!’

There was a cresking sound below deck.

‘What's that noise? What's —' Hda’s voice was drowned out by a loud crack and the sound of
rushing water. The sound went on and on before dying away with a gurgle ‘Was that supposed to
happen? asked Hd, in the ensuing slence.

‘I doubt it.” Clunk scanned the console, tapping adid or two and pressing severd buttons. ‘1 think dl
these warning lights were aready glowing.’

‘Don't blame me, the Gull was like thiswhen | bought it

“You paid money for this ship? Clunk read something off a monitor. ‘Ah, it seems the containment
fidd for the coolant tank failed.

‘lan’'t there a back-up?

‘Thereisindeed, but for some reason it didn’t activate” Clunk looked at Hal apprehensively. ‘It looks
like several thousand litres of coolant lesked out.’

‘Right. Where to?

‘It settled in the lowest part of the ship.’

Hd stared a him. ‘But that's the cargo hold!’



Chapter 15

‘Can‘t you pump the suff out? demanded Hal.

Clunk shook his head. ‘We can't start the pumps without the Navcom.’

‘Which you fried with your programming stunt.”

‘I may have asolution,” said Clunk. ‘If | download the Navcom’s operating system into my own data
banks | can repair the damaged code and upload a clean copy into the ship’'s hardware.’

Ha looked sceptical. ‘Do you think it will work?
“If it does we can start the punps and enpty the hold out.’

“And if it doesn't, we'll toss to see who gets to bail out four thousand

litres of radioactive coolant.” Hal sighed. ‘Al right, give it a shot.’
Cunk leaned on the console and closed his eyes. Immediately, a npaning

noi se wel | ed up, surrounding them like acrowd of wailing ghosts.

‘“What the hell’s that? denmanded Hal, 1ooking around the flight deck in
al arm

‘Do you mnd? asked dunk, opening his eyes. ‘This is a delicate
operation.’

“Sorry.’

Cunk closed his eyes and started npaning again. After a nonment or two he
stretched his hands over the console and wiggled his fingers, while the nopan
turned into a high-pitched wail. A faint blue light shone inside the robot’s
chest, spilling out of his arm and |leg sockets, and the robot started to
shake, his teeth chattering as his jaw jabbered up and down. °‘Dadadadadada,’
said dunk, his eyes flashing wildly.

Hd backed away.
The light turned red, and the robot shuddered. ‘Red, red, blue ... hee hee
hee. Incu-incu-incu ... bots ... bots ... bots ... Mghty Miller’'s. Mm Maulers,

nol ars, mce. Snmoke snoke steam Brrrrrrrrrrrrr-ting!’

The red light went out, and Clunk put a hand on the console to steady himsdf.

‘Areyou dl right?

‘I’'m deaning the code.’

“How long will that take?

‘Done. Now | have to upload it.” Clunk closed his eyes and touched his fingertips to his forehead. The
blue light started to flash on and off ingde his chest, and a low groaning sound poured from his mouth.
The light flashed faster and faster until it was a blur, and the sound grew to a piercing whistle. The light
blazed red and Clunk spread his arms, opened his mouth and eyes wide and screamed. ‘Y esagh!’

Hd legpt back, fdling over hisfeet. ‘Bloody hdl. How about a warning?

‘Operation complete,’ said Clunk. ‘Navcom, can you hear me?

‘Yes, Clunk.’

‘Hey, good quff,’ said HdA. *Navcom, start the pumps.’

There was a groan from the bowels of the ship, and the pumps fired up with a demented, offbesat
chatter. ‘Turn them off!’” shouted Hal, covering his ears.

The noise died down.

‘| take it you understand the meaning of the words ‘regular servicing'? asked Clunk.

‘Yeah. But do you know what the word ‘broke means? Ha sghed. ‘All right, the pumps are
wrecked. What' s the next move?

‘If we landed on a planet and opened the rear cargo door, the coolant would flood out,” said the
robot.

‘We don't have time for that sort of thing. Why don’t we open the doors now?

‘Dumping in spaceisillegd,” sad Clunk.

‘What, and dumping on a planet isdl right?



‘No, | sad the coolant would flood out if we landed and opened the rear door. | didn't say we were
dlowedto do it’

‘Give me grength,” muttered Hdl. *Okay, forget about legd and not legd for a moment. What would
happen if we opened the doors?

‘Artifiad gravity would hold the coolant in’

‘Wouldn't it bail away in the vacuum?

‘No, that’swhy it's cdled coolant.’

“How about we open the doors and accelerate away?

‘That would remove the coolant,” said Clunk with a nod.

‘Grest.’

‘It would aso remove the cargo.’

Hd frowned. ‘What if we only open the doors alittle bit?

‘That might hold the cargo in, but with the atificid gravity on there's a good chance the coolant would
come draight back again.’

‘So we turn the gravity off.’

‘It might work, but it's il illegd.’

*So is murder, but | don't see anybody standing between me and Vurdi’s manic robot, so shut up and
let's get onwith it.’

‘Very wdl, under protest.” Clunk addressed the console. *Navcom, cancd atificd gravity.’

‘Artifidd gravity off.

Hd clutched his ssomach as hisinner ear forgot which way was up.

Clunk looked at him. ‘I understand that weightlessness is most unpleasant for humans’

Hd nodded.

‘Areyou dl right, Mr Spacejock? Y our face has gone green.’

‘Reflected light,” said Hal, pointing a the console. * Open the rear doors a crack, Navcom.’

‘Define crack.’

‘About three inches’

Clunk looked at him. ‘ That's not a crack, that’s a canyon.’

There was a whining noise below decks as the cargo doors parted, and Hd eased himsdf into the
pilot's chair, grabbing the console with one hand as he reached for the throttle. * Are you ready?

Clunk floated up behind the chair and put his hands on the back. It creaked as he tightened his grip.
‘Ready.

Hd rammed the lever againg the end-stop and the ship legpt forward with a belowing roar, squashing
himinto the chair and snapping his head back. There was a srangled cry, and when Hd looked over his
shoulder he saw Clunk hanging from the back of the seat by his fingertips, his body horizonta to the
floor.

There was a wrenching sound and the chair tipped. Hd lunged for the throttle lever to dow the ship,
but his sudden move was enough to snap the lagt bolt. The support tore and Hal, Clunk and the chair
flew down theflight deck towards the rear wall.

Clunk hit first, his feet smashing the plagtic wal pands. The chair hit with a dang, and Hal’'s head
whipped back and thumped into the wall, bringing stars to his eyes.

Bdow decks, there was a loud crashing and doshing as the contents of the cargo hold dammed into
the rear doors. Once the noise subsided, Clunk put both feet on the wal and launched himsdf up the
flight deck, saling through the ar in the low gravity. He tapped the throttle lever as he flew over the
console, and there was a moment’ s sllence as the engines cut out.

‘No!" shouted Hd as the lever switched to maximum reverse thrugt.

The ship’'s forward thrugters fired with a mighty roar, counteracting the headlong rush. Hd was
catapulted across the flight deck towards the hard, unyidding console. He bounced off the top and
somersaullted into the viewscreen aongsde Clunk, and the firg thing he saw when he opened his eyes
was the heavy charr flying towards him. He ducked and it smashed into the viewscreen above his head,
scattering shards of plagtic and glass.



‘Artifidd gravity on!” said Clunk.

Weght returned immediately, and Ha fdl across the console, landing on his back with a thump that
knocked the ar from his lungs He was 4ill sruggling to draw breath when he saw the heavy char
dropping towards him.

‘Forg Orbiter ahead,” said a deep, mde voice. ‘Now requesting clearance.’

Farel stood and waked to the back of the flight deck, where he took a set of overdls and a cap
from alocker. He donned them, wrinkling his nose at the amdl of dried swest.

‘What'swrong? asked Terry.

‘Nothing you'd naotice” Farréll pushed his hands through the deeves and gathered the front of the
jacket. The seams flowed together and the outfit adjusted to his body. He pulled on the cap, took out a
par of scuffed leather boots and pushed his feet into them, wriggling his toes until they adjusted to his
feet.

‘Clearance approved,” sad the computer.

Farell looked a the viewscreen, which showed the docking point extending towards them from the
dde of the Orbiter. The deck tilted as the fore thrusters dowed the ship, and the viewscreen darkened as
ashadow cut the glare from the Orbiter’s docking lights. Farrell fet a tremor as the ship connected, and
there was a series of metdlic dicks as the Orbiter grasped the ship and locked it againg the docking
Sedls.

‘Stand by for pressure equdisation,’” said the computer.

There was a hiss of escaping air, and Farrdll’s ears popped.

The computer beeped. ‘ Docking complete.’

‘Now for this Spacejock person,” muttered Farrell. * Computer, scan for the Black Gull. Get me an
arivd time’

‘Complying.” There was a pause. ‘The Black Gull is not in the Forg system, unable to compute
ETA

‘Are you sure? They should have been here twenty minutes ago.’

‘I'm certain.’

Farrel cursed under his breath. ‘ Can you increase the range?

‘Negative. There is interference from the Orbiter.’

Farrell snapped hisfingers. ‘That'sit! Use their computer!’

‘Connection established. Black Gull detected gpproaching planet Forg.’

‘Right, stand by with the smuloid” Farrdl grabbed the microphone. ‘Let’s give this Spaceock
character some new orders.’

Hd came to with a groan, then sat up with a start as a wet doth dapped himin the face. The firg thing he
saw was Clunk, who was peering a him with alook of concern.

‘Areyou okay, Mr Spacejock?

‘1 was until you drowned me,” said Hal, blinking to clear black spots from his eyes.

‘I repaired the damage while you were unconscious,” said the robot proudly.

Hd looked around the flight deck. The pilot’s chair was back in place, leaning on a dight angle, with
bright patches of metd around the base where it had been welded to the deck. The hdle in the
viewscreen had been patched up, and the protective plagtic screen was crisscrossed with yards of sticky
tape.

‘Yes, er, wdl done,” sad Hal. ‘It looks like new.’

Clunk was il peering a him suspicioudy when aringing sound split the air.



‘Incoming broadcast,” said the Navcom.

‘Put it on main,” said Hdl.

There was a loud pop and the viewscreen fizzed as streams of blue smoke poured out between the
gapsin the gticky tape.

‘Perhaps you should use another display,” said Clunk.

‘Mr Spacgjock? said agrating voice.

Hd got to his knees and peered across the console at the tiny screen, where he could make out a
head and shoulders. As he tried to work out who it was, the voice grated again.

‘Where the hdl are you, Spacejock?

‘Mr Jaling? Is that you?

‘“Who ese would it be? What' s holding you up?

“WEe re gpproaching planet Forg right now,” said Hal. ‘We should be landing at your factory in thirty
minutes’

‘Right, excdllent. Ligten, there' s been a change of plan.’

‘There has?

‘Yes. I've got aship at the Forg Orbiter; if you transfer the cargo thereit'll save you some fud.’

‘Same fee?

‘Cetanly. My men are wating for you, ther names are Farrdl and Terry. After you dock, they'll
come aboard and direct the cargo transfer.’

Hd nodded. ‘Understood. Oh, by the way, I'm afraid I’ ve dill got Clunk with me’

There was a strange whispering noise from the speaker while the face on the screen stared a him.
Then the lips moved and Jerling spoke again. ‘“We ll discuss thet later.’

The screen went dead.

Hd heard a creak and looked a Clunk. The robot was shaking its head dowly, a puzzled look on its
face.

‘Problem?

‘Theré s something wrong,” said Clunk. ‘I can't quite put my finger on it

“You can't quite put your fingers on anything,” muttered Ha. ‘Anyway, there's no time for intrigue.
WEe ve got to clean the cargo.’

Farrel was frowning at the viewscreen. *Who the hdl is Chunk?

‘He said Clunk, boss. Maybe he's the co-pilot.” Terry dipped the blaster off his belt and glanced a
the charge indicator. ‘I'll ded with him first,

‘Don’'t worry about it, | can handle the pair of them. Farrdl reached into his jacket and pulled out a
deck of cards. ‘Want a game?

‘I can't afford it

“You might win.’

Tery snorted.

‘What's that supposed to mean?

‘“You'relucky at cards, that's dl.

“You're not suggesting they're bent? Farrdl spread the deck to show Terry the Forgberg Casino
logo on the back of the cards. ‘ Nothing funny about these.’

‘All right, 9ghed Terry. ‘But I'm only playing for a credit a game’

‘Make it five and you're on.’

Hd and Clunk were standing near an open locker, hdfway between the foot of the access tube and the
inner door to the hold. Hal’s arms were sticking out of a padded yelow jacket, which was covered with



gmdl tears through which the slvery suffing was trying to escape — most of it successtully.

Clunk picked fluff from Hal’s shoulder and looked at it doubtfully. ‘ Are you certain this is a radiaion
it?

‘Previous owner reckoned it was,” puffed Hd as he tried to pull up a pair of padded ydlow trousers.

“You'll have to remove your boots to get those on.’

‘No, they’ll go through.’

‘I don't think so.’

‘Watch.” Hd gave a tremendous heave and ripped the legs right off the trousers, scattering tufts of
slver padding dl over the deck.

‘I repeat, you will have to remove your boots fird.

‘That was nothing to do with my boots, the bloody things snagged on something.” Ha lifted his foot
and bunched one of the trouser legs. As he forced the Hiff fabric over his hed, the seams began to Solit.

‘| repeat —'

‘If you don't shut up I'll send you in there instead.”

‘It' s too dippery for my feet. Anyway, | won the toss.’

Hd kicked off his boots and pulled the baggy trouser legs over his flight suit. When he let go they
dithered down and bunched around his ankles like discarded snake skins. He pulled the legs back up as
far as he could and hobbled over to the locker, where he gripped the legs with one hand while fishing
around indde with the other. *Aha,’ he said, holding up aradll of gaffer tape. ‘ The repair kit

Clunk snorted.

‘Come on, gtick them up for me;’ sad Hdl. ‘I can't let go or they’ll fdl down again.’

Clunk took therall and pulled off gtrip after strip of tape, usng them to patch the ripsin the suit.

Fve minutes later, Hd was tapping his foot impatiently. ‘Haven't you finished yet? You must have
covered the whole suit by now.’

‘Nearly done,” said Clunk, running his hand over a dtrip of tape to smooth it down.

‘“They’re not giving points for style, you know.’

‘dust aswel,;” said the robot. He stood back, head tilted to one sde. ‘Done, | think.’

Hd looked down at himsdf. With the loose suit bound in tight tape, he looked like a big yelow
sponge trussed up for the oven. ‘ Should be dl right. | won't be in there long.’

‘You know, as far as radiation suits go that one’'s about as useful as a
bal | et dress.’

‘“I"’'monly going to have a quick | ook around.’

‘“Vll don't |ook around too quickly, it won't take the strain.’

‘“This suit’s as tough as nails,” said Hal. ‘I got it off an asteroid mner.’

‘Was he lacking in cranial hair?

‘*She was as bald as a radar dome. How did you guess?

* Psychi c subroutines, ’

Hal waddled over to the door and reached for the control panel, which
contained a yellow T-shaped handle and a large red button. He whacked the
button with his gloved fist, driving it into the control panel with a |oud
crack. Slowy, the heavy door runmbled open, and a trickle of fluorescent green
liquid ran into the passageway.

Hd stepped back hurriedly.

‘It won't hurt you,’” called Cunk, who had retreated up the passageway and
was now | eaning on the flight deck ladder with the air of one expecting to be
entertained. ‘Assunming that's really a radiation suit, of course.’

Hd looked into the hold. The cargo had been jumbled, shaken, tumbled and stirred during his aborted
take-off from Seraph, leaving a mass of twisted packing crates. Now, not only were they jumbled up,
they were dso coated with thick, green jdly.

‘“Yuk,” said Hd, garing at the luminous glow. ‘“What am | going to dean that lot with?

“How about your head? caled Clunk.

Hd glared & him. ‘Very funny.’

‘No, | mean you' re not wearing anything on your head.’



‘Good point. Headgear’ sin the locker.’

Clunk rummeaged in the cupboard, where he found a dirty yelow bag and a cail of old rope. ‘Nothing
here’

‘What's that then? asked Hal, pointed at the bag.

Clunk shrugged. ‘It' s abit of old cloth.’

‘No, that’s the headgear. Sing it across.’

Clunk threw the bag, which dropped short and fdl to the floor. Ha bent down to pick it up and there
was a tearing sound as the suit ripped across the back. He twisted round to look at the damage and there
was another ripping noise as the it split dl the way up the sde.

While Clunk patched up the new holes, Hd turned the headgear over, shook it, and pulled it on over
his head. His eyes gleamed through the ragged dots. * See? he said, his voice muffled by the fabric.

Clunk’ s lips moved.

‘What? shouted Hdl.

‘No mouth hole” said Clunk, his voice amplified to maximum.

“You'll have to speak up, | can’'t hear!” yelled Hal, pointing to the bulges on ether side of his head.

‘It's not important.”

Hd rolled hiseyes. ‘Hot in here’

Clunk grinned and gave him a thumbs up.

‘Right team, we're going in, muttered Hal. He strode into the cargo hold, splashing through the
dippery coolant. Hdfway across the hold, his pace dowed. His feet were getting heavier, and it was
becoming increesingly difficult to lift and move them. He stopped and lifted one leg dowly, and there was
asucking sound as his boot came away from the deck. He tried to look down, but the hood moved with
his head and obscured his view.

One step at atime, keeping his body giff in case he ripped the suit, Hal turned until he was fading the
inner door. Then he bent carefully at the waist and peered down at the decking, where he saw atral of
white footprints leading dl the way back to the entrance.

At that moment, the last layer of rubber meted away from the soles of his boots. Hd yelled out as he
fdt the cold liquid seeping through his socks, and indinctivdly he legpt for the cargo door. His foot
dipped on the dushy, meted rubber and he fdl flat on his back in the dimy green jely. He struggled to
roll over and get to hisfeet, but it was too dippery.

There was athud, and Ha stared in surprise at the knotted end of rope lying in the dudge next to his
face. Looking aong the rope, he saw Clunk framed in the doorway, holding the other end and gesturing
ahim.

Ha grabbed the rope, and it stretched taut as Clunk leaned back and reded him in, pulling him across
the floor. Hafway there the rope went dack, and Clunk fdl backwards with a surprised look on his face
and a short piece of rope gripped in both hands.

Hd was 4ill laughing when it dawned on him that the robot’s rescue attempt had faled, leaving him
stranded.



Chapter 16

Hd shuddered as the coolant seeped through the suit and chilled his skin with the touch of a dead,
dammy hand. What away to go — frozen to degth in his own cargo hold.

He saw movement out of the corner of his eye, and ralling onto his sde he spotted Clunk in the
doorway, gesturing a him. When he redised Ha had seen him, the robot made a tumbling mation with
hisarms.

Y ou want me to roll across the floor to you?

Clunk grinned and put his thumbs up.

‘l was just going to do that when you started the mime act,” shouted Hal, his voice muffled by the
headgear. He turned until he was side on to the doorway and started to roll, keeping his face clear of the
dudge. When he was close enough Clunk grabbed his hand and lifted him through the door.

‘I'm so glad you're safe, Mr Spacejock.’

‘No thanks to you,” muttered Hd, pulling off the headgear. ‘So much for deaning the hold. Now
what?

‘I have an idea’

‘Goon’

‘If we open the outer doors | could sweep the dush out the back of the ship.’

“You said you couldn’t walk on the Suff.’

‘No, but I could fashion apar of dippers with the remains of the radiation suit.’

‘Why didn‘t you think that one up before sending me in there? demanded Hal, jerking his thumb at
the hold.

‘The suit wasn't wrecked then.

Hd opened his mouth to reply, then gave up and stood with his arms out while Clunk helped remove
the tattered radiation suit. Once free, he went to put his boots on. ‘ Damn!’

‘What?

Hd showed Clunk the soles. ‘Médted right through. Thisismy only pair, too.’

“You should be able to buy replacements at the space gation.’

‘With what?

There was a twanging sound from the overhead speaker. ‘Incoming cdl,” said the Navcom.

‘Patch it through.’

There was a hiss of gatic and Jerling's voice burst through the speaker. ‘Where the hdl are you? My
people are waiting to unload that cargo. I'min a hurry, man”’

‘Sorry, Mr Jerling. We had aamdl problem with the drive. It's dmost fixed.

‘“What do you mean ‘we' ?

‘Meand Clunk,” said Hdl.

The speaker hissed gently for a second or two. ‘Right, well hurry it up. If you're not docked in twenty
minutes I'll keep haf your fee’

The speaker clicked as Jerling rang off.

Hd nudged Clunk. ‘I thought you'd get a roasting for running away.’

‘That comes later.’

‘ Strange he didn’'t say anything about you.’

‘Hewill, said Clunk gloomily.

‘Don’'t worry, I'll putinaword.’

Clunk looked at him hopefully. ‘Redly?

‘Sure. By thetime I’ ve finished hé'll be so impressed you'll get amedd”’

‘That’s very kind of you, Mr Spacejock.’



‘Don’'t mention it.” Hal pressed the remains of his radiation it into the robot’s arms. ‘Now, about
deaning the cargo hald ..’

Clunk picked his way across the treacherous floor, clambering over jumbled crates and skidding on the
thick dudge which covered the deck like a wet, dimy carpet. It was dow going, but at last he reached
the rear doors. He was jugt about to open them when Ha’ s voice came through the overhead speakers.

‘Have you finished yet?

‘I haven't even started.’

‘Wl get your finger out. Timeis money, people are waiting. And ancther thing, I'll be getting —'

Clunk pressed the door button, and the rest of Hal’s words were logt as the hold depressurised with a
whidle of escaping air. The doors swung open and flattened themsalves againgt the outside of the hull,
reveding an inky darkness splashed with diamond-hard stars.

Clunk’s gaze flicked from gtar to star, and he wondered whether planet Aklam was redly out there.
He'd heard stories for years, but each time he tracked down the source it turned out to be nothing but a
fable. He resolved to find the planet one day, perhaps by saving the money and hiring the Black Gull.
Then he remembered the fate awaiting him on Seraph. There would be no expeditions, no hiring, and no
robot planet.

Depressed, he dug the broom into the thick dudge and shoved a wedge of it out of the hold, watching
it tumble away from the ship. When it had vanished from sght, Clunk looked around the cavernous hold
and did a quick caculation. It was gaing to take hours. There had to be a better way.

He thought for a second, then grinned. A minute or so later he returned with the oxy torch under one
am, minus the rubber hoses. He amed the nozzle at the dudge around his feet and opened the vave,
blasting gobs of muck out the back door and leaving pridine patches of decking. Despite the atificid
gravity the force dmogt lifted him into the air, o he closed the vave alittle to moderate the pressure.

Before long he' d cleared the dudge and straightened most of the crates, and he was just looking round
insatisfaction at a job wel done when he noticed a trembling underfoot. The ship's engined

Curdng Hd's impatience, Clunk hurried towards the control pand next to the rear door. He was
halfway there when the ship jolted forward, throwing him to the deck. With a shock he redised he was
diding down the cargo hold, straight towards the gaping, sar-filled void.

He turned and crawled towards the front of the hold, the gas cylinders il clutched under his am. He
reached a crate and grabbed hold of it, feding its solid bulk beneeth his fingers. The broom did past and
disappeared out the back of the ship, and Clunk smiled as he imagined how slly he would have looked
going the same way.

Then the crate began to dide.

Hda watched a blob of light growing larger on the amdl screen in front of him. *How long until we get
there?

‘Under five minutes’ said the Navcom.

The deck began to shake as the forward thrusters cut in, and the stars on the tiny screen shimmered
and flickered in the haze. When the thrusters cut out the Forg Orbiter was dead ahead: a huge, flattened
sphere with a floodlit antenna gticking out the top and a long, square pylon hanging off the bottom. The
pylon had severd ships atached to it, modern-looking freighters in the livery of famous freight and
passenger companies. Ther smart logos gleamed under the Orbiter’ s bright spotlights, and the navigation
lights on their winglets blinked, bathing the smooth, polished hullsin aternating red and green.

Hd stared at the ships envioudy. Never mind the deek modern hulls and professond paint jobs,
where the Gull was concerned he' d have been satidfied with working navigation lights

Jugt as Hal was wondering what to do next, ared light began to pulse on the console. ‘Incoming call,



sad the Navcom.

‘Put’emon.

‘Thisis the Forg Orbiter, said the Space Controller, her dulcet tones echoing around the flight deck.
‘Please state your ship’s ID number after the tone.” After a brief pause, the console beeped.

‘BG35467-CS, sad Hdl.

There was a longer pause. ‘We're having trouble identifying you. Repeat your serial number
please.’

Hd leaned closer to the microphone. ‘BG35467-CS;" he said loudly. ‘ The Black Gull !’

‘Just the serial number will do,” said the operator. *Wait please.’

Hd waited. Then he waited some more. Findly, the voice came back. ‘ Sorry about the delay, the
museum’ s computer was offline. You are now cleared to dock at bay 4B.

‘Thanks,’ said Hd. After the operator had disconnected, he redised he had no idea where bay 4B
weas. ‘Er, Navcom?

‘I can dock automaticaly.’

‘Stop taking and get on with it, then.” Ha stretched. ‘I can’t wait to see Jerling's people. It's about
time one of these jobs went right.’

‘Something mugt have gone wrong,” said Farrdll, garing at the console clock. ‘He should have been here
ages ago.’

‘Maybe the red Jerling cdled him.’

‘If hedid, we're sunk.” Farrdl lad a card. ‘ Ten credits to me, | think.’

‘It sfiveagame’

‘1 know, but you've logt twice’

Terry dug in his pocket and handed over a pair of credit tiles ‘Maybe he's suspicious. You know,
cregping up to the gation to get a shot at us. Maybe this Clunk guy has put him wise’

‘I’'m going to use the Smuloid again. | have to know what’s hgppening.’

‘If you keep usng it e ll sussyou out.’

Farel shuffled the deck, interleaving the cards with deft movements. Then he dammed them on the
console. ‘Why couldn’t Jerling get a decent pilot? Why did he have to hire thisidiot?

There was abuzz, and a red light began to flash.

‘Yes?

‘ According to the Orbiter, the Black Gull has docked,” said the compuiter.

‘Where? demanded Terry.

There was no answer.

‘It's not programmed for your voice, explained Farrdl. He turned to the console. ‘Where did the
Black Gull dock?

‘Bay 4B

Farrd| guffed the cardsin his pocket and legpt up. ‘I'll meet Spacejock, you bring the ship round.”

‘“How am | supposed to do that if the thing won't ligen to me?

‘Terry isauthorised to fly thisvessd,” Farrel said to the console.

‘Confirmed,” said the computer.

Farell reached under the console and unclipped a blaster, which he dipped into his overdls.

‘| thought you were just going to tak to hm? said Terry.

‘Conversation piece,’ said Farrell, paiting the bulge.



Chapter 17

Hd entered the Black Gull’s arlock and looked through the thick porthole into the Orbiter’s docking
tube, which angled up from the ship and ended in a pair of thick meta doors. There were darkened
portholes recessed into the heavy metd, just above the broad white letters *4B’.

The doors swept open and a tal, dark-haired man in blue overdls strode through. Hal operated the
arlock controls, and by the time the heavy door grated open the men was waiting just outsde. He
looked irritated, but when he saw Ha he forced a amile and stuck out his hand. ‘I'm Farrdl. You must
be Spacejock.’

‘That's me, sad Hd, as they shook.

‘Terry’s bringing my ship round, we ll join them at the back and get the cargo moved across. I'm a bit
pushed for time, so the sooner we get started —'

‘Follow me.” Hdl led the way through the airlock and into the flight deck. He dimbed down the ladder
and was just about to cal out a warning about the loose rung when he heard Farrdl’s voice echo down
the tube. ‘Bit old-fashioned, eh? No liftson thisold thing.’

Ha’slipsthinned. *No, no lifts here.” He left the ladder and walked dong the tunnd to the inner door.
Behind him, there was an oath as Farrdll’ s foot dipped on the rung.

‘Mind your step,” cdled Hd, suppressing a grin. He pressed the door button, but nothing happened.
He pressed it again, and dill nothing happened.

Farel came up behind him. ‘1 don’t want to rush you, but Jerling'sin a hurry.

Hd thumped hisfig on the button and waited for the door to open.

It didn't.

‘Something wrong? asked Farrell.

‘The button got stuck earlier. Looks like it's not working.” Ha reached for the emergency access
handle and gave it a hard pull. The yelow lever came away in his hand. ‘Navcom, can you open this
door?

‘Negative’

‘“What do you mean, negative? Open the door!”’

‘Cannot comply. The hold is not pressurised.’

Theydlow handle fdl from Ha’s hand and clattered on the deck.

‘No ar? gasped Farrell. *You nearly spaced us, you moron! If that handle hadn’t broken off ...’

Hd frowned. ‘ Clunk should have closed the doors by now. What's he playing at?

‘Clunk’sin there? Farrdl stared at the door. ‘| hope he's got a spacesuit.’

‘What for? He's arobot.’

‘Of course heis. How could | forget?

‘Navcom, close the outer doors please’

‘Complying.” There was awhine followed by a double thump and a hiss of air. * Outer doors closed.’

Hd pressed the button and the inner door promptly did open. As soon as the gap was wide enough
he pushed through into the hold. * Clunk? Are you there?

There was no reply.

Hd waked around severd neat stacks of crates, then stopped as he fdt the cold through the ruined
soles of his boots.

‘What happened to your boots? asked Farrell as Ha stepped gingerly over a puddle.

‘Mdlted. Jugt an accident.’

‘Why don’t you change them?

Hd shrugged. ‘1 would if I had another pair.’

‘There's a store aboard the Orbiter.’

‘It can wait until Jerling pays me,’ said Ha, moving off.



Farel followed, examining the crates. ‘I thought there’ d be more than this’

‘Some of it'sdill on Seraph,” said Hal, neglecting to mention that it was Strewn across Regan’s yard.

They reached the back of the hold where the remaining cargo was stacked in neet rows. The robot
had done a good job, thought Hal, as he bent to examine a pair of pardld scratches that started hdfway
into the hold and lead dl the way to the rear doors. The deck was clean, and the gloopy mess which had
coated the crates of parts was gone. Unfortunately, so was Clunk.

Farel laughed. ‘L ooks like you spaced the robot, Hal.’

*

Clunk could just make out the slhouette of the Orbiter againg the blue and white backdrop of planet
Forg. He saw aflare of light, and wondered whether it was the Black Gull’s thrusters firing as the ship
camein to dock.

The Orbiter grew larger. The ship had been accelerating when Clunk fdl out the back, and his resdud
motion was enough to carry him rapidly towards the space dation. He ran a quick cdculation and
estimated it would take him thirty minutes to reach it a his current speed. All he had to do was stick out
an am as he flew past.

Something scraped his leg and he looked down to see the oxy torch floating dong below him. He
reached out and grabbed it, damping it under his arm. It wouldn’t do to have the cylinders hit the station.
Humans could be hurt.

He turned his gaze back to the Orbiter and redised immediady that something was wrong. He' d been
heading directly for the station, but now it appeared to be diding avay to one sde. He checked his
cdculaions and found them to be correct. So what was pulling him off course?

His gaze locked onto the Forg Orbiter as it tracked across the face of the nearby planet. It was
moving steadily, but he'd alowed for that. The loca sun was a digant gleam, its effect inggnificant at this
distance. The planet ... Clunk cursed. How could he have missaed something so obvious?

He added Forg's mass to hisformula and ran the caculations again. As the results came up, he gazed
a the green and brown continents below and wondered if the people down there would notice as he
blazed a burning trail across the daytime sky. Or would the planetary defences blast hm out of the
stratosphere firs? Either way, it was dragging him away from the Orbiter.

An image of the maintenance robot came to him, with its clouded eyes and heat-buckled face. He
wiped it and conjured up avison of himsdf gtting at the Black Gull’s console, bringing the ship in for a
landing at the Robot Emperor’s private landing pad. His long years of loyd service had been recognised
from afar, and he was to be decorated, perhaps awarded an honorary position with the Royd Guard.

Eyes closed, Clunk fdl towards the unsuspecting planet, his battered face creased with a contented
amile

The Volante had backed up to the Black Gull, and the two ships were now joined at the rear. HA's
ship was the smdler of the two, and the Volante’s docking apron overlapped the rear doors by a far
margin. That, plus the fact that the Gull’s docking clamps were dightly out of true, meant that the cargo
transfer was taking place with a background hiss of escaping air.

Because the Volante’s deck was lower, a couple of planks had been propped up between the two
ships, and they creaked darmingly as Farrdl’s cargo hauler tramped back and forth with the crates. It
was a grey robot with rough patches on its chest and upper arms, and its head was never ill, spotting
the amdlest movement with rapid jerks and flashes of its blood-red eyes.

‘Ex-navy,” sad Farrell, when he noticed Ha watching the robot. He tapped his shoulder. * They cut off
their inggnia and badges before they sdl them.

‘Just aswdl it's not armed.” Ha shifted hisweight and the robot’ s head jerked round, its eyes locking
onto his own. For a split second he thought it was going to drop the crate and charge him.



‘They don’t need weapons,” said Farrdll dryly.

‘How do you contral it?

“You don't. You ask politdy and hope it agrees.’

Hd thought of Clunk’s warm, friendly face. ‘Are you sure you can organise a search party? For
Clunk, | mean?

‘Relax, | know everyone on the Orbiter. They'll have that robot back to Jerling before you know it.’

‘Thanks’

A door opened at the rear of the Volante’s hold, and a men strode towards them. He was shorter
then Farrdll, anuggetty character with thick, tattooed arms and a blue cap jammed over his ydlow hair.
After letting the robot past, he strode up the planks into the Black Gull’s hold. Under his overdls, Hd
saw the didtinctive outline of a blaster.

‘Hd, thisis Terry,” said Farrdl. ‘Terry, Ha just spaced Clunk. Y ou know, Clunk the robot.’

Hd fdt a cold twinge as Terry's pae eyesfixed on his ‘Er, hi.’

Terry nodded, then looked around the hold. *Nearly done?

‘Nearly.” Farrdl glanced at Hdl. ‘Ligten, have you eaten?

Hd shook his head.

‘Why don’t you get something aboard the Orbiter? They've got meds up there, you look like you
could use a feed.’

‘Maybe later.

‘They’ve got boots, too. You could get some new ones.’

‘Not until Jerling pays me’

‘Oh, | see” Farrdl reached into his overdls and pulled out a handful of credit tiles. *“We can soon fix
that up.’

‘I thought Jerling never gave advances?

‘I won't tdl himif you don’'t. Here, take them.

Hd tipped the money into his pocket. The bulge and weight of credit tiles agangt his leg was a nove
experience, and he decided to buy the cheapest boots and food he could find, in order to enjoy the
feding aslong as possible. ‘I'll be back in haf an hour.’

‘Take your time, | can dways page you. And stop worrying about Clunk. I'll make sure he's taken
care of’

Clunk was pulled from his daydream by a buzz of voices. It was the Orbiter’s traffic control frequency,
which was dive with chatter. He tried to interrupt, to cdl for hep, but the more powerful commsets
aboard passing ships drowned his feeble tranamitter.

He stared a the flattened disc and spotted the Black Gull docked agang a pylon, dmost hidden
behind a large white ship. He amiled at the Sght, redising that the cargo transfer was in progress and that
Hd would soon be paid. It was a pity the human had forgotten him, but then again he probably had a lot
on hismind.

As the Orbiter did past, Clunk released the cylinder and folded his arms. He was passng less than
two hundred metres from the nearest window, and there was nothing he could do about it. He wasn't
going to make it.

He drew back a foot to kick the cylinder away, then stopped as he suddenly remembered the way
he' d cleaned the hold, blagting the jdly through the rear doors with compressed ar. The cylinder had
gruggled in his grip, dmost escaping once or twice asiit tried to jet off in the opposite direction.

Jetting away!

Franticaly, hoping he hadn't Ieft it too late, Clunk grabbed the cylinder and opened the vdve A
stream of white vapour spurted from the end, and Clunk hurriedly closed the vave before the smooth
cylinder could tear itsdf free from his grip.

Then, aming the nozzle away from the Orbiter, he opened the vave right up and held on tight.



Chapter 18

Ha walked up the Orbiter’s docking tunnd with a grim look on his face. Although Farrell had assured
him the hunt for Clunk was on, word of the fiasco was bound to get back to Jerling. The robot was a
walking junkyard, sure, but Jerling would never use Hal’s services again. And there was something dse
bothering him, too: Farrdll’s offSder Terry. He looked more like a hit man than a freighter pilot.

Ha opened the doors at the end of the ramp and stepped into a poorly lit tunnd. Following the Sgns,
he found the main entrance to the Orbiter, a round door with a control panel on the wal dongside. Hd
pressed the open button, but nothing happened. When he pressed it again, a metdlic voice crackled
through an overhead speaker.

‘Manud override inoperative. Please use voice commands.’

‘Open the door,” said Hd, his voice echoing down the tunnd. It opened duggishly, and he walked
through it into a dimly lit airlock. He pressed the button on the opposite wal but nothing happened.
‘Open the door,” he said again.

The speaker crackled. ‘ Close the other door firg’

‘Close it yoursdf!

‘I'm jugt an airlock. You have to give the commands’

Hd shrugged. ‘ Close the door.’

‘Which door do you want me to close, the inner door or the outer door?

“How can you close the inner door? It's not open!’

‘I'm sorry, you'll have to rephrase that.’

‘Shut the outer door and open the inner door!’

‘Unable to interpret multiple ingtructions.’

‘Okay, interpret this’ said Hdl, pulling out his blaster. ‘I’'m going to shoot holes in the walls until | hit
something that makes the door open. | will start in three seconds.’

‘I cannot open the inner door without the correct ingtructions,” said the airlock.

‘These are dl the indructions you're going to get.” Ha pointed the blaster a a speaker high on the
wdl. ‘One’

‘I'll have to report this to the authorities,” warned the airlock.

‘Once I’ ve pulled the trigger you won't be reporting anything to anyone. Two.’

A pleading note crept into the airlock’s voice. ‘All you have to say is “Close outer, open inner.

‘| prefer it thisway,” sad Hd, rasng the blaster. * Three.’

The outer door dammed shut, and after a second’s delay the inner door opened. Hdl's ears popped
as they adjusted to the pressure difference. ‘That wasn't so difficult, he said, dipping the blaster to his
belt.

There was no answe.

He stepped out of the airlock and entered a amdl lift. There was only one button on the pandl, so he
pressed it. The door closed and the lift shot upwards, opening onto a brightly lit area filled with the
doying amdl of yeast. There were severd people gtting a cheap plagtic tables, drinking from large mugs
and spooning food into their mouths. A robot sanding behind a hatch was dispensng mugs and bowls
and there was a window to the right, beneath a 9gn which read ‘Genera Store’. Behind the window,
shelves bulged with odd-shaped parcels.

Hd walked over to it, and as he got closer the beaming face of a sarving droid popped up behind the
counter.

‘Well, hdlo there!l’ said the robot brightly. It waved its arm to encompass the laden shelves. ‘Y ou will
notice that we have a huge range of items for the discerning gent around town.” The robot szed Ha up.
‘We ds0 have saverd items for those whose credit limit is rather thin!

‘Have you got any boots?



‘Have | got boots? said the robot. ‘I have so many boots | was planning asde’

‘What sort do you have?

‘ Are you looking for comfortable, top qudlity, long-lasting boots or something cheap?

‘Let me know what you have, and I'll let you know what | want.’

‘No problem,” said the droid brightly. It turned and rummaged through the shelves, then disappeared
further into the store. Ha heard the sound of boxes being shuffled and paper being scrunched before it
came back with a pair of floppy brown boots. ‘Now, this is what | meant by qudity,” said the droid,
putting them on the counter. ‘Fed those.’

Hd ran his hands over the slky smooth materid. ‘Leather?

‘But not just any leather,” said the droid, caressing one of the boots with its metd fingers. *No, this
hide comes from the legendary mookou beast of Froid 111.’

‘Froid I11, en?

“You've heard of Froid [117

‘Not as such.’

‘I see. Well, mookou leather contracts when heated, so when you place a pair of these boots on your
feet they mould themsdlves perfectly to every contour. They're completely and totaly unique’

‘I've never heard of boots like that.’

‘Precisdly. All the guys swear by them,” said the droid. ‘ And they’re only two hundred and forty-eight
credits’

Hd coughed. ‘Have you got anything cheaper?

‘1 could pretend to look for something ese, but these are dl | havein stock.’

“You mean that'sit? What about the items for thinner credits?

‘What can | say? | used to stock many different kinds of boots, but my customers kept demanding
mookou |eather.’

‘Yeah, but that’s alot of money.’

‘Look at it thisway: If they last ten years, you're only paying about a third of a credit a day for these
boots.” The droid leaned across the counter. *What can you buy nowadays for athird of a credit?

“When you put it like that, it makes sense.’

‘Tdl you what, | can see you are aman who likesfinethings” The sdles droid paused.

‘Yes?

‘Wl, | can let you have these boots at a specid reduced price’ The robot lowered its voice. ‘On
one condition.’

‘What' s that?

“You're not to tel anyone what you paid for them.

Hd put his hand in his pocket and rattled Farrell’s credit tiles He picked up one of the boots and
turned it over, running his hand over the soft leether.

The sdles droid stood completely 4ill.

Hd looked down at his toes, which were protruding from the end of his melted boots. ‘All right, how
much?

“You're not going to believe this, but for you | can lower the price to just ninety-eight credits’

Hd pursed hislips

‘“You're not to tdl anyone, mind” The robot leaned closer. ‘This is a specid rate for preferred
customers only.’

‘All right, I'll take them.’

A dot opened in the counter. ‘ Perhaps you could make the payment while | fetch your merchandise?

“You haven't asked my sze!’

The droid smiled. ‘ Sir, these are mookou boots. There are no Szes’

Asit walked off behind the shelving, Hal took severd tiles from his pocket and fed them into the dot.
They were dl accepted except the last, which popped out again. Ha pushed it back in and kept his
thumb on it, and the reader made a clacking noise as it tried to gect the tile again. Hd shoved harder,
something went dang ingde the machine and the tile disappeared.



The robot returned with a box. ‘“Would you like the parcel wrapped?

‘No, | need them now.’

The robot placed a blue credit chip on top of the box and did them over the counter. *Your change,
ar.’

Hd pocketed the tile, took the lid off the box and stared at the loose folds of brown leather. He
reached into the box and pulled out one of the boots. It sagged in his hand. ‘Ninety-eight credits for
these?

‘Mookou boots are dways loose when new,’ said the robot. ‘ Try them on!’

Hd kicked the melted boot off hisright foot and put the new one on. ‘It s il loose!”’

‘Wait — it'll adjust.’

Hd put the other boot on and took a couple of steps. He fdt the boots contract, fitting his feet shugly.
‘Hey, that's neet!’

‘I told you,” said the droid.

Hd frowned. ‘ They're getting tighter.’

“You mug have very warm fedt, Sir.’

‘Hey, that hurtd’ said Hdl, as the boots applied a hefty grip to hisfeet. ‘Arghl Get them off!’

Severd people turned to watch.

‘Sir, | mug warn you not to get over-excited,” said the droid anxioudy. ‘Your extremities will heat up
and the footwear will react accordingly.’

Hd sat and tugged at the boots, turning red with the effort. ‘How the hdl do | get them of f?

‘Press the depression on the back of the hed.’

Hd did so, and the boots immediady relaxed. *“Why didn’t you tdl me that before | put them on?

‘Sir, | am distressed.’

“You could have crippled me,’ said Hdl, rubbing his feet. “Y ou know, I'm not sure about these boots.’

‘Sorry, no refunds,” said the robot. It turned away and busied itsdf behind the desk.

Cautioudy, Hd dipped the mookou boots on. They promptly adjusted to his feet, but this time they
didn't get any tighter. Hal flexed his toes, then stood and kicked his old boots againg the wall.

The robot looked up. ‘Y ou weren't going to leave those, were you Sr?

‘No,” sad Hd. ‘Have you got a box?

The droid found an empty white carton and did it across the counter.

Hd dropped his mdted old boots into the box and did it back. ‘Here,; he said. ‘Have some fresh
stock on me’

Tery dipped into the Black Gull’s engine room and gently closed the door. Ducking his head to avoid a
nest of tangled cables, he eased his muscled body behind the cylindrical bulk of the ship’s main drives.
Near the back of the room, a generator whined, powering the vessd’s dectrica circuits. Beyond the
generator, Terry saw what he was looking for: a large greasy cylinder nestled on thick rubber pads next
to the rear wall, connected to the man drives with thick, twising pipes. The Black Gull’s hyperspace
motor.

Terry reached into his jacket and withdrew a dender, polished tube. Holding it steady, he reached
around the hyperdrive and attached it to the greasy metd cylinder. After checking it was secure, he
twigted the end caps in opposite directions, triggering a sequence of flashing red lights. One by one, the
lights turned green, and after the lagt one it up Terry turned to leave.

He was hdfway to the door when there was a thump on the hull, directly overhead. Terry looked up
a the ail-gtained cdling pands, his wegpon haf-drawn. For severa seconds there was no sound at al.
Then something squeaked.

‘Rat-infested hulk, muttered Terry, shoving the gun back in his jacket. He paused at the doorway and
looked back into the engine room, but could see no evidence of his vigt. Satisfied, he closed the door
and |eft.



The serving robot looked up. ‘Can | help you, Sr?

Hd nodded. ‘| want something to eat. What have you got?

The robot shrugged. ‘ Food and drink.’

‘| gathered that, but what kind of food and drink?

‘I just sl food or drink,” said the robot petiently. ‘Which would you like?

‘What' s the food? asked Hal.

‘It sablend of the five basic food groups, not too heavy on the protein.’

‘What does it look like?

Therobot paused. ‘It looks like shit.

‘But it tastes dll right, doesn't it?

The robot leaned forward and lowered its voice. ‘ Judging from the reactions of my customers, | would
venture to say that it not only looks like shit, it o tastes like shit. On the positive side, | can assure you
thet it is mogt nutritious.

Hd grimaced. ‘I think I'll just have a coffee’

‘What's coffee?

‘Itsadrink.’

‘Oh, | I drink,” said the droid.

‘What'sit like? asked Ha suspicioudy.

‘| take some of the food and dilute it with water.’

Farrdl placed a card on the Black Gull’s console and tried to get comfortable in the pilot’s chair, which
hed a digtinct lean to the left. He grinned at the distant thuds and groans as the cargo lifters transferred the
heavy crates into the Volante. A little longer and the cargo would be his.

There was a clatter of boots as Terry dimbed the ladder to the flight deck.

‘Where have you been? asked Farrell, laying a card.

‘Looking around.’

‘Why?

‘Nostdgic, innit. My dad used to sneak me aboard these things. He was a cleaner.’

“You could use his services’ sad Farrell, pointing a Terry’s chest.

‘Eh? Terry cursed as he saw the greasy dain spread across his jacket. ‘It's anew one, too.’

‘Relax, you can buy another with your share of the spoils” Farrdl cupped ahand to his ear. *Can you
hear that?

‘I can't hear nothing.’

‘Exactly. Unless I’'m migtaken, the cargo is ours.’

There was a scrape overhead and Terry glanced up, drawing his gun.

‘Put that thing away, will you? snapped Farrdll. ‘It's didracting.’

Terry obeyed dowly, his eyes searching the caling. Farrdl gathered up his cards, tapped them on the
console, and was jugt about to dip them into his pocket when a whole section of celing collapsed,
dropping a battered bronze robot into the flight deck.

Terry pulled his blaster and Farrell legpt to his feet, scattering cards. ‘Who the hdl are you?



Chapter 19

Clunk got to his feet and looked up at the roof, sheking his head as he saw the broken pands. ‘I mugs
have taken awrong turn somewhere.” He turned to examine the two men. ‘I'm sorry, | don't think we ve
been introduced. I'm Clunk.’

Fardl’s face cleared. Y ou're the robot, right? Spacejock thought he'd lost you.’

‘He did, but | managed to get back aboard through the dead man’s hatch.” Clunk looked at the two
men. ‘And you are?

‘That's Terry, I'm Farrdl.’

‘| assume you're transferring the cargo to your vessel? Clunk reached up and tried to push the pand
back into place.

‘Yeah. Jling's orders.’

‘That explains the freighter outside.” Clunk frowned. ‘I didn't know Mr Jerling owned any like that.’

“You know Jerling?

‘Of course. | work for him!

Terry’'s hand vanished into his jacket.

Clunk peered at him. ‘I don't recal your face. Do you work for Mr Jerling too?

Fardl stepped forward and put his am around the robot’s shoulders. ‘Listen Clunk, why don’t you
go aboard our ship and make yoursdf comfortable?

‘Where's Mr Spacejock?

‘He' s gone aboard the Orbiter to buy anew pair of boots.’

Clunk’s eyebrows rose. ‘I didn’t know he had the money.’

‘| gave hm some”’

‘That was generous of you.’

‘1 couldn’t bear to see afdlow pilot in need.” Farrdll leaned closer. ‘Ligten, | can help you too.’

‘Thank you, but | don’'t need boots.’

‘Not that. | can take you back to Jerling”’

A pained look crossed Clunk’s face. ‘He ... he's not expecting me’

‘There's a change of plan. He needs your help.’

Clunk brightened. ‘ Redlly?

‘Sure. He has an important task for you.” There was a buzz, and Farrdl reached into his overals and
pulled out his commset. He flipped it open. ‘Yes?

‘Loading complete, Sr,’ said ametdlic voice.

Farrel returned the unit to his pocket. * Go ahead with Terry. I'll leave a note for Spacgjock explaining
everything.

Teary waked over to the tube and disappeared down the ladder. There was a dang and a muttered
curse as hisfoot dipped on the loose rung.

Clunk crossed the deck dowly and stopped a the top of the ladder. ‘It's a pity | couldn't say
goodbye to Hal”’

‘Cdl him later, said Farrdll, taking a gold pen out of his overdls.

Clunk hesitated.

“You can't day here. You know how impatient Jerling can be.’

After the robot had gone Farrdll patted his pockets, looking for something to write on. The only thing
he had was the deck of cards, so he peded off a joker and hesitated, pen at the ready. Then he grinned
and began to write.



On hisway back to the Gull, Hd strode out of thelift into the airlock, confident he'd subdued it the first
time through.

The door closed smartly behind him, and Ha grinned to himsdf. Amazing what a firm hand could do
when it came to unwilling machinery. Then he heard a sniffing sound.

‘Uh, oh!"” said the airlock.

Hd looked around, puzzled. ‘Whét isit?

‘Dangerous levels of bacteria detected. Please clear the airlock immediatdy.’

‘Onmy way,” said Hd, crossing to the exit. He pressed the button, but nothing happened. ‘Hey, let
me out!’

‘ Decontamination cycde commencing in three seconds. Please clear the airlock.’

‘Open the door!’

‘Two, sad the airlock.

It dawned on Hd that hisfirm hand had got him into trouble again.

‘One,’ sad the airlock. Immediately, a fine migt sprayed from concealed jets, a soapy gas which got
up Ha’s nose and worked its way under his eydids. Moments later, the hissng stopped and a blagt of
wam ar roared through the chamber, dearing it.

Hd opened hiswatering eyes. ‘Is that the best you can do?

There was aloud dlick behind him, and he turned just as a huge jet of water spurted from the wal. It
dammed into him, throwing him across the arlock and crushing hm againg the far wall. The water
stopped and a second jet opened up right under him, hurling him back across the airlock. After he'd
been thrown back and forth severd times the jets stopped and the water duiced awvay. Ha staggered
upright, his hair plastered to his forehead and his clothes sreaming with water. The outer door swept
open and he vagudly heard a pinging sound through the doshing noisein his ears.

‘Cycle complete’ sad the airlock. ‘Kleen-Aire Corporation would like to advise that DecoWash
Airlock Decontamination was devel oped without animd testing.’

Hd spat out a mouthful of foam and tugged the blaster off his belt. He amed at the nearest speaker
gille and pressed the contact, expecting to blast a samoking hole in the wall. Instead, the wet battery
discharged into his hand, sending a powerful jolt racing up his am and into his brain, which promptly
tried to legp through the top of his skull. Through the danging in his ears, he heard a sniffing sound.

‘Uh, oh" sad the arlock. ‘Dangerous levels of bacteria detected. Please clear the arlock
immediatdy.’

Hd jumped for the exit just as the heavy door began to close. He squeezed through the narrowing gap
and the door thudded to right behind him, cutting off a metdlic chuckle.

*

Fardl led Clunk across the Black Gull’s hold and waved him down the plank to the Volante. They
walked past rows of stacked crates to the front of the bigger ship's hold, where a door stood open.
Beyond was a cramped space, about the height of a man.

There was a thud behind them, and when Clunk looked round he saw a grey-painted cargo hauler
fallowing with a heavy, measured tread, head swiveling from side to Sde as it andysed threats.

‘1 think you'll find this dcove has dl the comforts you require,’ sad Farrdl, waving Clunk towards the
door.

Clunk crouched to look indgde. The back wal was crisscrossed with dozens of cable ducts and
studded with fuse boxes and light switches. ‘It's a bit amal.’

‘Nonsense,” sad Farrdl. ‘It's even got a power point so you can take a recharge. Hop in, I've got to
et the ship under way.’

Clunk quashed his reservations, ducked his head and stepped into the recess. Before he could turn
round, the door dammed behind him.

‘Don't try and escape!’ cdled Farrdl through the thin metd, as the tags snapped shut. ‘I'm leaving a
guard out here with a blagter.’



‘Why have you locked mein? asked Clunk, his voice echoing around the locker.

‘Jerling’s orders. He wants you safe and sound.’

Clunk crouched and peered through a row of ventilaion dots in the middle of the door. He saw the
grey robot outside, anding opposite the locker with a rifle clamped in its massive fids. It watched
Farrdl leave then turned to guard the door, its red eyes boring through the dots.

The ducting creaked as Clunk dumped againg the back wadl of the dcove. He imagined Jarling
jabbing acigar at him, lecturing him on obedience before feeding him into a crusher. He'd fdt so happy
after hisingenious escape from deep space, and now he wasin worse trouble than ever. He clenched his
fids as awave of frustration rushed through his circuits. It was't right!

Bang! His figs dammed onto the rear wdl, splintering a length of plagtic ducting. Clunk froze. Wilful
damage! Jerling would have him melted! Then he laughed quietly. What difference did it make? Muller
was going to scoop him out and crush him like atin can anyway.

With a mischievous glint in his eyes, he raised hisfigs and dammed them down on the ducting, gigding
a the splintering, cracking noises. He did it again and again until the insulation plit, forcing bare wires
together. There was a crackling flash of light as the high-voltage lines crossed, and Clunk was hurled
agang the thin metd door, which bowed outwards under his weight then popped open with a creak of
tortured metd. Clunk fdl headlong from the locker, sorawling on the hard deck. Ingtinctively, he covered
his head, expecting the hauler to open fire. When nothing happened he looked up, only to discover the
hold was completely dark.

Clunk switched to night vison and looked around. He saw the faint outline of the hauler barely two
metres away, saw itsarm come up as it raised the blaster. There was a flash of light and a bolt of energy
whanged off the floor right in front of Clunk’s nose, dmogt shocking his system into a total reset. He
heard the thud of the hauler's feet as it started waking towards him, and there was another flash as it
fired again. Thistime the bolt ricocheted over his head and dammed into the wal behind, burying itsdf in
the metd with a shower of sparks.

Clunk got to his hands and knees and scuttled behind a row of crates. Behind him, the hauler's
messured tread changed direction.

The Black Gull’s outer door opened dowly, groaning like a dozen ghosts with termind hangovers. Hd
walked through the arlock to the flight deck, where he found a broken roof pand on the floor and a
playing card propped on the console. ‘This had better be an apology,” he muttered, picking it up. He
read the firg sentence and looked up. ‘Hey, Clunk’sdl right! He came back!’

‘Correct,” sad the Navcom.

‘Farrdl’ s taking im home,” said Hdl, reading on. ‘It gets better! Jerling wants me to go straight back
to Seraph for another lot of cargo.’

‘Are you sure that’s wise?

‘Of courseitis | can fetch my cargo ramp at the same time’

‘But the Seraph military will be waiting for you.’

‘1 got around them last time”

‘Negative. Clunk got around them.’

‘He helped a bit. Nothing | couldn’'t do mysdlf.” Hal noticed a red light blinking on the console. ‘Is that
amessage?

‘Correct.’

‘Play it on monitor three” said Hal, looking into the tiny screen. A pale, round face appeared. ‘Vurdi!’
groaned Hal. Then he amiled. ‘Hey, who cares? | can pay him now!’

Vurd flicked a lock of hair off his forehead and blinked, his dark eyes gligening in the light. ‘Mr
Spacejock, | have just spoken to Portmaster Linten. | believe you know the gentleman? He tels me you
left to do a cargo run, which is both gratifying and totaly unexpected.’

‘That'swhat | told you, you stupid git, muttered Hdl.



‘And | thought you were lying to me’” Vurdi tapped hischin. ‘1 would like the name of your employer
as soon as possible, so that your fee can be pad directly to Garmit and Hash. Please cdl me back as
00N as you get this message.’

‘Some chance.’

Vurdi continued. ‘If | do not hear from you within one hour | will send Brutus to find you.’

The screen went blank. ‘Message terminated.’

Hd folded the playing card into a wad. ‘ Navcom, detach from the Orbiter and set course for Seraph.’

‘Without Clunk? Are you sure?

“Ves’

‘Complying under protest,” said the Navcom. ‘ Fifteen minutes to hyperspace.’

*

Fardl sat back in his chair and siretched. The viewscreen showed a patchwork of fidds, gradudly
increasing in Sze as the ship camein for alanding.

‘ETA fifteen minutes’ said the computer.

Tery glanced up at the screen. ‘Landing a your place?

Fardl nodded. ‘WE |l get the cargo trandferred into trucks. Once we've checked it off, I'll cdl
Gordon and let him know it cost me twice as much as expected.’

“You're doing wel out of this’

“You'll get adecent cut yoursdf.” Farrdl rubbed his chin. *Pity about Spacejock, he seemed a decent
sort. Jerling will probably have his ship.’

Tery grinned. ‘Don’t you worry about Spacejock. | fixed him good.’

“You what?

‘Left im alittle pressie, didn't |7

‘What are you taking about?

‘l planted a distorter on his junp drive. First tinme he uses it .. Terry
raised his fist and splayed his fingers. ‘Woosh.’

Farrell |ooked shocked. ‘You can't! | didn‘t authorise that!’

‘Sonetinmes you got to use initiative, right? I'm not having this Spacejoke
character after ne.’

‘1"ve got to warn him’ Farrell turned to the console. ‘Conputer —

‘I wouldn’t do that,’ said Terry.

Farrell’'s eyes narrowed. ‘What?’

“If you tell Spacejock about the bonmb, and he records the conversation ..

Farrel winced.

‘...none of your pals would save you,’ finished Terry. ‘Anyway, you re too
late. It’'s gone off by now.’

Something went thump in the bowels of the ship, sheking the flight deck.

‘What was that? sad Terry, pulling his blaster.

Farrel turned his head to lisen. ‘I think the robot just tried to get out of that cupboard.’

The sound of asngle blaster shot echoed through the ship.

‘Firs Spacejock, now the robot.” Terry grinned. ‘There go the loose ends.” His grin vanished as the
chatter of a heavy energy weapon echoed up from the hold. Thefiring stopped, and they heard the sound
of debris dattering back to the floor.

Terry ran for the personnd lift.

Fardl stared a him. ‘Where do you think you' re going?

‘Down to the hold.’

“You mug be joking. Have you any idea how fast that hauler’s reactions are? It'Il gun you down like a
rabbit!’

‘It can’t shoot me, I'm human.’

‘ Are you willing to gamble your life on that?



‘“What happensif Clunk gets hold of a wegpon and comes after us?

‘That's different. He can’t kill us ddiberately.” Farrdl glanced a the console. ‘Computer, have you
got video survelllance in the hold?

‘Yesgr.

‘Show me, please’

The main screen flickered and Farrdll squinted a the dark, cloudy image. A flash of laser fire lit the
scene, illuminating Clunk as he dodged behind a crate. The lumbering hauler followed, there was another
flash of fire and the crate exploded in a shower of wood and twisted metdl.

‘They’re destroying my cargo!’ shouted Farrell. * Get down there and take control!’

Terry blinked. “You said | could get shot.’

Farrdl shook his head. ‘ They won't hurt you.’

‘But ...

‘Scared of a couple of robots?

Terry’s jaw tightened. There was a moment’s silence, then he hefted his weapon and ran into the lift.

Farel grabbed hold of a microphone. ‘ Patch me through to the hold. Audio.’

‘Link enabled.’

‘Cease fire, cease fird’ shouted Farrell. He saw the hauler pause and look around. Then Clunk’s
head popped up above a crate and the hauler raised its gun.

‘Cease fird’ ydled Farrell.

The robot pulled the trigger and a blaze of light lit the scene. A large strip of wood exploded off the
top of the crate and the robot adjusted itsam and fired a burst, blowing a series of smoking holes across
the sde. The weakened timbers gave way and it fdl apart, reveding Clunk, who was crouching near the
ground with his hands over his ears. The hauler grinned and raised itsrifle.



Chapter 20

Wadter Jarling was dtting in his office, trying to invent a legitimaie excuse for skipping his senior
engineer’ s upcoming retirement party. It wasn't that the fdlow didn’t merit his presence, it was just that
evay retirement was one step closer to the end of his own career. By ignoring them atogether he could
cary on asif nothing were happening, asif none of his loyd saff were being replaced by young upstarts
fresh out of business college, men and women with dl the business smarts of a domestic robot.

Jerling' s gaze wandered around his office and settled on his novdty cigar lighter, sanding in the corner
like an obedient statue. Semi-obedient, he amended, remembering his panful forefinger. Idly, he
wondered whether the senior engineer was a cigar Smoker.

One of the recessed screens on his desk beeped, and Jerling looked down to see a waiting message.
It was from Regan Muller at Incubots. Jerling tapped the icon and Regan’s face appeared on the screen,
lit with flashes of red and blue light.

‘G'day Jerling, Regan here. The Peace Force just cdled me out; someon€e' s trashed my yard. | want a
number for your pilot, they think he might be involved. Oh, and that robot of yours did a runner. Cdl me
right back, en?

Jarling wiped the screen. He had more important things to ded with than a fugitive robot and a
careless fredancer. Regan could handleit.

The termind beeped again and a cdl waiting symbol popped up. He tapped the icon and a face
appeared — the head of his robot factory.

‘Good morning, Mr Jerling.” The man hesitated. ‘I didn’'t want to disturb you, but —'

‘Get it out.’

‘Do you remember those parts ... the shipment you organised?

‘Of course | do. Something wrong?

‘I don’t know, but the machinery’s set to go and the saff are due soon. Weren't the parts supposed
to be here firg thing?

‘Good God!" Jerling snatched the cigar from his mouth. Y ou mean they haven't arrived?

‘Not yet. That'swhy | caled, you see. | know you don't like having staff on wages with nothing to do,
and —'

‘Leave it to me’ Jaling blanked the screen and cdled up his address book, scattering ash on the
polished termind as he paged through it. ‘ Spacecow. Spacehog. Spacgjock — that's him. Jerling
clamped the cigar between his teeth and tapped the cdl icon. ‘ Better have a good excuse, son.’

*

The Black Gull’s engines throttled back to a murmur and the console speaker chimed twice.
‘Hyperspace in twenty seconds,” said the Navcom. ‘ Crosscheck the escape hatches and prepare for
jump.

Ha smothered a yawn and put his feet up on the console.

‘Ten seconds to hyperspace. Please be seated.’

For a moment or two, the flight deck was completely ill. Then a distant whining noise impinged on
the slence. Fant at firgt, the sound grew to athin wail which sought out Hal’ s teeth and drilled them one
by one.

‘Fve’ sad the Navcom.

Hd glanced down & the folded playing card in his hand, then looked around the flight deck.

‘Four.’

Ha spotted the wooden box full of chess pieces at the far end of the console. Carefully, he took am.

‘Three’



Hd let fly, and the folded card hit the Sde of the box and fdl to the deck.

‘“Two.” The console buzzed. * Jump suspended — incoming trangmisson.’

“Y ou mean we have to go through dl that nonsense again? Couldn't it wait?

‘It's an urgent cdl from Water Jerling.’

‘Aha, payday.” Hd sat up. ‘Come on, don't keep him waiting.’

Jaling's face appeared on the console screen, wreathed in cgar smoke. ‘Where's my cargo,
Spacejock?

‘It should be delivered any minute. Y ou gave me twenty-four hours, remember?

‘My people would have done it in twelve.” Jarling dragged on his cigar. ‘ Another thing, Regan Muller
tdls me the robot escaped. Have you got it?

‘| did, until it left with Farrell.’

‘Who the hel’s Farrell?

“Your pilot, of course’

Jarling shook his head. ‘1 don't have anyone cdled Farrell.’

‘But you cdled me when | got to Forg! You sad this guy Farrel was megting me at the Orbiter to
collect the cargo!”

‘Isthis some kind of joke? You ddiver that cargo to my factory, you hear?

Hd'’singdesturned cold. ‘But ... but Farrdl met me at the Orbiter with his ship. He took the crates!’

Jaling stared at the screen. Y ou gave away my cargo?

Hd nodded.

‘And the robot?

Hd nodded again.

‘“Mr Spacejock, I'm afar man. Get them back off this Farrell and ddiver them here within two hours,
and | will pay youinfull.

‘Andif | don't?

Jarling examined the glowing end of hiscigar. ‘I'll take your ship to cover my losses!’

Hd opened his mouth to argue, but the screen was blank. ‘Those lousy pirates stole my cargo,” he
muttered, baling his figs. * Those goddamn pirates stole my cargo!’

‘And Clunk,” said the computer.

‘It's your fault! You let them get away with it”” Ha glared at the console. “Why the hdl didn't you
check their ship’s ID in your database? Y ou should have known it wasn't one of Jerling'd’

‘My files are ten years old. | have no record of recent ships’

Hd scooped up the folded playing card and brandished it at the screen. * These people made me look
like an idiot! They stole my cargo, they pinched the robot and now they’re going to cost me my ship”’
Unfolding the card, he tore it into little pieces and threw them into the air.

‘If only they'd Ieft a clue,’ he said as the pieces fluttered to the deck.

*

Clunk rolled aside as the gun flashed, avoiding the lethd burst by millimetres Energy balts tore into the
decking and splattered him with whirling fragments of hot metd, and Clunk kept moving as bolts whizzed
and zipped dl around him.

The firing stopped as Clunk rolled behind a wal of crates. His rdief was short-lived — he could
dready hear the hauler’s measured tread as it moved into firing position. Legping to his feet, Clunk turned
and bolted. He ran full-tilt through the darkened hold, careening off wooden crates and metd uprights
and then ... BAM! He bounced off the rear wall and landed flat on his back.

Dazed, Clunk shook his head to clear the flashing error warnings. Sowly, he got to his knees, chiding
himsdf for his panic-stricken haste. Stedlth, that was the answer!

With a click, he activated his night vison. Immediately, his sensors were flooded with wavery green
light. Clunk turned his head dowly, trying in van to spot his opponent. He tried his audio receptors, but
the ship's pulsng engines and the background hiss from his degraded circuits drowned any noise from the



hauler. He played with his audio filters, trying to remove the background noise of the ship. All he got was
more static.

Sowly, Clunk’s head dropped. He couldn’t touch, taste or amdl the other robot, he was unarmed and
he was trapped.

Then his head came up. What would Hd do in this Stuation? What sort of plan would he come up
with? The answer came to him: Digtract the hauler, escape the hold, capture the ship, turn everyone in to
the authorities and collect a massve reward. Clunk grinned. Y es, that was a Spacejock plan. Still, even if
it was a touch optimigtic, he could do his best.

He dropped to the deck and crawled to a stack of crates, where he ran his fingers over the rough
wood, feding for holes. There were severd jagged edges where the hauler’s shots had torn into the
crate, and Clunk worked the timber until he could insert his hand.

He fdt through the packing materid and hisfingers brushed a hard, round object the Sze of an orange.
He st it on the floor and delved into the crate again. A minute or two later he had a smdl pile of the
items. He stashed a couple in his chest compartment and took one in each hand, then he got to his feet
and stared around the hold. No movement. Drawing his am back, he threw one of the bdls into the
darkness. Seconds later, there was a crash of broken glass followed by wild flashes of gunfire.

Clunk dipped away, fallowing the wal. He reached a corner, and threw another bdl, hurling it into the
opposite corner of the hold. Gunfire arced out of the darkness, catching the bal in mid-air and blowing it
gpart in a shower of sparks.

Sedthily, Clunk made his way dong the wall. Hafway to the next corner he froze. The floor had
darted to vibrate, and the crates nearby were cresking and jiggling. A keen whidling filled the hold, a
rushing, hissng sound like a strong wind blowing through fine netting. Clunk frowned — the ship was
dropping through the planet’s atmosphere. Time was running ouit.

He took one of the balls from his chest cavity and threw it. Nothing happened. Clunk reached for the
last bdl, then stopped. If the outsde noise was drowning out the sound of the bdls landing, it would
probably mask the sound of his footsteps.

He broke into a run, one hand dragging againg the wal in case he passed an opening without seeing it.
Near the far end, his foot dammed into the buckled dcove door, ill lying on the floor where it had
fdlen. The door skidded away and crashed into a crate.

‘1 can hear you, little robot!” roared the hauler.

Clunk ran after the door and retrieved it, then turned to the wal. He could just see the alcove, a dark
rectangular hole. Without stopping to think, he backed ingde and pulled the buckled door into postion
behind him. In the darkness of the hold, he thought, it might just be enough.

He leaned forward to peer through the ventilation dots. At that moment, the overhead lights winked
on. Clunk hedlily switched off his night vison, then gazed through the door. At first he couldn’t see much
through the swirling smoke which filled the hold. Then his eyes adjusted and he saw blistered scorch
marks on the wdls where the robot’s wild gunfire had struck, and the blasted remains of hdf a dozen
shattered crates. Clunk shook his head dowly. Mr Jerling was not going to be happy.

He saw something move on the far sde of the hold, and adjusted his gaze. Terry was standing near the
inner door, looking around the hold apprehensively. One hand was poised over the lighting panel. The
other gripped a powerful-looking gun.

Hd stared a the scattered pieces of playing card with a hollow feding. Hed been that close to
completing the job, paying off Vurdi and saving his ship, only to have some rotten crook come in and
snatch everything away. He winced as he remembered the message written on the card. How could he
have been so stupid? They didn't want him for another job, they’d been getting him out of the way so
they could escape with the cargo!

He frowned. Maybe the authorities could help? ‘ Navcom, get me the Orbiter.’

‘Which department?



‘Law enforcement,” said Ha grimly. With a bit of luck he could have Farrell arrested — or better ill,
shot on Sght.

‘Complying. Contact established.’

‘Thisis the Forg Orbiter. How can | help you?’

‘| want to report atheft, sad Hdl.

“Which ship, please?’

‘The Black Gull

‘And where are you calling from?’

‘I'm aboard my ship,” said Hd.

‘And which ship is that?’

‘The Black Gull, of course,” said Hd in surprise. “How many ships do you think I’ ve got?

There was a pause. ‘ But you said it was stolen, sir.’

‘Not my ship! They stole my cargo!’

‘“Where was this, Sr?’

‘On board the Orbiter.’

‘“How much cargo are we talking about?’

‘About two hundred wooden crates. | saw the bastards who took it, too. These guys were cdled
Fardl and Terry. Of course | didn’t know they were deding it. It was fdse pretences.’

‘How's that, Sir?’

‘Wl, Jerling cdlled and told me to hand his cargo over to these two goons,” began Hd. ‘Only it can’t
have been Jarling, and these guys don't work for him.!

There was along sllence.

‘Are you getting this? demanded Hal.

‘I'mwriting it all down in full, sir. Please continue.’

‘Wl, they docked with my ship and unloaded the cargo. | went into the Orbiter for some boots. By
the way, | want to complain about the food.’

‘I'll need another form for that, sr.’

‘Anyway, when | came back they’ d stolen the cargo. And they took the robot, too.’

“Which robot?’

‘The robot | lost in space. Hefdl out the cargo hold.’

‘Anything dse stolen?’

‘No.’

‘Right, sr. I’'ve made out a full report and I'll file it straight away. Rest assured I'll put my best
people onto it.

“You do that and | won't mention that disgusting mess your g&ff are serving in the food hall.”

‘Done, gr. It'sadeal”

‘Over and out,” said Hal.

Jugt before the speaker cut out he heard the didinctive sound of a piece of paper being screwed up.
Hd sghed. It was dl too late, anyway. His cargo was probably stashed away in some shed, ready for
trandfer into new containers and a quick trip to another planet. If only they’d left some kind of clue to
their identity! He frowned as he remembered something about Farrell’s playing card, some sort of crest
or heading printed on the back.

‘Itsadue’ he shouted, dropping to his knees and gathering the torn pieces. He stood and lad the
bits of tattered card on the console with shaking fingers. Gradudly he assembled enough pieces to read a
name. ‘Nosica gergforb!” He frowned. * Sounds like ared den of thieves'’

The Navcom spoke up. ‘I believe a rearrangement of the pieces might prove fruitful.’

Hd swapped a few pieces around until the correct name appeared: Forgberg Casino. ‘Navcom, get
landing authority. We're going to get Jarling's cargo back.’

‘What about Clunk?

“Yeah, hmtoo | suppose.’



Farel strode dong the Volante’s lower passageway to the cargo hold's inner door. He raised his hand
to the controls, hesitated, then put his ear to the door instead. He heard nothing over the background
rumble of the ship’s engines. No screaming, no gunfire, no lundic robots engaged in one-on-one battle.
Nothing.

Farel reached for the blagter at his hip. ‘Damn,” he muttered, as his fingers closed on thin ar. Terry
hed gone in with enough weaponry to start a revolution, and had promptly vanished. There was no way
he was entering the hold unarmed.

He jumped as the overhead speaker buzzed. ‘Ten minutes to landing, said the computer loudly. *All
humans to be secured.’

‘Canyou circle? cdled Farrdll.

‘Negative, ground control has locked us into a guided flight path. Landing cannot be delayed, please
be seated immediatdy.’

‘Tdl them it's an emergency, they’ll have to wait.’

‘What is the nature of this emergency?

‘I don’t know. Tdl them it's a computer problem.’

‘There is nathing wrong with my circuits, said the computer coldly. ‘Landing will proceed as planned.
Take a seat or suffer the consequences.’

‘Bloody computers, muttered Farrell. He pressed the upper button, stepping aside as the door hissed
open. Directly ahead, awdl of crates blocked his view into the hold. He poked his head through the
opening, looked left and right, and withdrew. There were no cries of discovery and nothing was fired at
him, so he entered the hold cautioudy, dill looking left and right.

Smoke hung in the air, shot through with beams from the overhead lights, and a sharp smell of burnt
wood overwhemed the more common spaceship amdl of ail, hot metd and eectronics. To his right,
severd blasted crates leaned drunkenly againgt the wall, thear twisted contents scattered across the
decking. There was less damage in the other direction, so he went that way.

As he moved adong the row of crates, he heard a voice on the other side. ‘ Terry?

‘Over herel’

Farrdl’s feet scrunched on the charred fragments littering the floor, his face getting redder and redder
as he stepped over buckled robot parts. Every damaged piece was another chunk of his money gone,
and by the time he rounded the corner he was ready to explode.

Terry was halding his blaster on Clunk, who was lying face down in a puddle of ubricant. The hauler
crouched nearby in aready position, wegpons pointing a the floor. Farrell walked up to it and stared into
its eyes, which glowed with a murderous red light. *You destroyed thousands of credits worth of cargo,
you tin-headed moron!’

There was a creak as the robot’ s claw tightened on its weapon.

‘Careful, Farrdl, muttered Terry.

‘Put your toys away and pick that up,” growled Farrdll, jabbing hisfinger a Clunk.

After a brief hestation the hauler dung the pulse rifle across its back and holstered the blaster, then
bent down and grabbed Clunk by the ankle, heaving him into the ar in one fluid mation.

‘Follow me said Farrell. He strode to the rear of the hold and grabbed a handset off the wal.
‘Altitude?

‘“Two thousand metres, said the ship's computer. ‘You mudt be seated, we are landing in five
minutes’

‘Shut up and hover!” Farrdl put a hand out to steady himsdf as the ship tilted. ‘ Open the rear cargo
door.’

‘Confirm please’

‘Open the rear cargo door.’

‘Complying.’

There was a hiss as the door swung open, and Farrdl stepped back as the wind swirled around the



hold. He turned to face the cargo hauler, which was dill holding Clunk upside down by one leg. * Throw it
out!” he shouted above the roar of the engines, jerking his thumb towards the door.

The hauler walked to the edge and stopped with Clunk swinging gently from its raised arm. It looked
out of the hold, then siwung its am and threw Clunk out of the ship. Farrell glanced over the edge and
saw the afternoon sun glinting off the robot asit spiraled away.

‘Shut the rear doors,” said Farrell into the handset. As they closed, he placed the handset back in its
cradle and walked away.

Tery cdled to him. *What's Gordon going to say about the cargo? Some of these crates are fdling to
pieces’

‘Get that trigger-happy freak to put them back together,” sad Farrdl over his shoulder.

*

The flight deck thrummed as the Black Gull dowed to approach speed. Hd was gtting at the console
with folded arms, garing into space and pondering the chalenges awaiting him on Forg.

The Navcom's voice burst from the speaker. ‘Landing in Sxty seconds. Please assume emergency
brace postion.’

Ha smothered a yawn and glanced up at the clock.

‘| repesat, emergency brace postion.’

‘Have you ever heard the story of the boy who cried wolf?

‘| fal to see the connection.’

‘ Save the warnings for when they're redlly needed.’

‘The gravity on this planet is twenty per cent over the standard.’

‘S0?

‘Do the words *heavy landing’ mean anything to you?

Hd's eyes widened. ‘Heavy landing? He sat up and grabbed the front of the console. ‘How heavy,
exactly?

The engine roar doubled in volume and Ha sank into the padded seat under a colossd weight. The
flight deck creaked ominoudy under the strain, and the lights flickered as dl available power was diverted
to the engines.

‘What sort of noise does awolf make? asked the Navcom.

‘What? said Hd through clenched teeth.

‘1 was wondering what awolf sounds like’

Ha looked up with an effort. *Now is not the time to further your education. Land the damn ship.’

There was adanging sound. ‘Incoming transmisson.’

‘Any chance you can gtick to the same noise each time?

‘Impossible’

‘All right, play it.

‘This is Forg spaceport,” sad afemde voice. ‘| take it we have the pleasure of addressing Mr
Hal Spacejock?’

“You sure do.’

‘I’ve got a memo here from Portmaster Linten of Lamira. He tells me you're an arsonist.

‘1 had a misunderstanding with one of his robots.’

‘Yes, | hear the fire is still burning out of control. Now, can you give me a good reason why |
should let you land here?’

‘Land? WEe're not going to land, we're going to bounce!’

‘“What?’

‘“We're dowing as fast as we can. According to my computer it's not fast enough.’

There was a muttered conversation at the other end of the connection before the voice came back.
Hold on, gr! Activating right laterals on my mark. Three ... Two ... One. ... Firel’

Hd grabbed the console as the ship legpt Sdeways. ‘What the —



‘WEe ve been diverted away from the landing fidd,” said the Navcom.

‘And?

‘We're heading for a rubbish dump. Impact in five seconds. Emergency brace.’

Hd leaned forward onto the console, resting his head on his folded arms. The engines cut out and the
ghip hit, damming him down in his seat. Dugt rained down from the calling, and a few seconds later the
ship tipped sdeways, settling on adight angle.

There was a dithering, rustling sound outside.

‘Landing successful,’” said the Navcom. ‘Local time 6.45 p.m.’

‘What' s that noise?

‘“We made a hole in the rubbish. The sdes are fdling in on top of us’

‘Can wefly out?

‘If we use the engines, debris will be sucked into the vents. We could start afire’

Hd snorted. ‘Who cares? It's arubbish tip. Get us out of here.’

The engines roared and the ship rose into the air, flame blagting from its landing jets.

There was aringing noise.

‘Thisis Forg spaceport calling the Black Gull. Please reply.’

‘Thisisthe Gull, said Hal. *We're fine. The rubbish cushioned our landing.’

‘That was the intention,” said the operator. ‘ Please don’t move, our retrieval crews are on the
way.’

‘Retrieva crews?

‘Yes. If you take off you'll set fire to the tip and it will burn for weeks. St tight and we'll dig
you out.” The speaker clicked as the operator disconnected.



Chapter 21

Beep, beep, beep! Beep, beep, beep!

Clunk groaned and opened hiseyes. A disant memory came back — a haggard-looking programmer
trying to explain the symptoms of a hangover with the help of a bucket and a glass of dcoholic beverage.
Now, with his sght wavering and wobbling like a dodgy display screen, it dl made perfect sense.

Clunk raised his hand to brush a his eyes, and was shocked at the effort required to move his arm. It
fdt like he'd aged a hundred years! Then he spotted the rigng bubbles.

‘Beep, beep, beep!” went his leakage monitor, as water trickled in through hisworn sedls.

Clunk looked up. The surface was severd metres above him, and he had the svimming ability of a
brick. He glanced around, but there was no discernible dant to the sandy bed under his feet. Sampling
the water, he discovered that it was fresh. A lake, then. The Volante had been approaching Forgberg,
which meant he was in one of the lakes surrounding the capitd city. Unfortunately, there were dozens,
ranging in width from a few hundred metres to severd kilometres, and it would do him no good to set off
in the wrong direction.

For a split second he considered giving up. All he had to do was lie down and let the water flow in.
Then his stubborn sde took over: Mr Spacejock was bound to bein trouble, and he would need help to
get out of it. Anyway, what kind of robot left a humean to its own devices?

Inspiration struck. He had a map of the planet in memory, dl he had to do was plot his location on it
and find the nearest shore. Working quickly, he tuned his receivers to a couple of satdlites and the Forg
Orbiter. Within seconds he'd triangulated his position on the map, which rotated to display the shortest
route to shore.

Getting to his feet, Clunk began the dow trudge across the lake bed, leening forward as if he were
fighting a strong headwind. His legs rose and fdl like solid pistons as they drove him across the undulating
sand. Curious fish swam past, shooting him cold, suspicious glances before vanishing with a flick of their
tals

‘Beep, beep, beep!” went the leskage darm, more inggtent now that water was reeching critical
components. Already, Clunk had logt feding in his legs, and only by looking down could he confirm that
they were dill moving.

Fndly, his head broke the surface. The shore was only metres away, a grassy dope surrounded by
lush green bushes. Hurrying forward, Clunk staggered up the dippery bank, dripping mud and dime and
blinded by weeds and grit.

As he was wiping the muck from his eyes and ears, he became aware of frantic screams and loud,
panicky shouting.

Blinking to clear the lagt of the mud, Clunk looked around to see what was happening. The fird thing
he saw was two humans running towards a row of trees, screaming faintly and scattering serviettes and
plagic cutlery in ther haste. On the ground nearby lay a picnic rug, a wicker basket and severd
overturned bowls and plates.

‘Wait!” cdled Clunk, hurrying after them to cam them down. ‘I'm just a robot!” At least, that's wha
hetried to say. Thanks to the water in his mouth his reassuring words emerged as a series of hair-rasing
groans.

The terrified humans took one look at the giff-legged, am-waving figure and ran even faster. They
vanished into the trees and there was a bang of car doors followed by the whine of a groundcar departing
a speed.

Clunk lowered hisarms. So much for trying to reassure them.

He glanced a the picnic rug with its generous piles of food. His firg thought was thet it was a terrible
waste. His second was that while he couldn’t eat the food himsdf, HA might appreciate it. So, casting the
occasond furtive glance at the nearby trees, Clunk hurried round gathering up supplies. When he'd



finished brushing dirt off bread rolls, wiping grass and sand off pickled onions and digging gravel out of
the diced pork he wrapped everything in the cleanest paper serviette he could find and jammed it into his
thigh compartment. Feding pleased with himsdlf, Clunk set off for the trees and the road beyond.

*

Hd stepped off the spaceport beltway and entered a car rentd office. The counter was manned by a tdl
youth with amop of dark hair, who watched Hal’s approach with anticipation, his face contorted into a
huge wecoming amile.

‘Good afternoon, ar! What brings you into this fine establishment?

‘1 need a car. Jud for today.’

‘Certanly, gr. That's eighty credits, and I'll need your gpprova on this’

Hd reached for a pen and scrawled on the insurance waiver. He dropped severd credit tiles on top
and handed it back.

The youth glanced at the sgnature and did a key-tag over the counter. ‘Bay 7C, Mr Jaling. Enjoy
your stay on Forg.’

Hd nodded, scooped up the key and waked outside. There was a brown haze in the ar and he
coughed as the smoke got into his throat. He crossed the road into the company’s parking lot and
walked dong a row of gleaming groundcars. As he approached the last row he heard a rumble and
looked up. A spaceship was lifting off atop a pillar of white smoke, rigng higher and higher in the late
afternoon sky. He watched it until the trail began to disspate and the ship hung in the sky like an evening
dar.

‘Lucky bastards,” muttered Hd. ‘ One day I'll have a ship that can do that.’

Once the ship was out of sight, Ha looked around for his rental. He spotted it nearby, a deek mode
with a raked-back canopy and twin chromed exhausts. Hd grinned, mentaly thanking Farrel for the
credit chips. Nothing but the best where crooks were concerned.

He dimbed in, settled in the soft lesther seat and surveyed the driving controls. It didn't take long
because the pand was bare apart from a handful of buttons and switches. Unsure of his next move, Ha
cleared his throat. ‘Hello?

The dash flickered into life and the car began to vibrate. * Good afternoon, Sr or madam. What is your
destination?

‘Gergforb ... | mean, Forgberg casino.’

‘A fine choice, gr or madam,” said the car, asit rose and headed for the exit. *‘Would you care for
some raxing music during your trip?

‘Sure’

A section of pandling did aside, reveding a compact musc centre. Ha reached for the controls and
selected aclasscd dation as the car joined the flowing traffic outside the rental car park.

The car piped up again. ‘Our journey will take twenty minutes a an average speed of three hundred
kilometres an hour. Now, Sr or madam, is there anything else | can do for you?

Hd nodded. ‘Yep.

‘And what would that be? asked the car.

“You can shut the hdl up so | can hear the music’

‘Understood, Sr or madam.’

The car accelerated hard, trembling dightly as the motor poured on the power. Behind it, a tal column
of smoke rose above the spaceport as the rubbish dump burned out of control.

*

Clunk stopped and eyed the road ahead suspicioudy. Severa four-legged creatures were gathered in a
group dongsde the strip of turf, cropping the grass with bored looks on their placid faces. His database
assured him they were harmless cows, but the Incubots incident had aready taught him a vaugble lesson



about rdying on databases for his knowledge.

Clunk took a step towards the cows and the nearest raised its head to below a him: a loud, groaning
sound that ended with a gurgle and a belch. A srong feding of resentment washed through Clunk’s
crecuits Why couldn’t they leave him aone? He looked down at the brown and green gunk that caked
his lower legs like a pair of muddy boots. It was bad enough being hunted around a darkened cargo
hold. Worse 4ill to be tossed out of a spaceship in mid ar and plummet thousands of metres to land in
the bottom of alake. But having to walk through a minefidd of doppy, ankle-deep fly-encrusted cowpats
and ded with the loud rumblings of four-legged mammas was the last straw.

Clunk heard the growing whidle of a groundcar approaching from behind. Already, hdf a dozen had
passed by, taking as much notice of his frantic waving as they had of the grazing cows. Until now he'd
moved out of the way every time, but after watching them skim over the cows he redised the vehicles
were fitted with collison avoiders. Logicd redly, and he was annoyed a himsdf for not meking the
deduction earlier. If groundcars had no way of avoiding the large ruminants, the highway would have
huge fences down both sides to keep them out instead of being open to the country. Either that, or the
roads would be littered with pieces of cow.

The car approached rapidly, throwing twin cones of light down the highway, and Clunk fet an itching
between his shoulder blades. Resgting the temptation to duck, he kept waking down the middle of the
road, assuming the car would pass over him.

It didn't.

As a new robot, Clunk’s reflexes would have kept him out of trouble. As an old robot, caked with
manure and oozing pond weed from his joints, he was barely quick enough to get his head out of the
way.

Moving at three hundred kilometres per hour, the groundcar struck Clunk a glancing blow on the
shoulder. His sdeways dive turned into a mid-air flip, huling him into the short, cropped grass of the
highway. Fortunately, the car had only grazed his shoulder, doing little damage. Unfortunately, the cows
hed been there fird.

It took severd handfuls of grass before Clunk could see properly again. Then, doggedly, he got to his
feet and walked on, stepping over liberd cowpats and swetting at the torpid flies that buzzed around his
head. Although they couldn’'t hurt him, he had a humantlike urge to grab something smdler than himsdf
and beat the living crap out of it.

‘Mool

Clunk looked up. One of the cows was standing across the road, and beyond it sat the groundcar,
pulled over to one sde of the road. Redising hisluck had changed at last, Clunk hurried towardsiit.

*

The groundcar raced over the undulations in the grassy highway, riang and fdling like a boat in a swell.
The setting sun barely warmed Hal's face, and he adjusted the dimate control until the ar blowing from
the vents fdt warmer. The new-car amdl got stronger as he sat back in the comfortable chair and
breathed in.

He had no idea what he was going to do when he got to the Forgberg Casino, but a least he was
getting therein syle.

The heedlights clicked on, throwing powerful cones of light ahead of the car and turning the twilight on
ather Sde into darkness. The white-painted posts holding up the highway's centrd barrier flashed past,
and Ha yawned and reached for the radio controls. Soft ingrumentd music filled the cabin and he leaned
back in the comfortable, supportive seat and closed his eyes.

There was a chiming sound, and he opened one eye and saw an orange light blinking on the dash. He
peered through the windscreen and saw severa large cows grazing on the highway ahead. As the car
bore down on them, they raised ther heads, chewing rhythmicaly, their eyes liquid in the bright
headlights.

A solit second before impact, the car shot into the air. *Wurg!” said Hal as he left his somach behind.



‘Bor!” he exdamed as the car dropped on the far Sde of the creatures. Having done its job, the orange
light stopped flashing.

Hd was just about to close his eyes agan when he saw something in the distance, caught in the
powerful glare of the headlights. A muddy figure was limping dong the middle of the highway, stepping
over cowpats. Further up the road another herd of cows was cropping the grass.

There was a dang of metal-on-meta as the figure vanished under the front of the car, which shot into
the air to clear the cows. Stunned, Ha looked back at the falen figure, which was lying face down in the
grass dongdde the road. As it faded into the distance, he saw it getting to its feet, ydlow eyes blazing.
Hd frowned at a sudden memory: the same eyesin a crinkled bronze face.

Glowing yelow eyes.

‘Stop!” he ydled.

The car andlysed the leve of emotion in Hal’s voice, and a millisecond later it activated the brakes.
The reverse-thrust unit could bring the car to a complete hdt in two seconds fla, but despite the warning
dtickers plastered dl over the cabin, Hal hadn't bothered with the bulky-looking safety harness. He had a
solit second to regret this decison before he found himsdf hurtling towards the front of the car. The
emergency force fidd activated just before Hal smashed through the windscreen, and the blue glow
caught and hed him neetly initstingly embrace before dropping him to the dash with a thud. He was just
gtting up, dazed, when a metd finger tapped on the canopy.

‘Areyou dl right in there? said a concerned voice, muffled by the thick perspex.

Hd looked up and saw Clunk peering through the canopy. An expression of surprise washed over the
robot’s muddy face, followed by alook of joy. ‘Mr Spacegjock, it's you!’

Hd opened the door and gripped his nose as an overpowering smdl of cow dung wafted in. ‘ Pfwar!’
he cried. ‘That's not mud!’

“You never found out where he was taking my cargo? asked Hd increduloudy. He was gtting as far
from Clunk as possible, which was not very far in a groundcar. Despite repeated dunkings in a muddy
puddle, the robot stank of manure.

‘He said he was working for Jerling. When he locked me up | thought it was just a punishment.”

‘I bet I’d have twigged what he was up to,” said Hdl. ‘I’d have busted out of that cupboard, captured
the ship and flown it sraight to Jerling’'s’

‘And earned a massive reward.’

‘That too,” agreed HAl.

‘Before teg, naturdly.

‘Eh?

‘And after tea, you'd have eradicated dl known diseases and brought peace to dl mankind.” Clunk
opened his thigh compartment and took out the soggy serviette. * Speaking of tea, | thought you'd like
this’

‘Where did you find it? asked Hal, eyeing the contents with suspicion.

‘When | came out of the lake | scared off a couple having a picnic. They Ieft dl ther food behind.’

Hd took the sarviette and sniffed. *Hey, this amdls good! Thanks!’

“You're welcome.’

‘It's good to have you back,” sad Hd, dapping him on the shoulder. ‘I thought you'd be stuck in
Space forever.

Therobot glared a him. ‘1 notice you didn’t bother looking for me’

‘Me? Farrdl told me he was getting up a search party!’

‘The same Farrdl who just threw mein alake?

‘Yeah, that'shim/

‘| thought | was going to burn up in the planet’s atmosphere,” said Clunk quietly.

‘Wdl you didn't, did you? Hd pressed a button on the dashboard and the drains of an ancient



concerto filled the cabin. He sat back and closed his eyes, waving a chicken drumgtick in time to the
music. He was just deding with a particularly twiddly bit when the sound faded away. He glanced at the
dashboard, where the orange light was flashing on and off. ‘Hang on to your seat,” he said. ‘More cows.’

‘Mind you don’t run into them,” said Clunk. ‘1 wouldn’t want to see the poor creatures hurt.’

Instead of rigng into the air, the groundcar dowed. Ahead, they saw thetall lights of another vehicle,

‘What's going on? asked Hd asthey closed on it. *Why are they crawling dong like that?

Clunk peered ahead through the perspex bubble. ‘ There are severd people in there’

Ha’s jaw tightened. ‘ This could take ages. How do we tdl our car to go over them?

‘“You can't do that,’ said Clunk. ‘Exposure to anti-gravity fidds can have serious long-term hedth
effects’

‘How come we can drive over cows?

“Humans have one set of rules for themsaves and a different set for everything dse’

‘There mugt be some way | can make thisthing go over them,” said Hal, pressing buttons and flipping
switches on the dashboard.

Clunk saw Hal reaching for a large red button. ‘1 wouldn't press that one, Mr —' There was a loud
bang and the perspex canopy blew off, leaving a narrow gtrip across the dash for awindshield.

‘At leadt it amdls better!” shouted Ha over the rushing wind.

Clunk looked a him with an unreadable expression.

‘Now what are they doing? muttered Hd as the car ahead dowed even more. ‘Why can't we
overtake it?

‘Do you see that fence down the centre of the highway? said Clunk. ‘On this planet, groundcars are
controlled by a centrd traffic computer. If you get too far from that fence they cease to respond and you
dieinaraging firebal. No, you cannot overtake it.’

Hd dragged a smdl manud out of the glove box and flipped the index to “W’.

‘“What are you looking for? asked Clunk.

‘Weaponry.’

“You won't find weaponry in a groundcar manud.’

‘No?

‘No. Try amament instead.’

Hd flipped the pages. ‘Here we are: “The Chieftain Mk V11 can be fitted with twin pulse lasers or a
sngle, centre mounted photon cannon.” What's the asterisk? Damn! “Excludes Government and Rental
cars”’ He turned a few pages. ‘Manud controls, eh? Hd read a couple of sentences, then glanced a
the dash. He saw the knob he was looking for and gave it a twist, bringing the groundcar to a halt.
“Take the control gtick from the glove box, insart in mounting point A for left-handed or B for
right-handed driving position.” Pessit over, Clunk.’

The robot fished around in the glove box and came up with a short, stubby stick with a red button on
one end and a bdl joint on the other.

Hd took the stick and dotted it into a hole in the dash. He let go to put the manud away and the stick
drooped, hitting the dash with a thud. Then it began to whirr, lifing steadily until it stuck up from the
dashboard, quivering dightly.

‘Manud mode activated,” said avoice.

Clunk eyed the stick with distaste. ‘Y ou're not going to touch that, are you?

‘Desperate times, desperate measures,” said Hal, gripping the joystick. He pushed, and the car legpt
forward. They raced dong for a minute or two before the road went round a sharp bend.

‘Perhaps you should change back to automatic,” said Clunk as the car swerved across the road and
mowed down arow of bushes.

Hd glared & him. ‘I’'m apilot. | can drive a groundcar any —'

‘Look out!” ydled Clunk.

Hd stared through the windscreen, eyes widening as he saw the huge archway ahead. There was a
heavy-duty barrier blocking the way, and Hal pulled desperately on the stick to dow the speeding car,
bringing it to a hat with only millimetres between the front of the car and the circular Toll Booth Sgn in



the middle of the barrier.

There was a window a the base of the arch. Something moved, and then a door opened and a
uniformed guard stepped out. He ran his gaze dong the groundcar, flicked a glance a Clunk then
concentrated on Hal. * Just get our license, did we Sr?

‘I'min ahurry, officer. If you could just raise the barrier ...’

The guard looked up and down the deserted road, then put out his hand. ‘Ffty credits’

‘Hfty creditsl What for?

‘Let’scdl it avoluntary contribution to the s&ff party.’

‘Let’scdl it abribe, muttered Hal.

‘A hundred creditswill do nicdly, Sr. Don't want any trouble, do we?

‘I think you should pay,” said Clunk.

‘I know, 1 know.” Ha took a handful of tiles from his pocket, and was just about to sdlect the right
amount when a large hand darted out and took the lot. ‘Hey!’

The guard touched his cap. ‘Welcome to Forgberg, gaming capitd of the universe’

The barrier rose out of the way and Hal pushed the joystick forward, gill muttering under his bregth.

‘And gtick to the speed limit, called the guard as they drove off.



Chapter 22

The road beyond the archway was paved, and overhead street |ights bathed the
chunky whi t ewashed houses with a sickly orange glow Hal pushed the car hard, and
after a while the houses thinned out, giving way to larger, nore elaborate
dwel lings set back from the road on lush green |lawns and surrounded by tall
fences tipped with razor wre.

He saw a olash of red light as the car ahead dowed to take a Sde street. Hal shook his fig as they
drove past, and would have stood up and ydled at them if Clunk hadn’t grabbed hisarm.

A few hundred metres up the road they saw an eectronic billboard with the words: “You should have
turned right!” in huge white lettering. Ha dowed the car, and the billboard displayed a group of smart
young people standing beside a shiny poker machine, their hands overflowing with credit tiles. ‘ Forgberg
Casno — where thewinners are,” said the caption.

Hd yanked at the controls and the car rotated on the spot and accelerated back towards the turning.
At the junction he dammed the gtick to the l€ft, hurling the car round with a loud whine from the engine.

‘Do you dways drive like this? asked Clunk, as they roared down the narrow strest.

‘Only when I'min ahurry.’

They caught up with the dower car, but before Ha could nudge it off the road they were passng a
row of shops.

‘Seems to be a popular name around here; sad HA, as they passed the Hindhfig Liquor Barn,
Hinchfig Robot Shop and the Hinchfig Car Wash.

‘ Gordon Hinchfig is an important busnessman. He's dmog as rich as Mr Jarling.’

‘Leeches, muttered Hd. ‘If you ask me —

He was interrupted by a gentle chiming sound.

‘What was that?

‘Do not be darmed,” said a voice from the dashboard. ‘Y our vehicle will be placed in a queue, and
you will be attended by the firs available operator.’

‘Don’'t you hate that? muttered Hal.

The voice continued. ‘When you approach the casno your vehicle will pause, dlowing you to
disembark. Please do not delay, as thiswill inconvenience other patrons waiting in line behind you.’

“You're inconveniencing me now,’ said Hal.

‘ Autometic mode in ten seconds,” said the voice.

Hd took his hands off the control stick and sat back.

Clunk looked at him. *You can't let go yet. They said ten seconds.’

Hd grinned and pressed his knee againg the stick. The car swerved.

‘That's irresponsible; sad Clunk.

‘Stop me, then,” said Hal, nudging it again. Ahead, a giant neon-lit archway spanned the road like a
fagt food logo on steroids. ‘Welcome to the Forgberg Casino!’ screamed the lettering in twenty-three
shades of orange. ‘Gaming House of the Galaxy!” howled another in nine shades of green.

‘Automatic engaged, said a voice, as they passed under the arch. ‘My name is Tony, and I'm your
operator for this evening. Come on folks, say ‘Hi, Tony!"”’

Hd cursed under his breath.

‘I can't hear you!’ said the voice brightly. ‘Come on, nice and clear.’

Hd leaned forward. ‘Bugger off, Tony.’

‘Now that’s not very nice; said the voice. ‘I’'m only doing my job.’

‘And you're meking aright hash of it; said Hal. ‘Now clear off and leave us done’

‘Fine’ said the voice coldly. ‘Please gather your possessions and prepare to leave your vehide. And
don't break your neck when you step out.’



Ahead, a wide marble staircase flowed down from an imposing glass entrance. Above the row of
doors, backlit red letters spelled out the words ‘Forgberg Casino’. On ether Sde of the Saircase were
planters containing pam trees and potted flowers, softening the hard marble.

Thewhite car stopped ahead of them, and a pair of red-coated attendants legpt forward and opened
the doors. A portly couple got out, the man squeezed into a tuxedo and black trousers, the woman
amod hidden under a profusion of furs and gligening jewdlery.

‘Come on, come on, muttered Hd as the couple dimbed the staircase am in am. One of the
attendants got into the car, and as it drove off Hal's car legpt forward. It jerked to a hdt dongside the
lowest step and Hal svung hislegs over the side and hopped out. Clunk stepped out the other side.

‘Vdet parking ten credits,’ said ayouthin ared and gold uniform, holding out his hand.

Hd reached into his pocket and fished out a pair of tiles He sdected one and dropped it into the
youth's outstretched hand.

The car purred away and vanished round the corner. Ha strode up the wide marble stairs towards the
glass doors, and was just crossing the threshold when a large man in a dark blue uniform approached
with a frown on hisround, red face. ‘ Sorry Sr, you can't come in.’

‘Why the hdl not? demanded Hal.

‘This here’ s a casino, not a boilermakers convention.’

‘Pardon?

‘We have dress standards, and those ain't they.’

Hd looked down at his stained flight suit. The garment had once been snowy white with a natty logo
embroidered on the breast pocket. Now it looked like a used filter from a coffee machine, and the logo
was just atangle of loose threads.

‘And he an't wearing nothing at dl!” said the bouncer, jerking a fat thumb at Clunk.

‘He's arobot,” sad Ha patiently. ‘1 know it's hard to tdl with dl that bronze, but you can take my
word for it. And robots don’t wear clothes’

‘They doin here said the bouncer firmly.

‘But ...

The bouncer sniffed. ‘No buts. Now piss off, the pair of you.’

Hd turned round and waked dowly down the steps.

Clunk glanced a him. * Are you congdering your next move?

‘That was my next move. Now I’'m considering my future, and it’s not very promising.’

‘Don't you have other clothes aboard your ship?

‘Oh sure. | have awide range of garments to choose from. There' s my summer collection, my winter
wardrobe, my spring outfit and my autumn ensemble’

‘Wl, there you go then.’

‘That was a joke, Clunk. Ha gestured at his flight suit. ‘I’ve got two pairs of these, and the other
one sful of holes’

“Your boots are dl right.

‘They’re not bad, are they? Hd angled his foot. ‘I got them on the Orbiter. They're leather, very
expengve’

‘Red leather?

“Yeah, from red cows.’

‘Good,” said Clunk, with feding.

‘Let’s cruise around a bit. We might spot something.’

‘That’s not very promising.’

‘No, but it's our only chance.” Hd waved a one of the parking attendants. As the youth trotted up, he
noticed it was the one who'd parked their car earlier.

‘Yesdr?

‘I want my car back.’

The young man put his hand out.

“You're not getting paid again, | was only gone five minutes’ Ha frowned. ‘What are you lesring &,



anyway?

‘You just earned me twenty credits.’

‘How?

The attendant winked. ‘I bet the other lads you wouldn't get into the casino with those taity old
clothes, and | wasright.’

“You shouldn't have done that, Mr Spacejock. Tha poor young man could have choked on those
plants’

‘Never mind that little shyster, just ook for the car.’

‘It could be anywhere. Without help ...’

‘We won't be getting any from those guys, so wéelll just have to do it ourselves” Hd vaulted onto the
bonnet of a groundcar and clambered onto the perspex roof. From the eevated vantage point he saw
row upon row of canopies gligening under the overhead lights. In the far corner he saw a car without a
canopy, Sanding out from the surrounding vehicles like a gap in arow of perfect teeth.

‘Can you seeit, Mr Spacejock?

Hd pointed. ‘Over that way.’

There was afant hooting noise.

Hd looked down. ‘Was that you?

‘No, it was the parking attendants. | told you they’d come after us’

‘Rubbish. Y ou're hearing things’

There was another hoot, closer.

‘Mr Spacejock, they said they were going to tear off your head and urinate down your neck.’

‘They were judt taking tough.” Suddenly, Hd did off the car and dropped to dl fours.

‘What are you doing?

‘Shut up!” hissed Hal. *You get the car, I'll wait here’

Clunk looked at him doubtfully. *On my own?

‘No, with the ghogts of your ancestors. Of course on your own!’

‘Where will you be?

‘I'll keep watch.’

The robot strode off between the rows of cars. A minute or two later there was a cry of discovery
followed by a babble of voices. Hd raised his head cautioudy and saw Clunk surrounded by a group of
parking attendants, watching impassively as the uniformed boys ydled and shook thelr figsin his face.

The biggest youth quietened them down and raised his voice. ‘We know you're skulking out there,
you coward!’

There were shouts of ‘Bully’ and ‘Arsehole’.

‘We re loang money while we mess around out here,” ydled the lad. * So we're going to let you go!”’

Hd grinned. Thank goodness he'd sent Clunk.

‘But before we leave, we' re going to have a toast!’

Hd frowned. What was the idiot jabbering about?

The lad raised his bottle, shaking the yelow contents into a foam. Then he whipped the top off and
poured the lot on Clunk’s head. ‘Piss on you!”

Each of the others followed auit, until Clunk glistened under the harsh orange light. When they’'d
finished, the attendants filed away, laughing anongst themsalves.

“You can come out now, Mr Spacegjock,’” cdled Clunk. ‘I’ ve neutrdised the threat.’

Hd walked over to the robot, who was saring at the spreading puddie at its feet. “Why would they
wadte ther drinks like that?

Hd snorted. ‘ That wasn't drink.’

‘Jugt aswdl I’'m waterproof.’

‘It wasn't water, ether. Still, at least they didn't tear your head off firgt.



‘Is that why you sent me out alone?

‘Eh? Oh no, | wouldn't do that.’

‘Or]ly _l

‘Look, will you forget those idiots? We need some clothes, and we're getting nowhere sanding out
here’

‘Do you have anything you could sdl”? To raise the money, | mean.’

Hd looked a the robot thoughtfully. ‘Funny you should say that. Grab the car, I'll explain on the
way.’
‘I'm alittle wet for the car.” Clunk waved his hand, sheking off a few stray droplets. ‘Perhaps if |
shook mysdf redly hard —

‘No!" shouted Hdl.

Vurdi Makaukar was sdtting a his termind, logt in pleasant thoughts. He'd expected a bettle with the
Farrel Hinchfig case, but the entire maiter had been resolved with a sngle phone cdl. Soon he'd have
money to burn, and in hisvivid daydreams he' d dready spent it a dozen times over.

A gentle buzz drew him from the plush leather seats of a brand new sports car and deposited him
back in his gpartment. The buzz repested, and Vurdi tapped an icon on his termina screen. It was a cdll
from Garmit and Hash.

A far-haired men appeared, immeculate in a three-piece auit, diff white collar and bow tie. ‘It's
Vurdi, right?

‘Correct.’

‘Ligten, congrats on the Farrell job. Big plus, heaps of cred.’

Vurdi dlowed himsdf a casud amile. ‘It was nathing.’

‘Sight minus on the horizon, though. This Spacejock chap, can't have people running around owing
us, eh?

‘He snext onmy ligt.” Vurdi glanced at his watch. ‘In fact, I'm about to dea with him.

‘Magic. Special.” The man hedtated. ‘ Problem is, the boss wants them linked, so to speak.’

‘I don't follow.’

‘Hinchfig is sorted, Spacejock isn't. Get Spacejock’ s cash and we pay on both, see?

‘I don't see at dI'” sad Vurdi angrily. ‘1 got your money off Hinchfig, you can't withhold my fee
because of Spacejock!’

‘But we are, my friend.’

‘That’s not far!’

‘No, but it's business. Catch you.’

Feding hallow insde, Vurdi disconnected. His new and improved lifestyle, his sports car and his
manson dl hinged on collecting payment from Spacejock. With sedy resolve, he grabbed the handset
from his termind. ‘ Brutus? Come here a once.’



Chapter 23

Therented car pulled off the road and settled in a parking bay with a Sgh. Across the pavement, shops
spilled bright coloured lights, advertisng everything from spaceship parts to gift-wrapped cigars. In the
middle of the row there was a robot shop, whose enormous ‘Hinchfig Robots Sgn dominated the rest.
Beneeth the sgn a display window featured a pair of second-hand robots.

One was identicd to Clunk, and was wearing blue overdls and a cap with a Hinchfig logo on the front.
It pulled a squeegee from a bucket and lathered the ingde of the window, then reversed the squeegee
and wiped the froth away with precise, economica strokes. Once it reached the bottom, it picked up a
spray-bottle and misted a clear fluid onto the glass, took up a dry rag and buffed the indgde of the
window to a gleaming, spotless finish. After completing the task, the robot touched its cap and bowed.
Then it picked the squeegee out of the bucket and started dl over again.

Ha’s gaze shifted to the second robot, which was gtting a& a card table. The robot’s golden skin
gleamed under the soft lighting, and its solid build strained a dinner jacket amost to burgting. Ficking up a
deck of cards from the table, the robot shuffled them, moving its hands so fast they were just a blur.
Once finished, it took two cards and leaned them againgt each other to form an arch, repesting the move
until there was a row of them right across the table. Then it took severd cards and laid them flat on top of
the arches. Hdl held his breath as the house of cards rose higher and higher, but the robot placed the
cards with a precise touch.

Findly, the robot positioned the last two cards at the very top of the structure. It stood up and bowed,
then sat and started removing the cards one pair a atime. When it had taken the last card away it tapped
the pack on the table, shuffled it and took two cards off the top to build the firgt arch.

Hd heard a noise beside hm and glanced round to see Clunk watching the scene with a frown on his
face. “What awaste, muttered the robot. ‘What are we doing here, anyway?

Hd looked furtively up and down the deserted street. ‘Let me explain’

*

Hd looked around the ingde of the robot shop with interest. The floor was polished stone, the mirror
surface reflecting images of numerous robots frozen into artistic poses on their wooden pedestals. He
spotted an ex-navy combat droid, rock borers, three-wheeled gophers, scouts, cargo haulers and even
an automatic repair robot from a deep-space liner. Waking over to the combat robot, he looked up at its
imposing, heavy face. It smeled of lubricants and fresh paint, and gleamed white under the overhead
spotlight.

‘Can | hdp you?

Hd looked around for the owner of the voice and saw a young man approaching, smartly dressed in a
shirt, tie and pressed trousers. As the young man got closer, his downy face twisted into a wolfish
sdesman amile. ‘A very popular modd, that. Designed as an expert pipe joiner. See those clampsiit has
in place of hands? They can grip anything.’

‘Those dlampsfit the mounting points on heavy lasers,” sad Hd. *Most combat droids have them.”

The sdlesman’s grin fdtered. *Er, yes. | must have been thinking of another modd.’

‘Who'sin charge around here?

The young man drew himsdf up to hisful height. ‘1 am the manager,” he said, puffing out his meagre
chest.

‘How much isthat robot in the window, the one with the squeegee and pail?

‘How much isthat robot in the window? The sdlesman frowned. ‘I'm not sure that robot’s for sde’

‘Everything' sfor sde, son.’

‘Sorry. Twenty thousand credits.” The salesman saw Hda'’s expression. *Oh, | know it sounds a lot,



but XG robots are very versdtile’

‘Do you ever buy themin?

‘Certainly. If the priceisright.

Hd glanced around the shop, then lowered his voice. ‘I’ ve got an identicd modd outside. It's yours
for ten grand.’

The sdlesman laughed. ' can pick them up at auction for three. They're not very popular.’

‘At twenty grand each | can see why.’

‘They dl come with a guarantee, sad the sdesman diffly. ‘And every one is brought up to new
condition. | supervise the work persondly.’

‘Three grand, you say?

‘I can approach that figureif your robot isin perfect working order.’

‘Come and have alook.’

A moment later they were waking across the pavement towards the groundcar.

‘1 should warn you,” said Hal, as they approached the passenger sde. ‘It needs a bit of a clean up.’

The sdlesman’s hand went up to his nose. ‘What's it been doing? Bathing in cow dung?

‘Something like that. Nothing that can’t be cleaned off.’

‘And what' s wrong with its face?

Hd looked down. Clunk was hdf-gtting in the passenger seat with his head flung back and a glassy
look in his eyes. His lips were drawn back in a grimace, and there was a redistic-looking tongue hanging
from the corner of his mouth. Ha groaned. The robot looked like a B-grade actor doing his ‘having a
bath with a har drier’ impression.

‘Does it work? asked the sdesman, looking at Ha with narrowed eyes.

‘“Not much, no.’

One of Clunk’s eyes fixed hm with a baleful stare. Hal glared back.

The sdlesman flicked a piece of dried dirt off Clunk’s chest. *Where did you get it?

‘I just came from the casino.’

The sdesman glanced at Hdl's stained flight suit. *Of course you did, Sr” He met HAl's eyes. ‘Is it
yours to sdl”?

Hd had been dreading that question. Before entering the shop he'd tried to think of a suitable answer
in case the subject came up. He'd dreamt up severd variations of the ‘I won it a the casno’ story, but
they dl sounded implausble

‘I sad, isit yoursto 11?7 repested the sdlesman.

‘Son, the day | sl a stolen robot isthe day | stop winning at chess!’

There was a snort from the direction of the groundcar.

‘It made anoise!’

‘I didn't hear anything.’

The sdesman bent down and stared into Clunk’s lifdess eyes. ‘I thought | saw a light” He reached
down and twisted something under the robot’s arm and a section of chest popped open. ‘ System reset?
murmured the sdlesman as he poked in the hole with a forefinger. He jumped, sheking his hand. ‘I got a
shock! It'slive!’

Hd put hisarm round the sdesman’s shoulder and steered him back onto the pavement. ‘I'd love to
hang around al day but | have to get back to my ship. Let'stak prices’

The sdlesman looked a him. *It's been a quiet day, but there's some money in the safe. I'll give you a
thousand.’

‘One grand? Y ou can't buy arobot like this for a thousand credits!’

‘Sir, people pay me to take robots like this to the tip.’

‘All right, forget it. I'll try somewhere e’

‘Ffteen hundred, but that's it

‘Two and a hdf.’

‘“Two.’

Hd shook his head. "We both know you'll have it in the window for twenty grand by the end of the



week. Two and ahdf or | wak.’

‘Two thousand one hundred?

‘Done. Come and give me a hand.’

They tipped Clunk out of the groundcar and stood one at each end. The sdlesman picked up the fegt
with ease and Hd bent down and grabbed Clunk under the arms, heaving and straining until he managed
to lift the robot off the ground. As they shuffled towards the front door Clunk grinned a him.

Hd lowered hisend. ‘1 think we ll have more luck if we get it upright. I’'m sure it can take some weight
onitslegs’

‘Are you certain? It looks like it's been deactivated.’

‘If it doesn’t, we can try a cattle prod,” muttered Hdl.

The sdlesman dropped the legs and between them they stood Clunk up and marched him into the
shop. Once indde, HAl was Ieft done with the robot while the sdlesman went into the office to fetch the
money. ‘ Stop moving,” muttered Hal out of the Sde of his mouth. *Y ou’ re supposed to be dead.’

Clunk’s eyes swivdled round urtil they were glaring a him. * Cattle prod?

Hd was jugt about to answer when the door to the office swung open. The sdlesman walked over and
handed over four red and gold credit tiles

‘That'stwo grand,” said Hd, dipping them into hisflight suit. *Where' s the rest?

‘It's my rent money, said the sdlesman, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out severd tiles and
offered them to Hd. ‘I'll get it off the owner later.’

Hd shook his head. ‘ Two thousand will do.’

‘Areyou sure?

‘It'll cost you a hundred to get it cleaned.’

‘Thanks.” The sdesman put the tiles back in his pocket and looked at Clunk. ‘ The condition’s not too
bad, consdering.” he muttered. ‘If | canjust ...’

Hd walked away softly as the sdlesman popped open Clunk’s chest pand and started poking around
ingde.

Hd was gtting in the groundcar, which was parked under an orange dreetlight a hundred metres up the
road from the robot shop. He glanced in the mirror and watched the long shadows moving on the
pavement outside the shop as the robots acted out their tableau for a non-existent audience.

Heedlights shone across the windscreen and a car drove past dowly, its powerful engine burbling
under the long, white hood. Ha spotted the Peace Force badge on the cruiser’s door and sank down in
his seat. There were two uniformed officers ingde the patrol vehicle, their stern faces lit by the glow from
the car’ s indruments. Hal looked away, praying the men weren't feding curious, and breathed a sgh of
reief as the car reached the end of the road and turned out of Sght.

Sill hunched in his seet, he reached for the mirror and angled it to show the front of the robot shop.
Clunk was gtanding in the middle of the pavement, caught in the bright glare from the shop lights.

Hd rosein his seat and waved. ‘ Clunk!’

The robot ran towards him, and Ha dropped in his seat and thumbed the starter. ‘Come on, come
on,” he muttered, as the cold engine whirred into life. With a hiss, the car rose into the ar until it was
hovering above the road. Ha looked round and saw Clunk gpproaching fast. Then the sdesman shot out
of the doorway, spotted Clunk and gave chase, histie flapping around his ears and his shoes thudding on
the pavement. * Stop! Stop right now!’

At firg, Hd thought Clunk hadn’'t heard his pursuer. The robot loped dong with its head back like a
middle-distance runner nearing the end of a race, while the sdlesman was burning up his shoe leather, his
eyes fixed on Clunk’s retreating back. His face was livid, and he looked like he wanted to rip the robot’s
ams off and batter it into scrap with them.

Clunk mugt have heard the pounding of the sdlesman’s feet, because he turned his head for alook a
his pursuer and then accelerated. His legs vanished in a blur of flickering bronze and he tore away,



reeching the car with metres to spare. Placing a hand on the side, he vaulted into the passenger seat with
athump that shook the vehicle.

Hd pushed the stick forward and the car legpt away from the pavement, tearing up the road to the
corner. Just before he reached it, Ha glanced in the mirror and saw the sdesman far behind, sheking his
fig and ydling in fury. Behind the sdlesman, the two robots from the window display dipped out of the
shop and hurried away, keeping to the shadows.



Chapter 24

Hd dropped Clunk outsde a shopping arcade and went to park the car. Clunk entered a menswear
shop where he stood patiently while a serving droid bustled around, fitting him with a starched white shirt,
apar of dark grey pleated trousers and a luxurious par of socks. If the droid was surprised by the
presence of a battered old robot in the exclusve shop, it did an excdlent job of hiding it.

‘Will there be anything else, Sr?

Clunk looked down a himsdf. The gleaming white shirt was tucked into the waistband of wel-fitting
trousers, and hisfeet looked smdler than usud in the dark socks. He held up aleg and examined his foot
criticdly. ‘1 need shoes!’

The sarving droid sgndled to a squat trolley, which rolled across to the fitting cubicle and measured
Clunk’s feet with a set of calipers. After it had gone, the serving droid picked a glossy leather bdt off a
rack and held it out. “Would gr like a belt to set off those exquisite trousers?

Clunk nodded.

‘Are we attending an important function, sr? asked the droid, asit threaded the belt and fastened the
buckle.

‘Very.” Clunk squared his shoulders and looked a himsdf in the full-length mirror. He was dill
admiring his reflection when the trolley came back with hdf a dozen amdl cardboard boxes perched on
top.

‘ Shoes maketh the man,” said the sarving droid. ‘Or the robot,” it added, with a wink. It sdected a
box, whipped the lid off and held the contents out for Clunk’s inspection. Ingde, there was a pair of
brown shoes nestled in the crinkled white paper, gleaming from the buffing they had received before
being placed lovingly in the box.

‘I'll have two,” said Clunk.

‘We only sl them in pairs, sr.” The sarving droid looked Clunk up and down. ‘Shdl | have your

purchases wrapped, sr? Or would you prefer them ddivered to your hotel ?
A unk shook his head. ‘I'’m going to wear them’
“And paynent was by ... began the droid delicately.
G unk opened his hand and reveal ed a reddi sh-coloured tile. ‘Here.’
The sales droid | ooked down its |long nose at the noney. ‘I’m sorry, sir. You
have insufficient credits.’

‘“How could you spend a thousand credits on a shirt and a lousy par of trousers!’ seethed Hd. They
were gtting in the groundcar outsde the shopping arcade, and Ha was wearing a pair of flared trousers
he'd picked up for hdf price from a Rethread shop and a brown shirt with a collar so wide it'd be

dangerous in a diff breeze.

‘They're not lousy,’ said the robot. ‘Actually, they're quite good.’

‘For that kind of noney they’d want to be top bloody notch. You were
supposed to be buying casual clothes, not togging up for the Enperor’s tea
party!’

‘I tried to take them back, but they refused,’ said dunk dejectedly.

‘“I"mnot surprised,’” growled Hal. ‘You stink of cow dung.’

‘1 thought the robot salesman did quite a good job of cleaning ne up.’

Hal grinned suddenly. ‘Al that rubbing and no joy atheendof it. Boy, he nust
have been pissed.’

‘I"'mreally sorry, M Spacejock. | know | got carried away, but |’ve never
had spendi ng noney before.’

Hal felt a pang of guilt. He should have known the robot would have no rea



under standi ng of the value of noney. ‘Here,’” he said, pulling a credit tile
from his pocket.

‘“Mr Spacejock, | couldn’t!’

‘Tekeit, | inggt’

Clunk did so. ‘Five credits? he said, looking down &t it. ‘What will that buy?
‘Ten minutesin a car wash,” muttered Hal.

‘Mr Spacejock. I’ ve never met a more generous human.”

‘Clunk, ease up on the Spacejock, hun? Cdl me Hal”’

‘Sure, Mr ... Hal.

‘Now take off that ridiculous hat and let’s get the hdl out of here’

*

Hd stood on the sumptuous red carpet of the casino foyer and looked around. There was an archway in
the opposite wdl, three storeys high and gpparently carved from a lump of solid rock. The ar between
the columns shimmered like a curtain of water, mirroring the lights and red carpet of the foyer. A
gleaming robot stood to attention behind a polished wooden counter.

‘Stage door that way,” said a gruff voice.

Hd turned round and saw the doorman pointing to a plain door near the counter. * Stage door?

The doorman reddened. ‘I'm sorry, gSr. | thought you was part of the cabaret.’

Hd looked down &t hisflared trousers. ‘What' s wrong with —’

‘Move dong there,” said arough voice. Ha was pushed aside as a bading, middle-aged man barged
past with a stout, bejewelled woman in tow. They strode up to the archway and vanished through the
shimmeing air.

‘After you, caled Ha. He turned back to the doorman. ‘What's wrong with my clothes, then?

‘Nothing, gr. If you "ang onto them long enough they’re bound ter come back into fashion.” He
looked at Clunk and nodded his approva. ‘Now that’s a tasty suit you got there, Sir.’

‘Tasty? sad Hd. ‘For that kind of money, it's a bloody banquet.” Still grumbling to himsdf, he led
Clunk to the archway and through the force fidd. Hal shivered at the cool, tingling sensation, then
stopped at the Sght that greeted his eyes on the other side.

The public gaming room was S0 large the far wal was logt in the haze, and thousands of people
swarmed around row upon row of baize-covered tables. The noise was degfening — a rumble of voices
and laughter, shouts of joy and pain, the clatter of bals, dice, money wheds and poker machines, the
whirr of speeding drinkbots and above dl the heady sound of money changing hands. Hal gazed in awe
a the massed crowd. ‘You know something? If | took fifty credits off everyone here, I'd be a
millionaire’

Clunk frowned. ‘No, you'd be arrested.” He scanned the crowd. ‘How are we going to find one man
amongd so many?

‘WE Il split up.” Ha glanced at his watch. ‘Meet back herein thirty minutes to compare notes.’

‘What do you want me to do?

‘Look around a bit. Ask afew questions, but don’t draw atention to yoursef.’

Clunk looked down at his hands, which stuck out of his deeves like a pair of bronze crabs. *Right.

‘And don't get into trouble,” cdled Hal, as Clunk pushed hisway into the crowd. Once the robot had
disappeared, Ha st off towards a stand of fake pam trees surrounded by coloured lanterns.

A few minutes later he was leaning on the bar with a frosted glass a his elbow. So far, the only
questions he'd asked were ‘How much for a beer? and ‘Are you kidding? but was it his fault the
barman was so busy? Draining his drink, he set the glass on the polished counter and waved.

‘Ancther, Sr? asked the barman, who practicaly materidised in front of him.

‘Ligten, do you know aguy cdled Farrd|? Tdl, dark hair, wears afancy gold ring.’

‘Very witty,” sad the barman. He plucked the glass off the counter and refilled it from a tap. ‘ Twenty
credits, Sr.’



Clunk waked dong the gtrip of carpet between two rows of gambling machines, watching people diding
credit tiles into the ggping dots. He stopped behind an dderly lady who was feeding tiles into her machine
with a look of grim determination on her face, pressng the button with a grunt every time the machine
beeped at her. As Clunk was about to move on, he heard the machine play a tune.

There was ardtle of fdling tiles, and the woman grabbed a handful from the wide metd tray and fed
them back into the dot, her triumphant expression gradudly turning to despair as the tiles ran out.

Clunk walked on. He came to a middle-aged couple stting at a pair of machines and recognised them
as the people who had pushed Hal aside at the casino entrance.

The woman turned to speak to her partner and saw Clunk out of the corner of her eye. *What d'you
want?

Clunk held his hands up soothingly. * Please excuse me’

Her husband looked up, his hand paused hdfway to the coin dot. * Quit snooping on us, you hear?

‘l mean no harm, Sir.’

The woman sniffed. * Shouldn’t be dlowed near decent people,” she said, tuning back to her machine.

Stralling further dong the carpet, Clunk dipped his hands into his pockets. His fingers closed on the
credit tile HAl had given him, and he pulled it out to look &t it. His gaze flickered to a nearby machine,
which was going through a colourful attract mode. Would Ha mind if he spent it?

Clunk heard a cackle and turned to see the middie-aged man waving a handful of money under his
wifé's nose. She turned her back on him and shoved another tile into her machine. The man noticed
Clunk watching and gestured at him, waving him away.

Unmoved, Clunk crossed to the nearest machine. The flashing lights reflected off his lined face as he
read the ingructions, which were kept smple in case they put anyone off: ‘Insert tile. Press button.” He
looked down at the credit tile in his hand, then reached up and dropped it into the dot. He pushed the
button and watched severd rows of icons bounce around the screen before joining up in a colourful
pattern. The machine played a tune and a pair of tiles rattled into the tray.

Clunk heard a mutter behind him and glanced round. The fat man and his wife were watching.

He turned back to the machine and fed one of the tiles into the dot, pressed the button and watched
the swirling colours as the machine ran through a semi-random sequence. When it stopped, Clunk bent
down and looked in the tray. Nothing happened.

The watching couple nudged each other and sniggered.

Clunk dropped his ladt tile into the machine and the patterns swirled as it ran through its display. It
played a merry tune, and a chequered pattern appeared, overlaid with the word ‘Winner!” A sngle white
tile dropped into the tray, rattling on the hard metdl.

As Clunk reached for it a pudgy hand gripped hiswrigt. ‘Hold it, you. | was gonna use that machine’

‘Please let go of my arm,” said Clunk politely.

‘Let go of my money!” The portly man tried to pull Clunk’s hand away from the tray, his eyes dmost
disappearing as his beefy face turned red with the effort. ‘Hand it over before | cal security!’

‘Give him the money and get lost!” hissed the woman, who was standing behind her husband. “You're
not dlowed to gamble anyway!’

Severd people peered over the top of nearby machines, attracted by the raised voices. Clunk looked
down at the man’s flushed, angry face and andysed the gleam in his piggy little eyes. hatred, jedousy and
greed. ‘I'm sorry, gr. | think you're mistaken. | inserted the money, and | won thistile. You were usng a
different machine’

‘You'recdling mealiar? spluttered the man. ‘How dare you!’

There were muitterings from the gathering crowd.

“We re humans and you're not,” said the woman. ‘Do what he says! Give him that tile!’

Clunk wondered how Ha would have dedlt with the Stugtion, then smiled as the words came to him.
‘Madam, if you don't shut up I'll shove thistile so far up your husband's arse they’ll need a space probe



to get it back.’

The woman's mouth dropped open and she fdl back, her face white.

Clunk pushed the man away and reached into the tray for the tile. He was just about to put it in his
pocket when something thudded into the back of his head, pitching him forward into the gathering crowd.

*

Hd stared at his glass and tried to remember whether it was the third or fourth he’'d ordered. Just as well
he was immune to the suff or he’d be stting on the floor.

‘Ancther 9r? said the barman.

Hd shook his head and immediatdly regretted it. ‘ Phew. Rocket fud, eh?

‘Beer, gr. Actudly, it'slight beer.’

‘Empty stomach, see? Hd turned to look at the gaming floor, where a babble of voices was riang
over the background thrum of the casino. ‘ Someon€e' s having anight out.’

“You'reright there” The barman took Ha’s glass and Ieft.

‘Looks like trouble, said Hal, as a number of security guards pushed into the crowd. ‘Y ou get much
trouble here?

A dearing appeared in the middle of the crowd. Ringed by spectators, a short, bald man was trying to
pull something from the hands of a tal, smartly dressed robot. As the security guards reached them, a
sout woman swung ametd stool at the robot’ s head.

‘Oh, no!" groaned H4. ‘ Clunk!’

‘I'm sorry, Mr Spacejock.’

Hd fdt the bruise under his eye and winced. ‘| can't leave you done for one minute, can 1?

They were stting on the marble steps out the front of the casino, having been thrown out by the
energetic security saff.

‘Frgt you ripped the wdls out of my arlock and threw away my fire extinguisher. Then you nearly
killed me with a mid-air trapeze act. After that, you destroyed a whole load of crates with an exploding
torch before legping out the back of the ship with hdf the cargo.’

‘I sad I'm sorry.’

‘Shut up and let me finish. Next you give away the rest of the cargo, get kidnapped, spend dl my
money on snappy clothes and to cap it dl off you Sart a brawl over alousy credit tile’

‘It wasn't my fault. He tried to sted my money.’

‘Why didn’'t you just giveit to him?

‘It wasn't fair! | won it and the man said it was his. He tried to take it off me so | stopped him.

‘Stopped him? It looked like he caught a meteorite with his face!’

The corners of Clunk’s mouth turned down. ‘I did what | thought was right. Things just keep
heppening to me’

Hd jerked his thumb at the casino. ‘That was my only lead, you know that? | thought we'd find this
Fard| character, tal him to the cargo and stedl it back somehow. Thanks to you we' re banned from the
casno and I'm going to lose my ship.” Hal fdt his neck gingerly. *Not to mention having my head snipped
off by Vurdi’ s killing machine’

‘Why don’t you ask someone to keep an eye out for Farrel?

‘Right. All we have to do is get past the doorman and find someone we didn’t swing a punch at.” Hd
looked up as a deek, black groundcar pulled up to the foot of the Stairs. The driver got out, Straightened
his dark navy uniform and removed his cap to smooth his hair. Ha gaped at his face for severd seconds,
then grabbed Clunk’s arm. *Quick, hide!’

They jumped up and darted behind a decorative pdm tree, flatening ther backs to the wal.

‘Who isit? whispered Clunk.



‘It' s Farrdl’s offader, Terry. He's waiting for someone, and | think 1 know who.” Ha tapped Clunk
on the shoulder. *You stay here, I'll get the car.’

‘What if he leaves before you come back?

“You're smart, figure something out,’ hissed Hdl. ‘Just don't et them see you.” He backed round the
corner until the car was out of Sght, then ran towards the car park. He passed a couple of marble pillars
and stopped dead at the sght of hdf a dozen parking attendants lounging againgt the gatepodts, chaiting
amongst themsdves. They spotted him, and the chatter died away.

*

Clunk watched Hdl disappear between the marble columns with mixed fedings He' d been entrusted with
an important job, which made him fed good. On the other hand, judging from previous events, he wasn't

urehewas up to it.

He was still lurking behind the palm trees when Terry janmed his cap on his
head and stood to attention. Clunk parted the palm fronds and peered up the
stairs, and his eyes wi dened as he saw Farrell talking to the doorman just
inside the glass doors. As he watched, Farrell slipped something into the
doorman’ s hand, wal ked through the doors and strode down the steps.

The chauffeur held the door open. ‘Did you win?

‘Yes indeed,” Farrell grinned. ‘lcing on the cake, Terry. lcing on the
cake.’

Terry stood back as Farrell got into the car, then shut the door and wal ked
round to the far side. He disappeared behind the palm tree and O unk adjusted
his position to keep himin sight. As he noved, his leg scraped the planter,
maki ng a | oud noise. Wen he peered out on his quarry he saw Terry staring at
his hiding place, one hand inside his jacket. Hs pale eyes seenmed to bore
straight into dunk’s, and the robot ducked hurriedly, hoping he hadn't been
spot t ed.

Terry took a couple of paces towards the palm trees, but stopped when
Farrell tapped on the inside of his wi ndow and gestured inpatiently at him
After a last |ook around, Terry opened his door and got into the |inousine.

Clunk risked a glance up the road, hoping to see Ha returning with the groundcar. He saw nathing but
empty road.

Terry's door slammed and the engine note changed. A split second later ddunk
was in the open, running across the pavenent towards the accelerating
linousine. He got behind it and grabbed the spoiler with both hands, janm ng
his feet on the bunper and crouching below boot Ilevel so the occupants
woul dn’t see him through the rear w ndow.

As the car sped away, d unk | ooked back up the enpty road. Were was Hal ?



Chapter 25

Hd threw off his soaking clothes and grabbed his flight suit from the groundcar. He pulled it on quickly
and leapt into the car, which roared into life a a press of the starter button. Swinging the car out of the
bay, he gunned the motor and propelled it towards the open gates. The attendants jeered as he drove
past and he ducked as ahall of empty drink bottles bounced off the windscreen.

There was no sign of Cunk or the linb at the casino steps. Racing past the
ornate pillars, Hal arrived at the nmain road and stopped. To his left, the
road was enpty. To his right he could just see a pair of red tail Ilights
vani shing into the distance, partly obscured by sonething hanging off the back
of the car.

Praying it was Clunk, Hal pulled onto the main road and set off in pursuit.

*

Clunk glanced over his shoulder and saw gleaming headlights some distance behind. Was it HA? Yes —
the rented car was unmistakesble with its missng roof.

The limousine turned sharply, dmogt throwing Clunk off the back. By the time he'd recovered they
were passing the robot store he' d vigted earlier. The sdlesman was standing outside its doors, waving his
ams and shouting while a pair of uniformed officers lisened patiently. Clunk smiled to himsdf as he
spotted the discarded playing cards strewn over the pavement.

A few minutes later the limousine dowed. Clunk risked a quick look and saw an archway spanning the
road with a uniformed guard standing to one side. The guard recognised the limousne and waved it
through with a white-gloved hand, and Clunk dmost fal off as the car accelerated away.

He looked back and saw the guard step in front of Hal’ s car, hand raised.

*

The rentd car coasted to a hdt and bobbed softly on its anti-gravity cushion. Ha gave the guard a
friendy smile, hoping for the same trestment as the limousine. No chance.

‘Isthisthing yours, sir? asked the guard, his gaze traveling the entire length of the car before coming
back to rest on Hd.

Hd shook his head. ‘Rentd .’

‘l see,” said the guard, his tone of voice indicating that Ha might just have committed a capita offence.
He reached into his top pocket and took out a smdl notepad, licked his thumb and turned the pages one
by one, tilting the notepad to let the overhead light shine on them.

Ha watched the limo vanish over ahill. His hand itched on the joystick and he fought the temptation to
dam it forward and leave the guard choking in his dust. Common sense, not to mention the gght of the
guard’ s holstered weapon, quashed the temptation.

Oblivious to HAl’ s fidgeting, the guard hummed a funered dirge and turned another couple of pages.

‘I'minabit of ahurry, said Hd.

The guard looked up from his book. ‘ And why would that be, sr?

‘I'm, er, late for amesting.’

‘I'm sure they’ll wait,” said the guard, returning to his book.

Something moved on the far Sde of the road, and Hal's eyes widened as he saw a bronze robot
leaning round the corner of the guard's hut. Clunk! He was about to wave the robot over when another
face appeared benegth the firgt, wearing a Hinchfig cap. It was the robots from the shop!

‘Ah, here we are; said the guard, having found his page. ‘Dark green car with missing canopy.
Check. Suspicious looking mae wearing unfashionable brown shirt and wide flares” The guard glanced



down at Hal’ sflight suit. * Possible disguise. Check. Bronze robot in adinner suit. Let mesee ...’

‘I'maone’ sad HAl.

‘All right S, you can go,” said the guard reluctantly. He backed away and waved Hd past.

Hd reached for the joystick, but before he could use it he heard footsteps thudding towards him. He
looked round and saw the two robots meking straight for the car.

The guard heard them coming. He wrenched the gun from his hip, turned and crouched in a firing
gtance, only to discover he/d torn the holster completely off his belt. While he struggled to free his
wespon, the robots ran past him and legpt into HaAl's car.

Hd gunned the motor. ‘Heads down!’” he shouted, as the guard ydled for them to stop. Blue energy
bolts zinged past, some close enough to score the bodywork, but they were quickly out of range.

‘Thank you for hdping us,’ said the bronze robot in avoice just like Clunk’s.

‘1 didn’'t have much choice.” Ha glanced in the mirror and studied the two robots huddled together in
the back sedt. ‘| suppose you'd better give me your names.’

The bronze robot gestured at his companion. ‘Thisis GK-64, and | an FR-22.

‘What about proper names?

‘We don't have any.’

‘Wdl I'm not cdling you FR22 and GK whatever it was” Ha glanced round at the fugitives, then
jerked histhumb at the taler, bronze robot. Y ou can be Clyde, and he can be Albion.’

‘1 think that’s Bonnie,” said the shorter robot, in a deep voice.

Hd looked pleased. ‘I'm glad you likeit. My name' s Hdl, by the way. Ha Spacejock.’

Albion touched his cap. ‘I hope we' re n-not imposing on you?

‘Not much,” muttered Hal. He glanced in the mirror. ‘Is that a Sutter?

The robot nodded. ‘It's a m-manufacturing defect. I’ ve had it Snce n-new.’

They reached the hill and Hal pushed the stick forward, urging the car on. *Where are you two going,
anyway?

‘We're not sure” sad Clyde. ‘I see you're wearing aflight suit. Are you a pilot?

“Ves’

‘With ared spaceship?

‘Correct.’

Albion'seyeslit up. ‘Could you ... | m-mean, do you think we could come with you?

The groundcar shot over the crest of the hill, and Ha amiled grimly as he saw the red glow of the
limoudné's tal lights ahead. ‘I've got some things to do firs.” He pointed at the digant vehide. ‘My
robot’s hanging off the back of that car. The guys ingde stole my cargo, and if |1 don't get it back I'm
going to lose my ship.’

‘Well hdp,” sad the robots together.

‘Providing you t-take us off this planet afterwards,’” added Albion.

Hd grinned in the darkness. Three robots! Farrdl didn't stand a chance.

*

Cunk sighed with relief as he saw the headlights comng over the hill. He'd
considered dropping off the back of the limusine but the idea of doing
cartwheels at three hundred kilometres an hour didn't appeal to him
especially if any cows had used the road |ately.

The engine note changed, and Clunk peered around the side of the boot to see why. There was a
thick hedge dongsde the road, and as Clunk looked up the highnway he saw a narrow gap picked out in
the headlights.

The car sivung through the gap, and Clunk had just convinced himsdf that he could probably let go
without snapping his legs off when the limousine picked up speed again, rigng and faling like a boat as it
made its way across afidd.

Clunk heard a grating noise. Raising his head, he saw a large gate grinding open, part of a wire fence



that stretched away into the darkness in both directions. He noticed a faint tangy smel and set his sensors
onto it. The answer was immediate: Rocket fud!

Hd saw the limoudne pull off the road and drive through the gap in the fence. He was about to follow
when he redlised he would be spotted.

‘Where are you going? asked Clyde, as they drove past the turning.

‘WE Il park up the road and wak back,” said Ha. A hundred metres up the road he cut the headlights
and coasted to a hdt under a stand of trees.

‘W-where are we? asked Albion in the sudden darkness.

‘It must be Farrdll’s place.’

‘Who's Farrdl?

“You wouldn’t know him. Tdl, dark, wears agold ring.’

Clyde frowned. Y ou don’'t mean Farrell Hinchfig?

‘Why does that sound familiar? Hal snapped hisfingers. *Hinchfig Robots!’

‘He owns us’ sad Clyde.

“Y-you were going to turn usin!” said Albion angrily.

‘No, | —'

There was a scramble of arms and legs, and the robots were over the side of the car before Ha could
react. ‘Come back!” he shouted. ‘Farrdl’ s the bastard that stole my cargo.’

The footsteps fdtered, and the robots turned to look a him, ther eyes glowing in the darkness.
‘Farrdl Hinchfig is the man you're chasing?

‘I didn't drive dl the way out here just to hand you back.’

The robots came back with embarrassed grins on ther faces. ‘Sorry, sad Clyde. ‘When you
mentioned his name —’

‘Hang about, if he owns dl those shops, what does he want with my cargo?

‘He doesn’'t own anything, it'sdl his brother’s,” said Clyde.

‘F-Farrel’ s dways short of m-money. M-maybe he' s planning to sdl your cargo?

‘Not if | get to him first.” Hal vaulted out of the car and faced the robots. *You two stay here. I'm
going to have alook through that fence.’

Moving quickly, he hurried dong the verge until he found the gap. Crouching, he peered round the
corner.

There was a track on the other side, arough trall that crossed a bumpy fidd and stopped at a pair of
gates set in a wire fence. The limousine was on the other Sde of the fence, tall lights fading as it drove
away.

Hd had just decided to fetch the groundcar and bust through the gates when he heard a deep,
growling roar. There was a flash of powerful headlights and a bulky, angular shape came into view on the
other sde of the fence, dl armour and bristling weaponry. In the bright floodlights Hal saw the muzze of
aplasma cannon protruding from aturret on top of the vehicle, and he ducked as a searchlight came on
and swept thefidd.

‘That rules out the gate-crashing option, muttered Hd, as the vehide moved on. ‘What kind of
paranoid maniac has an armoured car? His heart rate was just returning to norma when he heard
footsteps gpproaching. He drew himsdf into the hedge and held his breath. The footsteps hdted, and he
heard afant whine of servomotors, carried to him on the light breeze. Ha went cold as he remembered
the vicious-looking robot Farrdll had used to unload the cargo. If that thing was patrolling the grounds, he
was dead.

Determined not to givein without afight, Hal pulled the blaster off his belt and turned the did to full. If
he managed to hit the thing they’ d have to collect the pieces with a magnet.

He raised the gun and peered dong the barrdl. His heart dmost stopped as a shadow moved into his
gghts, and he was just about to pull the trigger when a whisper came out of the darkness.



‘Mr Spacejock, are you there?

Hd lowered the gun. ‘Over here,’ he said, his voice hardly more than a croak.

The robot’ s footsteps came closer. ‘Mr Spacejock, I'm so glad to see you!”

‘Yeah, yeah, me too,” muttered Hd, hiding the gun behind his back. ‘Now shut up and follow me,
we've got company.’

He led the way back dong the fence to the groundcar, and Clunk stopped as he saw the robots
ganding nearby. ‘Where did they come from?

‘The robot shop.” Hal pointed to the tdl robot. ‘ That's Clyde, the other one's Albion.”

Clyde stepped forward and held out his hand. ‘ Greetings, mode-brother.’

They shook, and then Albion offered his own large hand. ‘ G-glad to meet you. | am Albion.’

‘What' s with the stutter? asked Clunk.

‘M-manufacturing defect.’

Clunk frowned. ‘How did you get past qudity control?

Albion looked around and lowered his voice. ‘Mr Hinchfig sometimes b-buys his robots from
unoffidd sources, if you know what | m-mean.’

Hd crossed hisarms. *Come on, that's enough chit-chat. Gather round so we can make a plan.’



Chapter 26

Hd gripped the sde of the groundcar as it dipped and wobbled in mid-air. Clunk’s idea had sounded
promising in theory: drive the car high into the air by overloading the motor, dip over the top of the fence
and come down getly on the far Sde. In practice, it meant a white-knuckle ride atop a howling,
smoking, overhesting groundcar.

Hd looked up at the top of the fence, which was dill hdf a metre above them. Then he looked at the
ground, which seemed along way down. * Are you sure about this?

Clunk studied the dashboard with a look of fierce concentration as he pushed the car higher and
higher. *‘We should clear the fence by ten millimetres’

The car rose until it was leve with the top of the fence, and the engine note changed to a high-pitched
whine.

‘Go on, we're dmogt there!’

‘I can't take it any higher. You'll have to jump.’

“You sad you could fly over the top!”’

Clunk shrugged. ‘It won't go high enough. Don't worry, it will be a soft landing.” He stared a the
dashboard. “You'll have to hurry, the engineis critica.’

Hd swung himsdf over the Side of the car, hung down as far as he could and let go. He dammed into
the ground and rolled on his sde, and there was a splintering sound as his weight came down on the
blaster.

‘Areyou dl right, Mr Spacejock?

Hd sat up and rubbed his hip. ‘1 thought you said it would be a soft landing!’

Clunk looked down at him. ‘It looks like turf from here.’

‘It feds like concrete’” Ha brushed his hand around the damp, wiry grass urtil his fingers touched the
barrel of the blaster, and his heart sank as he fdt the jagged end where the rest of the gun should have
been. ‘I busted my gun!’

“You're probably safer without it,; said Clunk.

‘Right, let’s see you jump.’

Clunk shook his head. ‘I'll dimb over like the others’

Hd looked dong the fence and saw Clyde and Albion pulling themselves up the wire hand over hand,
their legs dangling limply. *No way. Y ou made me jump, now it's your turn.’

‘Vay wdl. Stand clear.” Clunk legpt from the car, executed a hdf-roll and came to a danddtill
balanced on the bals of his feet.

‘I could have done that,” muttered Hal.

There was a groan overhead and Ha looked up to see the groundcar tipping away from the fence. It
sdled across the fidd, headlights wobbling as it crossed the road and began to dimb a hill on the other
dde Hdfway up, it ran into a tree, which immediatidy burst into flames.

‘Oh, great, muttered Ha, saring at the orange glow. ‘Brilliant idea, Clunk. Redly smashing.’

‘| suggest we use your idea next time’

‘What idea?

‘Precisdly.” Clunk scanned the area. *We can use tha drainage ditch for cover.’

Hd crossed to the ditch and peered down into the gloomy darkness. He waved away severd
persstent insects and sniffed a the damp, rotting smel. ‘Thereé d better not be leeches in here he
muttered, lowering himsdlf into the ooze.

It wasn't long before he'd had enough. He'd been making his way dong the insect-infested ditch for
what seemed like hours. Twice he' d dropped to his knees and cowered in the dudge as an armoured car
roared past. Each time he'd waited until the sound of its engine had died away before dragging himsdf
upright and staggering onwards. Bugger Jarling and his damn cargo. Bugger Vurdi, Brutus and the



payments on his ship. He was more than ready to take them dl on at once, with one am tied behind his
back if necessary. Anything was better than this.

He tripped over a root and amost bumped into Clunk, who was leaning on the wdl of the ditch and
peering through the weeds that grew dong the top of the bank.

‘Why have you stopped? demanded Hdl.

‘Shhh!” Clunk gestured at him. “1t's the ship. It's here!’

Hd flopped againg the wal, parted the grass and peered through. The freighter was parked on a
reinforced concrete pad, crouched on its landing legs like a fa beetle. A large, white-painted fin rose
above the twin exhaust cones, swept down in an inverse curve and merged with the body of the ship near
the pointed nose. The tall was painted with a huge letter H split through with a ydlow flash, and was
illuminated by concedled lights set into the hull. A green navigation light blinked on the tip of the nearest
winglet.

Severd fud pipes ran from a refudling cluster to the ship, and the cargo ramp was lowered to the
ground in the shadow of the blackened exhaust cones. A number of cargo lifters were carrying crates out
of the ship and loading them into along, flat truck.

‘The Volante, en? muttered Hal. * And unless I'm mistaken, that’s my cargo.” He beckoned to Clyde
and Albion, who came over and leaned on the bank to get alook at the ship.

‘Here' sthe plan, said Ha. *First we get the robots to put the cargo back, then we sted the ship and
fly it to Jerling's, then we unload the suff and collect payment.’

Clunk stared at him. ‘ That’s not a plan, that’'sawish ligt.’

‘Got a better idea?

‘We should wait here until they finish unloading, then see what happens.’

‘Wait here? Ha dapped his neck. ‘Then what, drag my skeleton aboard in the morning? These
insects are egting me divel’

‘We only have to wait until they finish unloading. Then we can acquire the truck and depart with the
cargo.’

‘Sure, as long as you three can lift it over the fence. Then we just have to survive the close-range
gunfire from two armoured cars and outrun that supercharged limo as we make our escape.’

‘“Whereas geding the ship will be a snap.’

‘We could set up adiverson.’

Clunk looked around the muddy ditch. ‘Yes, we could get this handy battdion of highly trained
soldiers to lay down covering fireaswe go in’

‘Don't be sarky,” muttered Hal.

‘Or we could send in a squad of performing chimps to entertain the robots while we —'

‘Shut up!’

‘M-might | suggest an dternative?

Hd and Clunk looked round. Albion was standing behind them with his hands on his hips.

Hd snorted. *You get ideas too?

‘Why don’t Clyde and | go around the other Sde of the ship and make some n-noise to attract the
robots? You could sneak aboard and p-prepare for take-off.’

Hd shook his head. ‘You won't distract those things. They're just robots, they’ll just go on obeying
mindledy until their task is done.’

Three pairs of frogty eyes gleamed at him out of the darkness.

‘Of course, they’ re not advanced models like you lot.

‘Quite; sad Clyde. ‘I have another suggestion, one that combines the best dements of dl of these
plans’

Hd sighed. ‘Go on, surprise me!’

‘Wait until they finish loading the truck, then drive the whole thing back into the hold and stedl the ship
with the truck ingde’

‘It won't fit.

‘It w-will,” said Albion. ‘That's a brilliant idea, C-Clyde.’



Hd crossed hisarms. ‘' Oh, yeah? What if they bring another truck out? Back on Sergph they used a
line of whopping greet trailers’

Clunk shook his head. ‘Y ou've logt hdlf of the cargo since then.’

Clyde and Albion looked a Hd in astonishment. ‘How did you m-manage that?

‘Let’s not go into that now, said Ha hurriedly. ‘ Okay, assume the cargo will fit on one truck. Next,
assume that once this vauable cargo has been loaded onto the truck everyone will just walk away and
leaveit out in the open for us to pinch. Then we assume the truck will fit into the hold, and that we can
actudly get into the ship to tedl it. After lifting off without any sort of clearance we fly hdfway round the
planet through protected air space and land without guidance at Jerling's place. There, | casudly mention
the fact that hdf the cargo is missng and point out that | stole a ship off his man business rivd. Also,
indead of no robots | have three with me one that was supposed to stay on Seraph and two that | stole
from hisrivd. | then explain that he may or may not be getting a bill for amissng groundcar which | hired
inhis name because | didn’'t have a licence’

Clunk grinned a him. * So what' s the problem?

Before Hal could reply, he heard a humming noise. It came from the two robots. ‘What's that racket
for?

‘It's a device we use to indicate frugtration at the fruitless passage of time’ said Clyde.

‘What?

Albion stepped forward and pointed to the ship. ‘What he meansis, c-can we get on with it?

Hd shrugged. ‘ Get on with what?

Albion scrambled out of the ditch and stood up on the bank, brushing the mud from his overdls. He
graightened his cap and walked across the dearing towards the busy robots.

‘Oh, no!” groaned Hd. He heard awhidle blast and peered over the bank. The robots had dl frozen,
thar faces turned to look at Albion.

‘Ligen up, brothers!’

The robots furthest away shuffled closer to see what was going on.

Albion raised his voice. ‘| represent the haulers and c-carriers union. You have just broken a labour
law.

Severd robots looked around fearfully.

‘The Gaactic Council p-passed alaw five years ago entitling you to a tea break every ningy minutes,
to ensure you d-don’t show up the organic workers. | have been timing you, and you have b-been
working continuoudy for over two hours. Y ou must have a break immediady!’

‘They’ll never fdl for that one, muttered Ha as the hauler robots looked a each other in confusion.
His mouth fdl open as they formed a line and trooped off between the trees, ams and legs swinging in
unison. ‘But robots don't drink teal’ protested HA as the last of the haulers vanished into the
undergrowth. He watched Clunk and Clyde dimb up the soft sdes of the ditch. ‘Where do you think
you're going?

‘I'll get the ship ready,” said Clunk.

‘And | shdl drive the truck into the hold,” said Clyde.

‘What am | supposed to do?

The robots looked down at Hdl. *Y ou hide behind a bush and be lookout,” said Clunk.

A minute or so later HA was crouching behind a pindly bush, watching the robots as they headed for
their objectives. Clunk reached the cargo ramp and jogged up it, his leether shoes thumping on the meta
plating. He stopped at the top for a quick look around, then vanished into the ship.

On the other sde of the clearing, Clyde and Albion made for the truck and swung themsdlves into the
cab.

Hd reached down and undipped his blaster. He wondered if it would work without a barrel, then
shrugged. Whoever he pointed it at would have to worry about that.

*



Clunk entered the Volante's flight deck and was immediatdy struck by the contrast between this ship
and the Black Gull. Here, downlights bathed the console with a soft glow, the images on the datus
disolays were bright and rock-steady, and the main viewscreen was far larger and capable of showing a
lot more information. As with al modern vessdls, the controls were back-lit touchpads which doubled as
wamning and status indicators.

‘Nice, said Clunk, looking around.

‘Thank you, said a deep, mde voice. ‘And you are?

‘My nameis Clunk. I'm the rdief pilot.

‘Not another one,’” said the computer. *You wouldn't believe how many people have had their hands
onmy dick lately.’

‘Jdudt fallowing orders,” said Clunk. “Would you mind preparing for lift-off?

‘I'm afraid | can’'t do that, Clunk. Y ou're not authorised.’

Clunk pressed hislips together. Cracking the ship's systems could take hours, and time was short. ‘I
told you, I'm the rdief pilot. Farrell Hinchfig knows dl about me’

‘That might be s0, but your voice does not match any of those authorised to command me”’

Clunk searched his memory and came up with dl the data he had on Farrell. He andysed a recording
of the human's voiceprint and promptly atered his own to match. * Supervisor mode, you hegp of junk!’

“Yes, Mr Hinchfig. Supervisor mode activated.’

Clunk hurried over and leaned on the console. He closed his eyes and alow moan escaped hislips.

‘What are you doing, Sr? asked the computer anxioudy.

‘Shut up!” growled Clunk, as he digned his antenna. ‘ Thisis a delicate operation.” He put his fingertips
to his forehead and a red light began to flash ingde him, getting faster and faster. When it was a solid red
glow he spread his arms wide and shouted at full volume. *Y eeaagh!’

The downlights went out and the console speakers hissed. Moments later, a neutrd, femde voice
echoed around the flight deck. ‘Where am 17

‘Helo, Navcom.’

‘Isthat you, Clunk? What happened?

‘I had a copy of your operating system in my on-board storage. As the exiding computer wouldn't
cooperate, | uploaded you over the top of it.’

There was a long slence. Findly, the Navcom’'s voice came through the speakers, bardly audible.
‘Are you tdling me I’ ve been pirated?

Hd was practisng quick-draws with his stunted blaster when the roar of a truck motor shattered the ill
night air. Pushing asde a couple of branches, he looked through the gap and saw the laden truck
lumbering towards the ship amidgt clouds of choking dust. It reached the ramp and laboured up the
indine towards the hold, super-hested air bailing from the exhaust stack. It was moving a speed when it
reached the top of the ramp, and there was an enormous crash as the cab struck the beam above the
cargo hold entrance. The truck revved hard, ripping the roof off the cab with a squed of tortured meta
asit forced itsway into the hold. It disappeared insde, and a moment later the engine stopped.

Ha shook his head at the thought of the damage, then brightened when he redlised it wasn't his truck.
Or hisship, for that matter.

The cargo ramp closed with a hiss of hydraulics. Hal stood up and immediately ducked down again as
theline of cargo haulers filed back into the clearing, fresh from ther tea break. The first robot stopped,
confused by the missng truck, and the rest ran into the back of it, causng a mini pile-up. The robots
picked themsdves up and began to search the clearing, peering under bushes and behind trees as they
hunted for the missng vehicle. Andly, their leader whigtled and the robots formed a line and filed off up
the path again.

After a moment or two, Ha stood and approached the ship’'s passenger ramp. He looked up at the
arlock door, which was firmly closed. ‘Clunk? Can you hear me?



He hdf-turned a the sound of footsteps, and was just about to legp for the bushes when a loud voice
rang out.

‘Hands up!’

Hd obeyed. Briefly, he considered pulling his weapon, but when he glanced round and saw his
adversary dl thoughts of resstance leached away. It was Farrdl’s ex-navy hauler, and it had a pulse rifle
a the ready.

‘I'm just amechanic,’ said Hal. ‘I was refudling the ship.’

Therifle came up. * Speak again and | blow your head off.



Chapter 27

Tery paced back and forth, his boots thumping on the polished wooden floor. Each time he stopped and
turned, the heavy weapon a his hip swung and dapped againg hisleg.

Farrel was stting behind a large wooden desk, staring into space. He frowned as Terry stamped past
for the twentieth time. “Will you st down? | can't think with that racket.’

‘Sorry, boss!’

‘Why don’t you come up with an idea insteed of samping your feet dl over the place?

“Y ou mean, what do with the prisoner?

‘Prisoner? It’s probably some feeble-minded local poaching from the woods.’

‘He can't be that stupid. He got over the fence, didn't he?

‘One of the robots isfetching a camera. | want to get alook at him before | decide what to do.’

The door siwung open and a robot rolled in with a viewscreen. It put the screen on Farrdl’s desk and
purred out of the room. Farrell pressed asmdl button and the screen flickered.

‘You get Farel in here or I'll have you junked!’ roared a voice, raitling the speaker in its housng.

‘Sounds familiar, muttered Farrell. His eyes widened as the screen steadied, showing a close-up of
Ha’s angry-looking face. * Spacejock!”’

Terry’s mouth fdl open. ‘It can't bel’

‘It bloody well is. He must have got suspicious and turned back.’

‘I'll take care of him,” said Terry angrily, pulling the blaster from his belt.

‘Murder?

‘Stay hereif you're chicken.

Farrdl shook his head. ‘I don’t know about this. Suppose they find the body?

Tery adjusted his blaster to full power. ‘What body?

*

Clunk was busy at the Volante’'s console, tranderring coordinates for Jerling's factory into the flight
computer. As the last digits ticked over, Clyde and Albion entered the flight deck.

‘Cargo s-secure,” said Albion.

‘What are you doing? asked Clyde, gpproaching the console.

‘I'm running through the pre-flight checks.” Clunk gestured at the airlock door. ‘One of you had better
fetch Hal”’

‘No point, sad Clyde. ‘He was captured.’

‘What!’

Clyde nodded. ‘A big robot dragged him away. | saw them from the cargo hold.’

Clunk stared a him. Y ou didn’t think to stop it?

‘Certainly not. It was huge’

‘And it had a huge b-blaster,” said Albion.

Clyde gestured & the console. ‘If you're ready, we' d better take off. They’ll be after us next.’

“You two can do what you like’ said Clunk. ‘I’'m not leaving without Mr Spacejock.’

‘But Clunk, we can t-take this ship for ourselves Explore the Gdaxy, start our own trading
b-business!’

‘He sright,” said Clyde. ‘Thisis our chance at freedom.’

‘And what about Hal’s freedom? Clunk shook his head. ‘We Il have to stage arescue!’

Albion's eyes narrowed. ‘If we s-save Hd and fly to Jerling's, héll turn us over to Hinchfig, and helll
J-junk us’ He approached Clunk. ‘Have you seen a robot cut up with an atomic torch? They d-don’t
switch you off firg!”



Clunk flinched. * They won't cut you up. You're vaugble’

‘Sash, dash, g-gzzzt!” Albion's hand swished past Clunk’s neck. ‘Turn you into a b-beer pump just
like thet.’

‘He sright,” said Clyde quietly. ‘ Come on, Clunk. Forget the human. We have to leave now, or well
dl be captured.’

‘Look, they won't junk you. Hal won't let them.

Albion's eyebrows rose. ‘ Are you sure about that?

Clyde spread his hands. * Clunk, if we take off now well be doing hm a favour. When they hear the
ship leave, there will be confuson. He |l have a chance to escape.’

‘Come on, Clunk,” said Albion. ‘We can b-be the firg al-robot crew in the Gdaxy.’

‘No. If Jerling's cargo doesn't arrive on time, Hal won't get paid and hé ll lose his ship.”

‘He can b-buy another one,” said Albion.

‘He likes the one he's got.” Clunk looked at the two robots steedily. ‘Ha may seem rough on the
outsde but he cares more than he letson.’

Clyde shook his head. ‘Don’t be fooled. All humans are the same. They're pleasant until they get what
they want, then the charm goes out like a light.”

‘1 didn’t redlise you were such an expert on humans’

Albion shrugged. ‘We ve m-met enough of them to get the g-generd idea’’

Clunk shook his head. ‘I'm not standing here debating anthropology while Hd is having his fingernails
pulled. We have to rescue him!

‘I have the answer,” said Clyde. “You rescue Hd, we ll take the ship to Jerling's’

Albion glared a him. *W-what’ s going to happen when he sees us? We're fugitives, Clyde’

Clyde looked down a Albion's muddy overdls. ‘When we arive, well tdl Jaling were
subcontractors. We |l tdl hm Ha sent us ahead with the cargo. After it's unloaded we can take off and
leave’ He looked at Clunk. ‘Can you download your piloting knowledge into one of us?

Clunk looked a him suspicioudy. ‘What's to stop you running away with the ship?

“You have our word of honour.” Clyde glanced a Albion. ‘Right?

Albion nodded vigoroudy. ‘ S-sure.’

Hd glanced around the well-furnished room. Red paintings adorned the walls farmyard scenes, a man
with his fathful hunting dog, a watercolour of lilies on a pond. Overduffed armchairs had been pushed
back againgt the wals and there was a luxurious rug in the middle of the floor, its intricate red and ochre
pattern enough to keep Hal’s eyes occupied for saverd minutes

Tearing his gaze from the rug, he glanced across the room at the guard robot, which was sanding in
the corner with its gun leveled at Ha’s somach. It hadn’t moved for several minutes, and if it wasn't for
the steedy whirr of cooling fansit could have been mistaken for a suit of armour. Apart from the watchful
eyes, of course.

Hd stared a the tdl glass windows. It was dark outsde and he wondered whether Clunk had
prepared the ship yet, and how long it would be before the robots came to rescue him.

There was a clatter of footsteps in the hdl and the door burst open. Tery entered the room
brandishing a handgun.

‘Ah, the welcoming committee,” growled Ha. ‘What the hdl are you clowns playing at? Why did you

Tery jabbed the end of his blaster under Hal’ s chin, lifting it up until his head was jammed againg the
back of the chair. ‘“Now boss?

Farrd| entered the room. ‘Not here) he said. “You'll ruin my carpet.’

“You can't do it yet,” muttered Ha through haf-closed lips. ‘He hasn't had a chance to gloat.’

Terry pressed the muzze deep into his neck. ‘ Shut itV

‘Take hm outside,” said Farrdll. ‘Get one of the robots to dig a hole, then throw him in and shoot



him.

“You're meking abig mistake,” said Hal. ‘I’ ve got friends out there. Lay a finger on me and they’ll do
you.’

‘Let’s see your friends then,” said Terry, prodding himin the forehead with hisfinger.

Fardl laughed. ‘Friends? Him? The amile was wiped from his face as a digant rumbling shook the
house. ‘What was that?

‘The ship!” Terry stared out the windows. ‘ If we don't stop them we |l have the law dl over ug!’

‘Told you there'd be trouble,” said Hdl, as the rumbling noise grew louder.

Farell addressed the robot. ‘Watch Spacejock. Shoot him if he moves” Then he jerked his head a
Terry, and the two men ran from the room.

Hd kept his eyes on the window, which lit up as the freighter took off just out of his line of Sght. The
noise grew to a whidling roar as the ship passed close overhead, then taled off to a digant rall of
thunder.

‘Thanks a million, Clunk,” muttered Hd, his lips thinning. Without help from the robots, his only
chance of escape was to use hiswits. He eyed the robot, which eyed him right back. Sowly, Ha raised
one hand. The robot raised the end of the pulse rifle, tracking him. Ha moved his head dowly to the left
and the barrel followed steadily. As Hd moved his head to the right, the rifle followed.

‘Dead before you hit the floor,” said the robot in a monotone.

“You can talk?

‘Naturaly.’

‘“Want to play charades?

‘Do not comprehend charades.’

‘It's easy. Think of a book or amovie, and act out the words of the title in mime. It's fun, you'll love
it

Therobot stared a him impassively.

‘I’'ve got an itch in the middle of my back,” said Hal. ‘Can | borrow your gun to scratch it?

The robot stomped across the floor towards him. For a moment Hal thought he' d gone too far, but it
stopped and held the gun out, butt-first. Hal’s heart pounded in his mouth as he reached for the weapon.
Ashisfingers closed on the grip, the gun was whisked away.

‘Sucker,” said the robot, backing up to the window.

Hd pointed at the window. ‘Hey, look at that!’

The robot’s head turned 360 degreesin the blink of an eye. ‘1 didn’t see anything”’

“You didn't look!” said Hal. *You just did that spinny head thing.” His mouth dropped open and he
stared a the window. ‘Look out!’

The robot regarded him impassvely. ‘Won't work aga—

There was a crash and the wal imploded in a shower of plaster, bricks and glass, throwing the robot
addelike atoy. Ha ducked and covered his head to ward off the flying rubble, but a brick dammed into
the rear wall and dropped onto his head, knocking him out.

*

Clunk had findly agreed to let the robots ddiver Jarling's cargo. After trandferring navigation and flight
programming into their databases, he'd hurried down the ramp and stood back as it closed againg the
ship.

Watching from the bushes, he fdt a satisfied glow as the ship’s engines started. The cargo was on its
way! Thrugters roared, belching white flames and smoke and blowing clouds of dust into the trees around
the dearing. When they cleared the freighter was dready up, tuming in mid-air as it sought the right
heading.

Clunk’s sttisfied glow died as he saw a thick, black pipe traling from the back of the ship. He'd
forgotten to detach the fud hosel

‘Stop! Stop!” he shouted, running towards the draining freighter, waving his arms. Before he got



close, the main jets fired and there was a terrible groan as the refudling cluster tore free. Clunk watched,
wide-eyed, as it rose into the ar, dangling from the back of the ship like a wrecking bdl. As the ship
moved away, athick meta pipe broke through the turf. It came up in segments, and Clunk was knocked
off his feet as the earth ripped open beneath him. Glancing round, he saw the pipe bending backwards,
before sngpping and spraying gouts of fud indl directions.

Thelength of pipe hanging from the ship swung wildly as the freighter roared into the sky, and Clunk
was forced back into the ditch as flames from the jets ignited the fud spread around the dearing. Through
haf-closed eyes he watched the ship scream away above the trees and disappear behind the towering
flames, dill towing the refudling clugter.

As the echoes died away Clunk found the road and set off a top speed towards the house. Rounding
abend, he stopped. About a hundred metres ahead the road ended in a looping driveway that ran past
the imposing facade of a three-storey mansion. There was a wide staircase leading up to a heavy timber
door, and the wdls were studded with rows and rows of windows, dl dark except a couple on the
ground floor to the right of the entrance.

The front door swung open and Clunk dived behind a bush as Terry came out of the house, running
down the dairs two at atime with Farrell close behind. Both men had guns in ther hands, and Clunk
backed further into the bush as the men ran towards him. He kept his head down as they charged past,
panting heavily.

He watched ther retregting backs for a moment, then legpt to his feet and ran towards the house. He
crossed the gravel, reached the red brick wall and stopped with his back to it. After aquick glance to his
left and right, he inched his way adong the wal to the firg of the illuminated windows. Risking a quick
look he saw alarge desk with a blank portable vidscreen on the surface. No sgn of Hal. Ducking under
the gll, he crept up to the next window and peered in. From here he could see Hd gtting in a large
amchair, guarded by a big grey robot with its back to the window. Clunk looked thoughtful. The
dightest noise could get Hal killed.

Moving slently, Clunk skirted the front of the house. He dipped down the sde and found himsdf in
front of alarge garage, the double doors sanding open. Ingde, the limousine was parked between a pair
of battle-scarred armoured cars, hulking vehicles plated with sheets of toughened metd. One of the cars
ticked gently as its motor cooled — no doubt the one that had been patrolling when they came over the
fence, thought Clunk.

He glanced a the limo but dismissed it. It would take too long to crack the security. He made for the
armoured car with the ticking engine and tried the driver’s door. Locked. He ran round the other sde
and amiled as the passenger door swung open at his touch. Inside there were two perforated metd seats
surrounded by viewscreens and a large empty cabin with metd benches down each side. Hafway down
the cabin was a round hole in the caling: the access point for the gun turret.

Clunk jumped in and sat in the driver’s seat. He found the starter button and pressed it firmly, and the
engine coughed once or twice before firing. As it settled down to a steady rumble, the viewscreens
flickered then cleared to show the back wadl of the garage. A smdl screen set into the dash showed the
rear view.

Clunk reversed out of the garage and swung the heavy vehicle round. There was a flash of white in the
left-hand screen and he frowned as a pair of robots ran a him, waving ther arms. He aimed the car a
them and pushed the stick forward, and they dived out the way as he roared past. On the rear-view
screen he saw them turn and run into the garage.

Clunk pushed the gtick hard to the right, bringing the car round in a tight turn and lining it up with the
window through which he had seen Hal. Then, after a moment’'s hegtation, he pushed the gtick dl the
way forward.

The engine roared and the car legpt towards the wall, gaining speed rapidly. There was a tremendous
crash as it hit the brickwork, and the sound of splintering wood and faling rubble echoed around the
amoured car’s interior. Clunk reversed and the screens flickered as bricks fdl on the car and bounced
off with hollow thuds. Once clear, he threw the driver’s door open and legpt out.

The grey robot was lying motionless amongst scattered bricks and glass, and Clunk legpt over it and



grabbed hold of Hd, who was lying in the aamchair near the back wal. Clunk threw the unconscious
humen over his shoulder and stumbled back towards the hole in the wall. Hdfway there he passed a
painting lying on the floor, a landscape in a battered frame, frosted with plaster. Clunk’s eyes narrowed
as he saw the cows depicted in the painting, and very ddiberately he backed up and trod on it, grinding
the canvas under hished.

Outside, he pulled open the passenger door and dropped Hal into the seat. There was a roar behind
him, and he glanced round to see the second armoured car reversing from the garage, turret whining as it
turned towards him.

Clunk dived into the driver’s seat and hauled back on the joystick. The car jerked backwards just as
an explosion tore into the house, hurling bricks skywards like popcorn.

‘What was that? mumbled HdAl.

‘The other armoured car isout,” said Clunk as he wrestled with the stick. ‘Hold tight, they’ re shoating
aus’



Chapter 28

Hd shook his head to clear the mig from his eyes. One minute he'd been exchanging inaults with the
guard, the next the house had falen on him. He glanced at Clunk, who was fighting the controls, throwing
the car around as he evaded the fire from their pursuers. The robot’s face was bathed in multicoloured
light from the insrument pand, his expression grim.

‘Thanks for the rescue,” shouted Hal over the roar of the engine.

‘Timefor thanks later. If we get away.’

Hd gripped the sdes of his seat and looked at the screens across the front of the vehide A
kaleidoscope of trees and grass soun thisway and that as Clunk twisted the joystick, trying to throw their
pursuer’s am off.

‘What was that? asked Hd, as he saw aflash.

A shattering blagt threw the car sdeways, tossing Ha from his seaet and smashing him againg the hard
meta wall. He sat up groggily, shaking his head to clear the stars from his eyes.

‘I told you to hold on,” said Clunk. ‘ They’re firing.

There was another explosion and the floor tipped under Hal’ s feet. ‘ Can't we fire back?

‘Can you operate the armament?

‘Whereisit?

Clunk jerked histhumb towards the back of the vehicle, where a ladder rose through the circular hole
inthe roof.

Hd left his seat and staggered down the swaying cabin, usng the overhead straps to stay upright. He
reached the ladder and was about to dimb when an explosion threw the car sdeways, dmost knocking
him off hisfeet. Hd regained his balance, grabbed hold of the metd ladder and started to dimb. He was
hdfway up when there was a swishing, screping noise dong the sde of the car. ‘“What's that? he
shouted.

‘| am attempting to shake them off by driving through the undergrowth,” called Clunk.

‘What about the trees?

There was a crunch as the car dammed into one, and the sudden stop tore Hal from the ladder and
flung him againg the curved surface of the tube. Stunned, he dropped to the deck in a heap. As he got to
hisfeet, the car reversed, throwing him aong the cabin towards Clunk. Just before he smashed into the
back of the robot, the vehide roared forward, sending him flying back down the cabin towards the rear
of the car. Hafway there, he hit the ladder.

Clunk glanced over his shoulder. ‘Haven't you got that gun going yet?

‘No, | haven't got the bloody gun going yet!” shouted Hd, rubbing his head. ‘I'm enjoying the bloody
roller-coaster ridel” He gripped the ladder and stormed up it with short, jerky movements, emerging in
the cramped turret where he found a seat stuck to the deck and three hundred and sixty-degree screens
lining the walls. The seat gave dightly as he sat in it, and he dangled his feet down the access tube. A
joystick sprang up between his legs, and the screens flickered into life. The one labdled ‘front’ showed
the car’ s headlights reflecting off bushes and tree trunks, and a targeting cross appeared in the corner of
the screen.

Hd scanned the viewscreens for dgns of the enemy. To his left, one of the screens flared and
darkened, and there was an exploson outsde. He twisted the joystick until the cursor hovered over the
pursuing armoured car, then squeezed the trigger. There was a loud bang, and when the smoke cleared
the pursuing vehide was weaving from sde to side.

‘How'd you likeit? muttered Ha. He bent and yelled down the tube. ‘Head for the gates!’

‘Precisgly my intention.’

One of the screens began to glow, and as they got closer it showed burning trees and gouts of flame
shooting into the air from twisted, glowing pipes. ‘What happened there? shouted HaAl. ‘And wher€'s the



ship?

‘Clydeisflyingit to Jerling's, said Clunk.

Hd fdt his somach tighten. “Y ou sent those robots off by themsdaves?

‘1 downloaded pilating code into Clyde. They'll be dl right.’

‘They'll pinch the ship and vanish, you stupid tin can! They'll do a runner with my cargo!’

‘They can't,” said Clunk. ‘' They gave me therr word of honour.’

Hd groaned. ‘All they wanted was to get away from the planet. Y ou’' ve given them the means, Clunk.
WEIl never see them again.’

“You're wrong, Mr Spacejock. The robots will ddiver the cargo to Jerling.

‘“They won't! They'll nick the ship and scarper!’

‘They can't.’

‘Why not?

‘Their fud won't lagt. | forgot to detach the hoses before they took off.’

Hd gazed at the twisted, burning pipes. ‘So you did.” He frowned as he saw a par of figures
slhouetted againg the flames. One of them turned at the sound of the approaching car, and Ha’s eyes
narrowed as he recognised Terry. His finger tightened on the trigger as the cursor hovered below the
mop of straw-coloured hair.

‘“We should be at the gatesin a moment,” shouted Clunk up the tube.

There was a flash on the screen, and an exploson rocked the car. HAd spun the turret, whirling it
around until the second armoured car was centred under the cross hairs. He squeezed the trigger,
flinching as the blast echoed around the turret. When the screen cleared the other car was on its Sde,
smoke and flames pouring from the blasted hull. On the side screen he saw Farrdl and Terry running
towards the house.

‘Hold tight!” shouted Clunk.

Hd braced himsdf as he saw the gates stretched across the road ahead, glinting in the armoured car’s
powerful headlights. There was a jdlt as the car rammed them and a series of bumps as it forced its way
over the tangled metd. Then it straightened up and roared across the fidd towards the main road and the

spaceport.

Farrd| ran dong the path with Terry, coughing in the swirling smoke. They rounded the find bend and
stopped as they saw the huge, jagged hole in the front of the house.

‘Bl oody hell,’ exclained Terry.

‘M/ house,’ said Farrell, staring at the danmage in disbelief. ‘He's ruined
ny goddamm house!’ He frowned as he saw the hulking robot squatting on the
snoul dering rug, gazing at the twisted barrel of its pulse rifle.

‘What happened?’ demanded Farrell, hurrying over. ‘Were's Spacejock?

‘One of our arnobured cars,’ said the robot, throwing the rifle aside. ‘It
rescued him’

Farrell and Terry exchanged a glance. ‘One to fly the ship. Another to
drive the car

“And another to drive the truck into the ship,” said Terry. ‘It’'s a whole
bl oody gang.’
‘Fetch the Ilino. Wapons, too.’ Farrell looked up at the shattered

bri ckwork. *‘Someone’s going to pay for this.’

Terry vanished down the side of the house. ‘ Get up,’” said Farrdl to the robot. He jabbed his thumb at
the red glow in the trees. ‘I want that fire out, | want this wall fixed and | want the other armoured car
hidden away. Got it?

“How should | prioritise?

‘I don’t give aflying stuff. Just get it done.’

The robot knuckled its forehead and backed out of the damaged room. Farrdl bent to pick up a
panting, a farmyard scene in a gilt frame. He put his finger through a large tear, then drew his fig back



and smashed it through the canvas. ‘Bloody Spacegjock!” he shouted.

There was arumbling sound outside, and thelimo drew up with a jerk. Farrdl legpt in, and before his
door was closed the car was racing dong the circular drive towards the exit. They passed the burning
trees, thar headlights boring white tunnds through the swirling smoke, and a few seconds later they
roared up to the shattered gates.

‘They couldn’'t open the bloody things, could they? demanded Farrel plaintivdy. ‘No, they had to
gmash them down and drive over the pieces.” He looked a Terry. Y ou did bring guns?

Tery grinned. *Oh, yeah.” He guided the car over the twisted metd then drove it across the fidd. It
swvung wide as they shot out of the gap in the hedge then straightened up and roared up the main road.
Far ahead, they could see the dark shape of the armoured car lumbering up the hill.

‘Don't get too close” muttered Farrdl, as they approached the fleang vehicdle ‘That thing's
dangerous.’

Terry matched the armoured car’s speed. ‘How are we going to stop them?

‘We don't have to. There' s only one place they can go.’

*

Hd twirled the targeting joystick until the aming reticule stuck to the pursuing limo. ‘Eat this’ he
breathed, squeezing the trigger. The cross turned red and there was an angry buzzing noise.

‘They’re out of range,” caled Clunk.

‘Damn, muttered Hal. His eyes narrowed as he stared at the limo on the screen. “Closer, Hinchfig.
I’ve got a pressie for you.’

“You can’t shoot them, Mr Spacejock. That's murder.’

‘Don’'t worry, I'm just going to hurt them a bit.” Hal dropped the aming point until it hovered over the
road between the two vehicles. The gun fired with a satisfying bang, tearing a hole in the road and flinging
chunks of dirt at the limo. The car swerved wildly as Terry fought to bring it under control, then dropped
back to a safer distance.

‘That gave them something to think about” Hd was just linng up for another shot when the
cross-hairs disappeared. ‘Hey, what happened?

‘| disabled the wegpon,’ cdled Clunk. *Y ou could hurt someone.’

‘I'mtrying to!” shouted Hal. ‘ Turn it on again!’

‘1 meant you could hurt someone ese. Thisisabuilt-up area’

‘Trust me to get saddled with a do-gooder,” muttered Hal to himsdf. After giving the joystick a couple
of experimenta twiddles, he gave up and watched the limo. He saw the passenger window go down, and
then Farrdll leaned out. There was afizz, and bright energy bolts zinged from the weapon in his hand.

‘They can't hurt us with that,’” caled Clunk.

The shots went lower and lower until there was aloud bang. ‘They shot awhed off, you crazy robot!”
shouted Hal, as the armoured car started to wobble madly. * Turn the bloody gun back on!’

‘Hold on tight.’

‘ amV’

There was a terrible squed as Clunk gpplied the brakes. The limo vanished behind a cloud of tyre
smoke, then burst through it, travelling fast. There was an dmighty crunch as it dammed into the back of
the armoured vehicle, and Hal saw Farrdl and Terry hurled forwards, only to be caught and held in a
blue forcefidd.

There was a powerful roar as Clunk gunned the motor again, while behind them the limo weaved
across the road, belching black smoke. ‘ Take that you pricks!” shouted Ha, gesturing a the screen with
hisfinger. Sipping off his seat, he descended the ladder and joined Clunk up front. ‘ Neat move, that.’

‘It won't hold them up for long.’

“We can worry about thet later.’

‘I"d gtart worrying now,” said Clunk, gesturing a the forward screen. “We're gpproaching a toll booth
and the barrier isdown.’



‘A little strip of wood isn't going to hold thisthing up.’

The engine note changed as the heavy vehide dowed. ‘| have to stop,” said Clunk. ‘My programming

‘Hey, what' s that? said Hd, pointing out the sde window. As Clunk turned to look, Hal leaned over
his shoulder and pushed the joystick. There was a roar from the engine, and the armoured car burst
through the barrier with a squed of tortured metd.

‘That wasn't very nice,’ said the robot. ‘1 don't like being fooled.’

‘And | don't like being caught by gangsters. Drive on!’

*

‘| told you he'd make for the spaceport,” said Farrell, as the limo passed the buckled barrier. The cabin
reeked of smoke, even with the windows open, and the car lurched dong the road like a drunk.

‘“How did you know?

‘Where e'se would you hide a spaceship? Come on, move it. We ve got to get there firgt.’

‘WE | be lucky to get there at dl,” said Terry, as he fought with the controls.

‘Turnright at Haywood' s copse. WE |l take the back road.’

*

After winding through the trees for severa hundred metres, the spaceport approach road sdlit in two.
Clunk took the left-hand fork, and before long they came across a row of booths, unlit and deserted
except for one a the far end, where a uniformed guard was watching a amd| portable vidset. On ather
Sde of the booths was a sturdy fence tipped with barbed wire.

Hd grabbed Clunk’s arm. ‘Pull over.’

The vehide stopped and Clunk looked at him expectantly.

‘We can't just drivein with thisthing,” Hal eyed the fence. *‘And we'll never bust through that. 1t's ten
times stronger than the one a Farrdl’s place’

‘It sdl right, said Clunk. ‘I have aplan.’

‘Yeah?

‘From the outside, nobody can see into this vehicle’

‘That's a good plan. | can see that working like a charm.” Hal waved his hands. ‘Here Fred, let this
heavily armed vehicle through. Can't be awrong' un, there s no-oneinit.’

‘Perhaps you could let mefinish? Clunk tapped his chest. ‘I can impersonate Farrell.’

‘Oh, sure’

‘1 canl’

‘“You don’'t look anything like him! He's got har and you're a robot. Even the most dim-witted,
thick-headed guard on the planet would see through it before you got within fifty metres.”

“Who said anything about seeing me? | was talking about impersonating his voice’

‘They'll never buy it

Clunk gestured at the fence. “Would you rather scae that?

‘All right, go for the impersonation,” said Hdl, after aquick look at the dense coils of razor wire. ‘Tha
reminds me, you owe me for a new gun.’

The armoured car rumbled up to the tall booth with a growl from its powerful engine. Clunk pulled up
to the barrier and stopped, eyes flickering as he adjusted his speech patterns.

Hd looked at the Sde viewscreen, where he could see the guard Saring at his vidsat ingde the hut. On
the screen, severd tiny figures were chasing a jet-powered bal around a sky-hockey pitch.

‘Ready,’ said Clunk.

Hd put a hand on the robot’s arm. ‘Wait.’

Ingde the hut, the guard reached out and pressed a button without taking his eyes from the game. A
ticket spooled out of the dispenser, and Clunk cracked his door open and took it.



Immediatdly, the barrier rose out of the way.

‘Go,” muttered Hal. *Come on, moveit!’

The armoured car belched smoke and the heavy vehide rumbled under the barrier, bardly squeezing
through the narrow gap. ‘ There goes his employee of the month award,” remarked Hd, as the barrier
dropped behind them.

Clunk gunned the motor and the armoured car roared dong the access road, emerging on the
spaceport gpron between a pair of maintenance vehides. ‘Do you remember where you left the Gull ?

‘On the landing fidd, of course.’

‘Do you know which pad?

Ha shook his head. ‘I wasin ahurry to inspect the damage.’

‘Damage? Clunk looked at him. *What damage?

“Fire. Ground control diverted us into a rubbish tip. We were coming in too fast, see? The rubbish
cushioned the landing, but it, er, caught fire’

‘And was there any damage?

‘It was a bit hard to tdl. | mean, the Gull wasn't exactly pristine to begin with.

‘But ill spaceworthy? Clunk shook his head. ‘Don’t answer that.’

They drove past a passenger liner, her brilliant white flanks gleaming under batteries of floodlights.
Two men were pushing atrolley past the carpeted passenger ramp, heading for a cargo lift. As the lift
rose towards the bdly of the ship, they leaned on the ralling and watched the armoured car pass by.

‘I remember that ship, said Ha. ‘Turn right here.’

The car swung past arefudling cluster. ‘There sheis’ said Hd, as he spotted the distinctive outline of
the Black Gull againg the sky. ‘Hey, where are you going? he asked, as the car swung in the opposite
direction.

‘If they got here fir, they could be watching the ship.” Clunk drove the armoured car behind a fud
tanker and switched off the engine. ‘I'm sure they guessed our dedtination, if they’re not here now they
soon will be.’

‘So we just gt here and die of old age?

‘Perhaps | could suggest a more workable dternative?

‘Shoot.’

Clunk pointed towards the back of the car. ‘I'll make my way to the Black Gull. If I'm spotted they’ll
think I'm just another robot. In fact, with these clothes they might even mistake me for a human.’

Hd looked him up and down. ‘If you say so.’

‘Once I'm aboard the Gull I'll run up the engines and prepare for take-off. When everything's ready,
I'll flash the landing lights three times. That’s your Sgnd.’

‘Three times. Got it

Clunk opened the door and stepped out.

‘Hang on,” sad Hd. ‘Turn the gun on before you go. If they come nosing around I'll give you some
cover.’

Clunk reached up and tapped the bulging side of the fud tanker. ‘Best not. One stray shot ...’

‘Ah’

Clunk went to close the door, then hesitated. ‘If 1 don't make it, Mr Spacejock, it was a pleasure
working with you.’

‘Skip the speeches, okay? We're the good guys. WEe're going to win.

Clunk nodded. Then he was gone.

Ha opened the door a crack and looked back adong the vehicdle's solid flanks, watching the shadowy
figure heading for the Black Gull. He saw the robot reach the foot of the ramp and then a car drove
past, stopped and reversed. Ha stared at the glossy black limo in shock. Farrdl and Terry! And they’d
seen Clunk going up the ramp!

Hd dropped into the driver’s seat and gently closed the door. He found the master switch and flicked
it, bringing up the outside views on the screens. On the smdlest screen, labdled ‘Rear’, he saw Terry and
Farrd| gtting in the limo, their backs to him as they watched the Black Gull.



Chapter 29

‘That’ s the third time we ve come dong here;’ remarked Terry, as the limo emerged from the shadow of
ahuge freighter. ‘1 told you they wasn't coming to the space port.’

‘He' s a pilot, where else would he meet my bloody ship? Go |eft.

The car turned sharply and darted under a passenger liner, narowly missing a par of baggage
handlers. ‘Keep your eyes open.’

‘Here, what if he's disguised? A well-organised gang like this, they could have uniforms or something.’

Farell glanced back at the handlers, who were dill gedticulaing at him. * Spacejock’ s a fredancer, not
acimind mastermind. HE |l be here eventudly, and when he turns up we'll nab him and find out where
the cargo went. Then he can vanish permanently.’

‘He keeps vanishing, that’s hdf the problem.’

“You got a better idea?

‘Cdl the cops. You've got contacts, surdy they can spot an armoured car?

Farrel winced. ‘I'd rather not.’

‘They do know you've got those things?

“Yeah, but | don’t want them looking too closdy.’

‘Why, are they stolen?

‘No.’

‘lllegd weaponry?

‘No, nothing like that.” Farrdll glanced a a scarred, rust-streaked ship. A bronze robot in a flaghy suit
was making its way up the passenger ramp, looking around furtively asif it were up to no good.

‘Sowhy —' began Terry.

‘Haven't paid the rego.’

Teary stared a him. *You're barmy! They'Il —'

‘That was hm!” shouted Farrdll. * Stop! Go back!”

The car stopped and reversed sharply.

‘There, said Farrell, pointing a the rusty freighter. ‘I just saw Spacejock's robot, dl done up in a
dinner jacket.’

“You did? Terry looked a him doubtfully. ‘It's been along day, boss. You don't think ...’

‘1 know whet | bloody saw!’

‘It can’t have been the one. You chucked itinalake’

‘It got out again, didn’t it? And don’t you recognise the ship?

Terry looked. ‘Hey, it's that hegp of Spacgjock’s!

‘Naturdly. He didn't teleport here, you know.” Farrell looked at him. “Your little box of tricks didn't
work, did it?

‘He didn't hyperspace, did he? It only worksif you hyperspace.”

Fardl settled in his chair. * Spacejock’s got to be here somewhere. He mugst have sent the robot
ahead to prepare the ship.’

‘So where' s the Volante?

‘Probably hdfway round the planet. You can see what they're up to — their stooges have taken my
ship and the cargo somewhere quiet, and now Spacegjock’s taking his ship to trandfer the cargo back.
They’ll abandon the Volante and use this piece of junk to deliver Jerling's parts.’

Teary looked a him with respect. ‘Y ou've redly got them sussed, boss.’

‘Don't sound so surprised. Spacegjock is hardly an intelectud giant.’

‘No, but neither are ...” Terry’s voice talled off under Farrdll’s cold stare. * So, what do we do now?

‘That robot’s getting the ship ready.” Fardl glanced out the Sde window. ‘Spacegock mugs be
skulking nearby. We Il get im when he tries to go aboard.’



‘What if we misshim? We can't chase themin this’

‘That'sright.’

‘And if we shoot them down, we Il never find the cargo. When his mates hear what's happened they' Il
scarper with the Volante.’

‘Vey perceptive’

“Your brother won't hdf be pissed if you lose his ship.’

“You leave Gordon to me.” Farrell’s face cleared. ‘ That's it! He wanted me to collect hisflyer!”

‘Shouldn’t you get the cargo back first?

“You don't understand. Gordon’ s flyer is here at the spaceport, he was having it serviced. We can use
it to follow Spacejock’ s ship!’

At that moment the Black Gull’s landing lights flashed three times. Immediatdly, there was a roaring
sound.

‘He staking off!” shouted Terry, as the roaring got louder.

‘That's not the ship, sad Farrdl. ‘It's coming from ...” He twisted round in his seat just as the
armoured car dammed into the side of the limo, tipping it up and ralling it over and over, tumbling Farrell
and Terry indde like apair of tennis shoes in a washing machine. It findly came to rest, and there was a
squed of tortured metd as the armoured car reversed into it.

*

The Black Gull was airborne before Hd was hdfway across the flight deck. As he sat down, the ship
turned sharply and roared across the landing fidd, heading for Jerling’s factory on the opposite side of
the plandt.

‘1 got them, Clunk. You should have seen it!’” Hdl raised a hand and drove hisfig into it. * Smashing!’

‘It was very dangerous,” said Clunk severely. “You could have hurt someone.’

‘They were dl right. | saw them shaking ther figs a me’ Hd clapped the robot on the shoulder.
‘We ve doneit, Clunk!” His face fdl. ‘ Assuming those robots of yours turn up.’

‘They’re not my robots, Mr Spacejock. Y ou brought them dong.’

“You let them out of the shop, didn’t you? And you gave them the Volante.’

‘They'll be there’

‘Jarling will have you scrapped if they don't turn up.’

The robot’ s head dropped. ‘That's closer to —

There was a beep from the console. ‘Vessd gpproaching from astern,” said the Navcom. ‘Range
three hundred metres’

‘Probably judt traffic,” sad Hdl.

Clunk looked up from the ingruments. * It' s directly behind, Mr Spacegjock. Closing fast.’

‘It' s nothing.’

‘It s matching our course.’

‘All right, dl right.” Ha waved ahand. ‘I'll take alook if it' Il make you happy.’

‘Termind three.’

One of the smdler screens flickered and afuzzy blob appeared. Hd laughed at the sght. * Ooh, scary.’

‘“They'reright behind us. Our exhaudt is interfering with the picture” Clunk adjusted the controls and
the ship heded round. The image sharpened, showing a trim, powerful flyer banking to metch ther
course. Theimage zoomed rapidly until Farrell and Terry could be seen stting Side by side in the cockpit.

‘Not those jokers again!” exclamed Hd. ‘ Sam the brakes on, maybe they'Il run into the back of us’

‘It won't work. Thét little ship is much more agile than ours.’

‘So what are we worrying about? They can’t knock us down with that little thing!”

Clunk watched the picture. ‘ They're doing something.’

‘Eh? Hd turned to look. Farrell was piloting, and dongsde him Terry was taking a black tube from a
padded case. ‘What's he going to do with a telescope, glare me to death?

‘That’s not atelescope, Mr Spacegjock,” said Clunk gravey. ‘It’'s a photon cannon.’



‘ Armoured cars, photon cannons ... what next, orbiting lasers?

Clunk pursed hislips, puckering up the giiff plasted. ‘I'm getting an idea,” he said dowly.
‘Oh, great, sad Hal. ‘Go on, let me haveit. | haven't had a good laugh for ages.’
‘Down to the hold, quickly.’

The noise from the Black Gull’s engines thundered through the flyer's canopy and Farrell struggled to
mantain their course as the fragile craft bucked and leaped in the turbulence.

‘They mudt have seen us;’ he said, as the Gull began to weave from sde to Sde. He eased the stick
forward, dropping out of the Black Gull’ stwigting, roaring exhaust. ‘' They'll never lead us to the Volante

now.’

Alongsde him, Terry continued to assemble the photon cannon. He dotted the barrel into the chunky
orip, laid the weagpon aside and took up a hefty damp with aswive on top.

‘Mind the upholgtery,” said Farrdll. ‘ Gordon’ s in love with thisthing’

Tery opened the sde window and dropped the damp over the door sll. He twisted a handle, and
there was a muted bang as the grip fired an anchor sraight through the bodywork.

Farrd| stared, speechless.

‘Sorry boss. These things need a stable platform.” Terry mounted the cannon on the swive and took
out an oblong powerpack, which he dotted into the weapon. After swinging it through a couple of arcs,
he flipped the cover off the aming switch and pressed it. Severd red lights came on. ‘Keep them round
thissde,’ he said, gesturing a the Black Gull. ‘I'll get their port engine first”

‘They won't crash?

‘Nah. They can land on one engine’

Farell eased the stick to the right, angling the flyer so the Black Gull drifted across to Terry's wating
cannon. Suddenly, the freighter's cargo doors swung open. ‘What are they doing?

‘Watch them, muttered Terry.  Spacgjock’s atricky bastard.’

Farrel squinted as two figures appeared at the back of the hold. One of them staggered, and the other
grabbed the back of hisflight suit and hauled himin.

‘If he fdls out you won't be able to ask him anything.” Terry gestured at the cannon. ‘“What shdl |
do?

Farel glanced over the sde of the flyer. Several houses dotted the landscape below. * Someone might
be watching. Keep following.’

At the back of the hold, Clunk was trying to explain his plan.

‘We throw scrap a them,” he said, rasing his voice over the Black Gull’s thundering exhaugt. *All we
need is one piece of metd inthe ar intake.’

Hd stared &t the robot in disblief. *Y ou dragged me down here for a coconut shy?

‘A what?

“You're unbelievable’ shouted HA. ‘You want to throw a lump of metd into the ar intake of a flyer
three hundred metres away? It's impossible’

Clunk spread his hands. ‘I'm sorry, Mr Spacejock. It was the only idea | could come up with!’

‘It's dumb enough to be in a movie, shouted Hal. * Anyway, we don’'t have any scrap. You stripped
the ship on Seraph, remember?

Clunk tapped the hydraulic pistons dangling on ether side of the open doors. ‘These were for the
ramp. You don’'t need them any more.’

‘1 will when | get my ramp back.’

“You won't need aramp if they open fire’

Hd looked down &t the flyer, where he could see Farrdll and Terry looking up a him. *All right, well



gveit ashot, he sad. ‘But | want the firg throw.’

‘They're chucking things a ud’ exclamed Terry, as a dark shape flashed past the canopy.

Farel looked down. ‘There's a forest coming up. Get ready to open fire’ He jinked the flyer
Sdeways as a series of objects flew out of the Black Gull’s hold. Each curved towards them, then sailed
past harmledy.

Clunk hefted alength of chrome pipe with a bolt through the end. ‘Thisis the lagt piece, Mr Spacejock.’

‘Hand it over, then.’

‘My accuracy is better than yours.”

“You never went near them! Anyway, you've had more shots than me.’

Clunk pointed to the sde of the hold. ‘Maybe you can throw that.’

Hd turned to look, but the hold was empty. When he turned round again, Clunk had thrown the pipe.
“You rotten cheat!” He watched the length of chrome pipe tumble past the flyer. *And you're a rotten
shat, too.’

Clunk glared at him. *You could try throwing yoursdf at them again. | promise | won't stop you this
time’

‘I'll have to, won't 17 Ha gestured a the bare door-frame and the empty hold. ‘We've run out of
bits’

‘They were no good anyway. With irregular shapes, it's impossible to cdculate the —' Clunk broke
off as a series of blinding white flashes it up the hold. ‘Down! They’re shooting!’

The Black Gull tilted, and the burst of fire passed by harmlesdy. *Good old Navcom,” shouted Hdl.

‘Evasve manoeuvres?

‘More like self-preservation.” Hal stared down at the flyer, which was manoeuvring into firing position
agan. ‘We can't just dand here and take it

‘Aity we don't have a cannon ourselves’

Hd stared & him. ‘Bdls’

Clunk looked shocked. ‘1 beg your pardon?

‘Bdlg’ Hd ran into the hold, darted through the inner door and raced dong the passageway. Kicking
open the gdley door, he dragged open the freezer and fet around until his fingers closed on the round,
frozen shape. ‘Where' sthe rest? he demanded, waving the pudding at the overhead camera.

‘Freezer chestsfive and sx,” said the Navcom.

Hd bent down and examined the narrow doors. He found the one he wanted and yanked it open,
waving away clouds of vapour. Ingde the compartment there was a white cardboard box. Hal did it out,
stacked the one behind it on top, and carried both back to the hold. ‘Bdls’ he said, panting from the
effort.

‘Thisis a strange time to be thinking of your somach,” said Clunk.

‘I'm not going to eat the bloody things, said Hal, banging the boxes down. He ripped the top off the
fird one, grabbed a frozen pudding and approached the back door. Drawing his am back, he took am
and threw.

‘1 did better with the pipe,’ said Clunk, coming up with a bdl in each hand.

‘Not much better,” said Hd, as the robot’ s missles went wide. ‘ Grab some more, will you?

Clunk hurried over and picked up the carton. He was hdfway back when the ship lurched to avoid
another burst from the photon cannon. The sudden move hurled Clunk to the deck and a dozen frozen
puddings burgt from the box, rolled past Ha and fdl out the back of the ship.

The puddings dropped towards the flyer, scattering like dow-motion buckshot in the turbulence.
Before Farrd| could react, severd heavy bdls had dammed into the craft, smashing the perspex canopy,



punching holes through the bodywork and destroying the flyer’ s air intakes. There was a horrible grinding
noise and black smoke began to pour from the exhaugt vents.

‘Yee-hah!” screamed Hdl, legping up and down and waving his arms. ‘Gotchal’ he yeled as the flyer
fdl behind, tralling black smoke and losng height rgpidly. Clunk grabbed a handful of flight suit as Hd
leaned over the edge to watch the crash.

Theflyer dipped and weaved as it angled towards the ground. Findly it thumped down, bounced once
and came to a hdt in atangle of thick bushes.

‘Good shot, Clunk!” shouted Hal, dapping the robot on the shoulder.

Clunk stared at the flyer. ‘1 hope they’re not hurt, Mr Spacejock.’

‘“W'll soon find out.” Hal reached for the intercom ‘Navcom throw ne a
one-eighty and cone in |ow over the w eckage.

* Conpl yi ng.’

The engines roared as the Black Q@ill cane round in a hard turn, then

qui etened again as the ship slowed and lost height. A nonent or two later they
were at a crawl. Hal lay down on the netal decking and poked his head out the
back of the hold, peering down at the ground. The flyer’'s canopy had been
pushed aside, and the two nen were clanbering out, chased by flanes and gouts
of black snoke. They |ooked up as the Qull came to a halt a hundred netres or
so above their heads.

‘Hand me anot her pudding,’ said Hal

‘“No, M Spacejock.’

‘Go on! They're easy targets from here.’

‘No,” said the robot firmy. ‘1 have a better idea.’

*

‘I'll never forget that, said Hdl, wiping a tear from his eye. ‘It was brilliant, Clunk. Brilliant.

Clunk amiled modedtly. ‘It achieved the desired effect without causing injury.

Hd laughed as he remembered the horrified looks on Farrell and Terry’s faces as the contents of the
Black Gull’s waste tank rained down on them. “What about their pride?

‘Oh, I think we injured that.” Clunk’s amile disappeared. ‘Of course, it's agand the law to purge
effluent in flight.”

Hd sniggered. * Shit happens.’

A bdl darted to ring. ‘Approaching destination,” said the Navcom. There was a tinkling noise,
‘Incoming message.’

‘Okay, put it up.’

A monitor flickered, and Jerling's face appeared. ‘Mr Spacejock, my people tdl me you're on find
approach.’

‘That'sright.

‘| shdl meet you on pad three. Try not to land on my trucks.’

‘As good as done, Mr Jerling” The screen went dark, and Ha rubbed his hands together. ‘It's
payday, Clunk. Hey, what's he going to say when he sees you?

Clunk’s mouth turned down. ‘I have no idea’

‘Cheer up. Someone ese can take you back to Seraph.’

‘I know.’

“You're going to make ared splash at that academy. Jarling will be proud of you, you'll see.’

‘Mr Spacegjock —

The engine note changed to a deep roar and the ship dowed initstracks. Ha fdt his somach twis as
they dropped towards the ground.

‘Please be seated for landing,” said the Navcom.

Hd gripped the sSdes of his chair as the engine noise increased.

‘Hve metres’

Hd glanced a Clunk, who was standing in the middle of the flight deck with a downcast expression on



hisface. *You'd better hang on to something.’

Clunk shrugged. ‘Why bother?

‘Contact imminent,” said the Navcom.

Ha’s head dipped as the ship touched down.

‘Landing successful,” said the Navcom, as the engine noise talled off to a hum. ‘Locd time is 8.22
am.

Hd stood up, opened the inner door and walked into the airlock. A gust of chilly air blew in as the
outer door opened, and hidden motors whirred as the platform extended from the sde of the ship, rattling
oguy wires as the landing ramp unfolded. Hal looked out and saw three jet-black trucks waiting, large
vehides with ‘Jerling Enterprises on the sdes. There was a tdl building across the landing fidd and a
taity portable office nearby. The door to the office burst open, and Jaling trotted towards the ship,
leaving a smoke trall as he puffed on a cigar.

Hd raised his hand in greeting. ‘“Morning!’

Jarling looked up as he reached the foot of the ramp. ‘Not a moment too soon,” he said breathlesdy.
‘My factory saff are just turning up for work.’

Hd stood back to let him past, then followed him into the flight deck. The businessman was standing
near the console, looking around in surprise. ‘It's rather old, is't it?

‘Solid asarock,” sad Hdl.

‘I'll take your word for it Jerling looked a him expectantly. ‘Can you open the doors now? My
people are waiting to unload the cargo.’

Hd stared a himin shock. ‘The freighter didn’t arrive?

Jaling looked blank. ‘ Freighter? What freighter?



Chapter 30

“Your tin pals pissed off with the ship!” shouted Hd, jabbing hisfinger a Clunk. ‘And you trusted them!’

‘Mr Spacgjock, | —'

“You bloody robots are dl the same.’

‘They gave methar word,” said Clunk quietly.

‘They were on the run, Clunk! Fugitived’ Hd jerked his thumb a the sky. ‘They probably fudled up
and legged it to the nearest planet.’

Clunk’s eyes flashed. ‘' They'll be here, they said so.’

‘Redly? So where are they?

‘Maybe | gave them the wrong program. Maybe they crashed.’

‘Maybe they’re hdfway across the Galaxy,” snapped Hal.

Jarling coughed. ‘Mr Spacejock, can | have your undivided attention?

Hd glared a& him. *‘What do you want?

‘Are you saying my cargo is not aboard your ship?

Hal jerked his thunb at Cunk. ‘Hs mates ran away with it. | was trying to
expl ain before, these nmen cane and —

‘You've had it, Spacejock. My lawers wll suck you dry for this.” Jerling
tossed his cigar butt down the access tube and marched to the airlock. ‘1’'1II
see you in ny office, dunk.’

After the door banged to, dunk held out his hand to Hal. ‘I'm sorry it had
to end like this, M Spacejock. It was a pleasure working with you.’

Hal |ooked at the robot’s hand, then turned his back and strode to the
drinks dispenser. He scooped up his nug, held it under the nozzle and pressed
the button.

‘ Suppl i es exhausted,’ said the Navcom as a drop of brown goo fell into the
cup.

Hal closed his eyes and a black hole opened beneath his feet. It was a
bottom ess pit with no exit and no escape, and as he fell into it he saw
nocki ng faces repeated around the sides: Wurdi with Brutus, Farrell and Terry,
Jerling, Portnaster Linten and his assistant Rent. And behind them all | ooned
the burnt-out face of the nmaintenance robot.

‘M Spacej ock?’

Hal junped as a hand gripped his shoul der. ‘Wat?

‘1"d like you to have this, M Spacejock. You can use it for supplies.’

Hal | ooked round and saw dunk offering a five-credit tile. He stared at it
for several seconds, then l|looked at the robot’'s concerned face. ‘It’'s all
right,” he said gruffly. ‘Keep it.’

‘Please. | won't be needing it.’

‘What do you mean?

Clunk swalowed. * Jerling's having me scrapped.’

“You murdering bastard!” yelled Hal, burding from the Black Gull’s airlock.

Jarling turned and looked up the ramp. “Who do you think you' re shouting at?

“You, you cold-blooded killer! How could you blame Clunk for this mess? It was my fault the cargo
got lost!’

Jarling walked back up the ramp. ‘Mr Spacejock, what are you talking about?

Hd jabbed hisfinger at the airlock. *Clunk just told me you're junking him.

‘That’ s right, you were taking him to Seraph.’



‘What's that got to do with it?

‘That’s where the wrecking yard is’

Hd shook his head. ‘He was going there for advanced pilot training. Incubators or something. He got
it from my database.’

Clunk appeared behind him. ‘I'm afraid the confusion is my fault, Mr Spacegjock. | didn’t redise your
database was out of date. When | got to Seraph | discovered Muller’s son had turned the factory into a
recyding centre.’

‘Why didn’'t you say something, you clown? | could have busted you out of there’ He frowned a
Jerling. *And what do you want to junk him for? He's more useful than most humans!’

‘I could explain, but | don't think you'd understand.’

Hd crossed hisarms. ‘Try me’

‘In Imple terms, the longer you keep equipment the more it costs to maintain. New equipment comes
with awarranty, and of course there are numerous tax benefits’

‘So it dl comes down to money, right?

Jaling spread his hands. ‘I don’t write the tax laws, Mr Spacejock, and nobody offers infinite
warranties’

‘Why dl the fooling around? Why didn’t you tdl Clunk he was being junked?

‘Kegping Clunk in the dark for as long as possble was more humane than disclosing his fate weeks in
advance. Wouldn't you agree?

‘Wdl, | —

‘And robots have been known to run away once thair ussful lifeisat an end.’

‘S0 you're saying he' s no use to you?

Jarling Sghed. ‘It pains me to say <o, but yes!’

‘All right, I'll buy him.

Jarling laughed. *Y ou couldn’t buy me a coffee’

‘I'll do another job for you.’

“You haven't done the firgt one.’

Ti—

‘They're here, sad Clunk suddenly.

Hd looked at him. ‘What?

‘The cargo!” shouted Clunk, pointing across the tarmac. ‘ They're herel’

Hd looked across the landing fied, where a white articulated truck was being waved through the
gates. Asit rumbled towards them, Clyde poked his head out of the crumpled cab and waved. ‘They're
herel” shouted Hal. ‘1 knew they’d make it!’

Clunk stared @ him. *You didn't! Yousad ...’

But Hd was dready running towards the truck. ‘Where the hdl have you been? he panted as Clyde
stopped the engine.

“The ship ran out of fud and we were forced to land. Then we had to free the truck from the hold.’

Clunk hurried up. ‘I’'m glad to see you both. Mr Spacejock thought —'

‘Yeah, it's great to see you,” broke in Ha. He pulled open the buckled door. *Come on, you can give
me a hand with the cargo.’

The robots dimbed down. ‘Ligten,” said Albion. ‘ D-don’'t say anything about us. We're going b-back
to the shop.’

Clunk stared at them. ‘What about trading and exploring the gaaxy?

‘We're not cut out for life in space,” sad Clyde gpologeticdly. ‘Hying that ship was the scariest
moment of our lives and we didn’t even get into orbit.’

‘Redlity wasn't as good as the d-dream,” added Albion. ‘Actudly, it w-was a great ded worse.’

‘Wll, good luck the pair of you.’

‘Yeah, takeit easy,” sad Hdl.

Asthe robots hurried awvay, Hd remembered something. ‘Hey, they were supposed to help unload!’

‘They’ ve been through enough,” said Clunk. ‘Let them go.’



‘Let who go? said Jerling, coming up behind them. ‘Where did those robots come from?
‘Hired hdp, sad Hd. He gestured at the battered truck. ‘ There's your cargo. Where' s my money?

*

Hd looked around Jerling's office, bardy able to conced his surprise. He'd expected something grand,
dong the lines of Farrdl’s mangon. This was a dump.

Jarling noticed HA's furtive glances. ‘“My business began here, many years ago. Ther€'s an office
waiting for mein the main building, but | can’'t smoke there” He gestured at the squat cigar-lighting robot
ganding in the corner. ‘I have everything | need, and they leave me done out here” Crossing to his desk,
he typed a series of digits on a keypad. There was a hiss, and a safe rose from the floor. Jerling opened
the door and took out a cloth bag, removed a pair of credit tiles and did them across the desk.

Hd looked down at them. ‘ That's only hdf my fee’

‘Perfectly reasonable, snce you only collected haf my cargo.’

Hd opened his mouth to argue, then thought better of it.

Jaling snapped his fingers ‘Cigar.” As the sguat robot rolled towards him, Jerling glanced & Ha4.
‘Degpite the dramas, you performed well. Can | interest you in another job?

‘No thanks. Sergph was crawling with military types.” And Regan would kill me on sght, he dmost
added.

‘Redly? No, ah, problems | hope?

‘Things got a bit hairy. Nothing | couldn’t handle’

‘Think about it, won't you? The shipment you delivered is only sufficient for two days production, and
| need someone to take Clunk back too.’

Hd frowned. ‘How can you even think about junking him after dl his years of service?

Jarling shrugged. ‘ XG99 has outlived his ussfulness. My accountant says he has to go.” He spread his
hands. ‘Naturdly, if someone offered me the right price ...’

‘How much?

Jarling glanced down at the credit tiles on the desk. ‘More than you can afford.’

Ha’s eyebrows rose. ‘ Clunk’s not worth that much, surdy?

‘He'sin good shape for his age’

“Y ou were going to mdt him down!’

‘I'm not giving im away, Mr Spacejock.’

‘Tdl you what, I'll pay whatever Muller offered.’

‘Three thousand. Cash.’

Hd looked down at the desk. ‘I’ ve only got two. Won't you take it?

‘I'm sorry, but no.’

Clunk leaned againg the office wdl, dimming his vison as the sun rose above the horizon. Sowly, the
warmth penetrated his mud-stained suit. His ingdes remained cold.

The Black Gull was stting on the tarmac nearby, and Clunk stared longingly a the extended landing
ramp and inviting airlock. He considered stowing away, but immediady rejected the idea. It would only
get Hd into trouble. His gaze wandered around the landing fidd and settled on the gate. It was closed,
and awatchful guard was kegping an eye on it from his post.

Thoroughly despondent, Clunk wondered whether Regan Muller would have the decency to switch
him off before ripping him apart.

Hd emerged from Jerling's office with a grim look on his face. He squinted into the sun and frowned as



he saw a pair of robots dragging a heavy fud line from a tanker to the rear of his ship. The robots opened
the refudling flgp and exchanged a glance as they saw the large, orange filler cap.

‘Goodbye, Mr Spacejock.’

Hd spun round. Clunk was leening againg the wal with a blank expression on his face. ‘I thought |
told youto cdl mesr.’

Clunk’s mouth turned down. ‘ Sorry, Sr.’

‘That's better,” said Hd sernly. ‘I expect my crew to address me properly.’

‘“Yesdr.” Clunk’s head came up. ‘Crew?

Hd nodded. ‘I just wasted dl my money taking you off Jerling's hands. Hey, get off!” he yeled as the
robot crushed himin a bear hug.

Clunk stepped back. ‘Mr Spacejock, | don’'t know how to thank you.’

“You can thank the Hinchfigs. | ill had five hundred credits from that scam we pulled at the robot
shop.’

‘FHve hundred? Is thet dl I’'m worth?

Hd shook his head. ‘ Two and a hdf. Jerling took my fee as wdl.

Clunk’s face fdl. *“What about Vurdi? He stared a Hd with troubled eyes. *You needed that money
for him.

‘Screw the son of a bitch. Well run for it

‘Perhaps | can protect you from his robot?

‘Have you ever seen someone squashing tin cans on their forehead? Brutus does it with forty-four
gdlon drums’

‘Why are we sanding here, then?

Fve minutes later HA was Stting at the console preparing the ship for take-off. Clunk was hovering
around, tapping dids and scanning read-outs. ‘ Tanks are full. Fud pressure is fing, but the starboard ail
temperature is alittle on the high sde’

‘Clunk, we haven't started the engines yet.’

‘Just checking.’

‘Do me afavour, go and seeif they’ve removed the fud lines’

The robot pointed to a status light. ‘ Fuel lines detached.’

“You know better than that. Stick your head out the door and check properly.’

Clunk sduted and ran for the airlock. Ha shook his head dowly, wondering whether he d made a
mistake. ‘Oh, well,” he muttered. ‘If he gets on my nerves I’ll space him again.’

‘Incoming message,’” said the Navcom, as aringing sound burst from the console.

‘Put it up.

The console screen flickered and Vurdi's pae face appeared. ‘I trust you have a will, Mr
Spacejock?

‘It's okay, Jerling’s offered me another job.’

‘Too late, sad Vurdi. ‘Brutus is homing in on you as we speak.’

‘But | can pay!’

‘Mr Spacegjock, are you going to waste your find moments on futile lies? Don't you have anything
better to do?

‘Yes, | have amessage to ddiver.’

‘Message? For whom?

“You, said Hd, painting at the screen. ‘Message reads. Piss off, you sour-faced prick.” He thumbed
the disconnect button and looked round as Clunk came in through the airlock. *How would you like to
take the ship up?

‘Ddighted. Where are we going?

‘Know of any good hiding places? Brutus is on the way.’

Clunk gestured &t the console and a star map appeared. ‘As you can see, we have a whole gdaxy to
explore. Just look at the systemsin range!’

‘Oh yeah? Hide the ones which charge big landing fees’



Clunk waved hisfinger, and dl but three stars winked out. ‘Oh dear.’

‘Don't tdl me. Forg, Lamiraand Seraph.’

‘One of them mugt be suitable. What about Lamira?

‘No thanks, the Portmaster’s got it in for me. Anyway, there’ s no work.’

‘We can't Say here, Mr Spacejock. What about Seraph?

“Reckon you can get me past that battlecruiser?

Clunk looked thoughtful. ‘I’ d like to know what it was doing there in the firg place.” He turned to the
console. ‘Navcom, can you search the news feeds for items on Seraph IV?

‘Unable to comply. Insuffident funds’

‘Route the search via the Jarling Enterprises proxy.” Clunk glanced at Hal. ‘I’'m sure he won't mind.’

‘Results on monitor one,” said the compuiter.

Clunk bent to read them. * Goodness gracious, Mr Spacejock. Seraph is locked out!’

‘Big dedl. | never liked the place anyway.’

“You don't understand.” Clunk straightened, his face serious. ‘According to these reports, they’'re
holding war games. All dvilian vessds are barred in case they’re shot down by mistake. Don't you see?
Jarling was so desperate for his cargo he deliberatdly sent you into danger!’

Hd stared. ‘He told me to dodge customs! He didn't say anything about war games!’

‘If you report this, hell bein big trouble.’

‘I'll have him locked up in maximum security,” said Hd, pacing the flight deck. ‘Corpora punishment.
Bread and water. Extradippery soap.” He stopped pacing and shook his head. “Who am | kidding?
Hell just hand over a chunk of money to hush things up.’

‘Bribe us, you mean?

Hd looked surprised. ‘Us?

‘Nobody dse knows about it. Yet.’

Hd looked at the robot admiringly. *Y ou know, you' re sneaky enough to be human.’

‘I'll take that as a compliment.’

Hd grinned. ‘What are we sanding around here for? Let’s pay the man avist!’

*

Jaling was lighting a cigar when they entered his office. The end glowed red as he sucked in, and a
trickle of smoke ran up hisface. * So, you've decided to take the other job.’

‘Back to Seraph, right? Ha glanced a Clunk, who nodded.

‘That's it. My company is building serving robots for the Emperor’s new paace. It's an honour, but
timeis getting short and parts are hard to come by’

‘So you're redly desperate, then?

‘I'm not increasing your feg, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Oh, nathing like that. | meant, you' re desperate enough to send an unarmed freighter into a warzone.’

Jarling went pae. ‘Eh?

‘It'll make quite a story, won't it? Freelance pilot sent to his desth by greedy businessman.’

Jarling puffed on hiscigar. ‘1 have no idea what you' re talking about.’

‘Oh, come on. There's a dirty great battlecruiser orbiting Seraph 1V, blowing target drones out of
orbit. They would have got me, but Clunk saved my skin with anifty bit of programming.’

‘Look, I’'m sure you understand.” Beads of sweat appeared on Jerling's brow. ‘This is a big dedl,
these robots have to ready on time. | know it was dangerous, but you must see it was worth therisk.” He
waved the cigar. ‘ Anyway, you made it didn’t you?

‘I madeit, but I'm abit short of cash.’

Jarling' s eyes narrowed. * So that’ s the game”’

‘Game? Y ou could have got me killed!”

‘You'll never prove it

Hd snapped hisfingers



‘I know it was dangerous,” sad Jarling'svoice. * You'll never proveit.

Clunk stopped the recording. ‘Is that suitable, Mr Spacejock?

Hd grinned. ‘ Perfect.’

The cigar fdl from Jerling' s fingers, scattering ash on histerminds. * Okay, what do you want?

“Hush money. Five grand should do it

‘Hve grand, eh? Jerling grunted and typed an access code on histermind.

‘ And another five for Clunk. He's been through alot, too.’

‘Don't push your luck, Spacegjock. I've got friends in high places.” The safe popped out of the floor
and Jerling was just reaching for the handle when the office door crashed open behind them.

A whiff of raw sewage blew in, and Ha looked round to see Terry standing in the doorway, his har
plastered down and his dothing streaked with liquid waste. He was a comicd sght, but there was nothing
funny about the gun cradled in his hands.

‘Hands up, the ot of you. First one to move gets blasted!’



Chapter 31

Teary stood asde and Farrdl stepped into the office, bringing an overpowering amdl of raw sewage with
him. He marched across the room and jammed his face close to Hd’s. “You die’

Hd sniffed. *Smdlslike you dready have’

Farel yanked a blaster from his belt and screwed the muzze into Hal’s neck. ‘I’'m going to enjoy
this’

‘Boss!” cdled Terry urgently.

‘What?

Teary jerked his thumb at the desk, where Jarling was inching his chair sdeways, trying to cover the
exposed safe.

Fardl grinned. ‘Open it

‘It sempty,” said Jarling, hisface pae.

Farel pointed the gun. ‘1 won't ask again.’

Jarling pulled the safe open.

‘Now move back.” Farrell glanced a Terry. “You watch the other two. If they move, shoot them
both.” He walked round the desk and crouched in front of the safe. When he stood up, he was holding
the doth bag. He set his blaster on the desk, opened the bag and let a generous handful of tiles run
through hisfingers. ‘ These will do nicdy.’

Teary cleared histhroat. ‘Farrell, we ve got to leave’

‘Right.” Farrdll pointed the gun a Hal. ‘“Where's my ship, you?

‘It crashed. Ran out of fud.’

‘“You'relying"’

‘I'mafrad it'strue,’ sad Clunk.

Fardl’s eyes narrowed. 'Y ou wrecked the Volante?

‘Not deliberately. | forgot to detach the fud hose’

Tery nodded a Hd. *“Why don't we take his ship?

‘“Youwon't be abletofly it; said Ha quickly. ‘ The Navcom won't |et you.’

‘Thenyou'll just have to come with us” Farrdl gestured at Jerling. ‘ Tiehim up.’

Working quickly, Terry removed Jerling's belt and strapped him to his chair, pulling his arms tight
behind his back.

Meanwhile, Farrell approached Clunk.

‘What are you doing? asked Hdl.

‘Just buying some time’ Farrdl reached for Clunk’s battery compartment, but the robot backed
away. ‘ Stand dill or I'll blow Spacegjock’s hand off. Got it?

Rductantly, Clunk nodded. Farrdl flipped the compartment open and switched the manud override.
Clunk’s eyes went out as the power was cut, and his head drooped until his chin was resting on his chest.

Farel gestured at the door. * After you, Spacejock.’

*

Terry pushed Hd up the Black Gull’s boarding ramp and followed him into the airlock. As they entered
the flight deck Ha got a shove in the back, sending him sprawling to the floor. He'd just got to his feet
when Farrdl waked in.

‘Ligen carefully, Spacejock. Do what | say or you'll die on the spot. Understood?

Hd snorted. *And if I'm a good boy, you'll kill me anyway.’

Terry pressed the muzze of his blaster into Hal’s neck. *Shut it.’

Farell gestured at the console. ‘Tel your computer to accept my commands.’



‘Get duffed.”

Terry’s gun boomed, blowing a hole in the deck next to Ha’s foot. ‘Next one takes it off,” he sad, as
the echoes faded.

‘Navcom, there' s aguy here caled Farrell. | want you to let him fly the ship.’

‘Understood,” said the computer. ‘Hdlo, Farrell.’

‘Tramp,” muttered Hdl.

Farel began to work the controls, preparing the ship. ‘Put Spacejock in the hold, he said without
looking round. ‘And tie him up.’

‘With what?

There was a crackle from the speakers. ‘There's a cail of rope in the locker outsde the cargo hold,
sad the Navcom.

Hd glared a the console. ‘How come you're so hdpful dl of a sudden?

‘Rotten, ign't it?

‘Enough, shouted Terry. He jerked his gun. ‘ Down to the hold. Now.’

Hd swung onto the ladder and dimbed down. At the bottom, he glanced around quickly. There were
only two places to hide — thetiny kitchen and the dightly bigger toilet. Both of them dead ends.

Tery came down the ladder two steps at atime and jumped off the last rung. *Go on, get moving.

Hd walked to the cargo hold and was about to pass through the door when Terry’s voice stopped
him.

‘Wait.’

Hd looked round and saw Terry pulling the cail of rope from the locker. ‘Betrayed by your own
compuiter, eh? Terry dung the rope over his shoulder and waved the gun. * Come on, moveit.

Hd opened the inner door and entered the hold. It seemed to be gloomier than usud, and his feet
echoed off the damp metd decking.

‘Stand over there,’ cdled Terry, indicating an upright with the gun.

“You won't get away with this’

‘Save your bregth.’

Hd shrugged and stood with his back to the pillar. Terry whipped the rope around his chest and
yanked it hard, forcng the ar from Hd’s lungs. He tied it off, then came round the column and looked
Hd up and down. ‘Don’t expect that robot buddy of yours to save you. WEe're going to flaiten the office
with your ship when we leave’

‘Do you train for this, or are you evil by nature?

Tery grinned. ‘1 don't like loose ends, see? He crossed to the outer doors and pressed a button. ‘I
think Farrell’s making a mistake leaving you dive,’ he said, as the doors creaked open. ‘You're a nasty,
sneeky, dippery customer, and | don't like you.” There was a thud as the doors folded out againgt the
hull.

Hd frowned. ‘“What are you doing? He looked up as the engines whirred above his head. ‘Hey, you
can't take off with the doors open!’

‘Want to bet? Terry laughed. ‘Enjoy the view, Spacejock.’

*

Farell looked up as Terry stepped off the ladder. * Did you check the inner door?

‘Yeah, it's closed.’

‘What are you grinning a? You didn't hurt him, did you? | might need him later.’

‘| tied him up, judt like you said.’

‘All right, find somewhere to st down.” Farrell looked around the console. ‘ Some of the dids aren’t
working, but | think we're ready for take-off.’



Hd waited until Terry had gone, then pulled on the rope with dl his strength. The rotten fibres parted and
he sumbled away from the upright, rubbing his wrigs. So that’s what the Navcom had been tdling him!
‘Damn thing's smarter than it lets on,” muttered Hal. *I'll remind it, next time it demands an upgrade.’

He was jugt looking around for a weapon when the engines growled overhead.

Hd glanced at the rear doors. He couldn’'t stop the ship taking off, but if he closed the hold he could
hide, surprise Terry or Farrell, get hold of a weapon and recapture the Gull.

He ran to the rear doors and raised his hands to the controls. As his fingers brushed the button, a
movement caught his eye. Across the fidd, a amdl, black ship was coming over the perimeter fence. It
roared in low, lights blazing, and flared a metre or two above the tarmac before dropping gently to the
ground.

‘Nice landing,” muttered Hal. A door opened in the side of the ship and a ramp dropped down to the
tarmac. A large, beefy robot appeared on the platform, and Ha was just about to attract its attention
when he recognised Brutus.

‘Aw, no!l’ Ha dropped to the deck and peered over the edge. He saw Brutus waking down the ramp
with careful, measured steps, head turning left and right. As soon as the robot was clear, the ramp
retracted and the ship rose on its landing jets, hanging in the ar for an ingtant before the main engines
fired, thrugting it into the sky.

Hd thought for a plit second, then legpt up and began waving. ‘Hey! You!’

The robot stared a him.

‘Here | am, you king-szed tin can!” yelled Ha, jumping up and down and waving like a loony. ‘Come
and get me, you overgrown wind-up toy!’

Brutus needed no encouragement. In a split second he was thundering across the tarmac, eyes glowing
and plagted lips stretched thin with anticipation.

Hd turned and ran into the hold. At the far end, he ducked behind a pillar near the inner door.
Moments later, as the engine noise continued to grow in volume, he risked a glance.

Brutus was hauling himsdf into the hold.

Hd reached out and operated the door controls. Asit did open, he ducked behind the pillar again.
‘Over here, you mobile waste basket!”

The robot’s heavy feet thudded on the deck plates, and as it approached the inner door Ha dipped
around the pillar, kegping it between them. He heard a hiss as the door closed, and a dlick as it locked.
The Navcom had shut it automaticaly for take-off. He was trapped in the hold with Brutud

There was a shriek of tortured metdl. Hd risked another glance and saw the robot going through the
meta door like a laser bolt through a tin of grease. Within seconds the robot was in the lower-deck
passageway, running towards the flight-deck ladder.

‘With enemies like that, who needs friends? muttered Ha. He heard a heavy blow from the front of
the ship and decided it was time to leave. Running for the back of the hold, he legpt out of the ship,
landed heavily on the tarmac, and was amost blown off his feet by the hot, blasting wash from the landing
j€ts.

The jets spurted white flame and the engine noise rose to a shriek as Ha dashed from the ship, chased
by ardling wave of smoke and flame that snapped at his heds and snged his flight suit. Once clear, he
threw himsdf down on the concrete and covered his head with his hands.

*

‘Come on!’ shouted Farrell, damming hisfis on the console. *Y ou must be ready by now!”

‘Teding thrusters,” said the Navcom. ‘Boost tested to fifty per cent.’

Tary saw the ladder a the back of the flight deck shaking. ‘ Spacgjock!” He ran for the ladder,
ariving just as Brutus came into view. Terry fumbled with his gun, but before he could am or pull the
trigger, the robot plucked the weapon from his grasp and crushed it. Dropping the splintered pieces,
Brutus grabbed Terry and hurled him across the flight deck, damming him into the wall. The bed popped
open with the impact, catching Terry neatly as he fdl. He lay ill, blood trickling from a gash in his



forehead.

Brutus switched his attention to Farrell. ‘Leave now. I'm taking this ship.’

‘The hell you arel” Farrdl raised his blaster and pulled the trigger. There was a flash of light, and a
pulsng bdl of energy skimmed off the robot’ s armour and buried itsdf in the wall.

Brutus snatched the gun and crushed it in his metd fist. Throwing the pieces aside, he swung a Farrell
with the back of his hand, knocking him across the deck. Farrell did across the floor, dammed into the
ladder and dropped down the hole, landing at the bottom with a thud. He lay there, Sunned, as fragments
of speech echoed down from the flight deck.

“You will take off now,” said the robot.

‘Sure thing, Brutus” The engines roared and the deck shook as the ship rose dowly into the ar. There
was a creak from outside, followed by a snap as the landing ramp broke away. ‘Should | close the outer
door?

‘Not necessary. | can operate in a vacuum.’

‘But you will kill the humans’

‘Not important.’

Farrdl’s eyes widened, but he was too dazed to sruggle up.

‘I can't take off with it open,” said the Navcom.

‘Close outer door.’

Farel breathed out as he heard the door shut, cutting off the howling noise of the exhaust and the
scream of thinning air.

‘Set course for Dryag, angle jump. After arrival, set course for primary star.’

‘Dedtination confirmed. Thirty seconds to hyperspace.’

Something chewed at Farrell’ s brain, something to do with the hyperspace drive. He put a hand to his
head and tried to think. Suddenly it came to him. Tery’s bomb! His eyes opened wide. ‘Don't
hyperspace!” he croaked. He struggled to get up, his head splitting. ‘There's a bomb aboard. Don't

hyperspace!”



Chapter 32

Hd and Clunk stood dongsde Jerling's fud tanker, saring at a burning white star high in the sky. ‘I've
never watched the Gull take off before,” said Hal, as the rumbling died away.
Clunk nodded. ‘ Scary, isT't it?
‘I don’t know what's worse — watching them get away or knowing Vurdi will get the insurance.’
‘At least Brutus won't be after you any more.’
‘I'll miss the Navcom, though.’
‘Don't worry,” said Clunk, tapping his chest. ‘1 have a copy in here’
‘Redly? Hd glanced at the robot. *Can you upload it into another ship?
‘Certainly. I've done so before.’
Ha’sfacefdl. ‘“What am | saying? | don’t have another ship.’
“You'll get one, Mr Spacejock. I'm sure of it
‘Oh sure, | can just see Vurdi gving me aloan.’
They looked at each other.
‘Jarling was very grateful when you released him,” said Clunk. *Why don't you ask him for some more
money?
Hd patted his pocket. ‘I did. His loose change will cover the landing fees for most planets’ He
shrugged. ‘ Shame we don’t have anything to land.’
‘Can’'t you get ajob? Something to do with space?
‘Clunk, with my credentials the nearest I'll get to a spaceship is palishing the landing legs’
“You could sl me off again. That would give you a start.’
Hd amiled. ‘Nice thought, but I'll need a bit more then that. And | don’t want to —' He broke off,
frowning. ‘Wait aminute. What do you mean you uploaded the Navcom somewhere e se?
‘1 had to reprogram the Volante before Clyde and Albion could fly it
‘The Volante? Hd stared a him. ‘Farrdl’s ship?
Clunk nodded. ‘ The computer was being avkward so | overwrote it.’
Hd grabbed the robot by the shoulders. ‘Don’t you see? Clyde said they ditched it nearby. It's ours
for the taking!’
‘Do you think we should?
‘Hdl yeah. Farrdl took my ship, I'll have his’
‘But the Gull was ancient, and the Volante is a brand new vessdl. That's not afar swap!’
Hd grinned. ‘1 know.’
‘It could be damaged. They crash landed, remember?
“You can fix it
‘I'mnot sure | —
‘I have total confidence in your abilities, or | wouldn't have bought you.’
‘Wait amoment, | can see a problem.’
‘Sl it
‘According to Clyde, the Volante ran out of fud.’
“You cdl that a problem? Hd jerked his thumb at the tanker. ‘Jarling can clear the rest of his debt
with that.’

‘Ten seconds to hyperspace,” said the Navcom camly. *All personnel, please be seated.’
Farrdl heard footsteps and the light from above was chopped off.
‘Strong man,” said Brutus, looking down the tube at him.



“You don't understand, there's a bomb on the ship!” shouted Farrdll. ‘Don’'t hyperspace!’
‘Ave seconds,” said the Navcom.

‘Come up here and | kill you, strong man. Stay down and live’

‘Three’

‘“Theré sabomb!’ screamed Farrdll. * It's going to blow up!’

‘Two.’

Brutus tapped the side of his head. ‘Bump on head make you slly.’

‘One,’ said the Navcom. *Jump activa—'

Hd stared across the fidd at the Volante, which was lying nose-down in the mud and surrounded by
nervous cows. The ship had been losing height as it crossed the road, and it had taken out a row of amdl
trees before ploughing a wide furrow in the soft earth. However, apart from a generous coating of mud
the vessdl appeared to be in good shape.

‘Looks okay from here; sad Hal.

‘At leadt it' sthe right way up.” Clunk stepped down from the tanker, crossed to the verge and began
to jJump up and down. Then he bent and studied the ground.

Hd leaned out his window. ‘W l?

‘1 think it’s firm enough. I’'m not sure about the fidd, though.’

‘Only one way to find out.” Hd drove the truck towards the bank, dowing to a crawl as the front
started to tip. He eased the heavy vehide down the dope, his knuckles white on the controls as the angle
grew more and more acute, urtil it seemed the truck was going to burrow into the ground. He tried not to
think of the full load of fud in the tank suspended above him. If it came loose he'd be crushed in a Solit
second, unless the exploding fud blew himinto orbit fird.

Hndly, the front whed's made contact with level ground and the nose of the truck began to rise. Ha
gave it alittle more throttle and the truck swayed wildly as it rode over a buried tree trunk. Then he was
on the fla.

Clunk waved a him. ‘Don’t stop,” he shouted. *Keep moving or you'll snk inl’

Hd pressed his foot down and the vehide rumbled towards the ship, rear wheds spinning and
dipping. Clunk ran dongside, pushing againg the back of the cab, and as they approached the Volante
the cows retreated, mooing loudly.

Hd parked the tanker dongside the ship while the robot peered up a the shredded length of fud hose
protruding from the Volante’s hull, the nozzle bent at right angles where it was attached to the filling
point. Clunk reached up and tugged the release, then swung his weight off it. It didn’'t budge. ‘I don’t
know, Mr Spacejock. This could be a problem.’

Hal junped from the cab and went to have a look. ‘Wat if we put a pipe
over that thingummyto increase the |everage?

Cunk | ooked at himin surprise. ‘O course! |I'll go aboard and see what |

can find.’

“1"I'l come with you. I want to | ook over the controls.’

They hurried up the ramp together and Clunk stood aside to et HaA enter fird.

‘Ww,’ said Hal, as he passed through the spotless airlock and energed in
the gleaming flight deck with its soft lights, ergonomc console and shiny
fittings. Cunk went straight to the lift, and as the doors closed on him Hal
wal ked over and sat in the padded |eather chair facing the console. H's eyes
it up as he looked it over. Everything was perfect —all the little lights
were fastened securely in their housings, the status displays were in colour
and there wasn’'t a toggle switch in sight. He ran his hand over the glistening
woodgrain finish and si ghed.

‘“Who's there? called a neutral, female voice.

‘Navcon?’ Hal |ooked up. ‘Is that you?

“Affirmative.’



“I1t’s ne! Hall’

‘Mr Spacejock? The Navcom laughed. ‘I thought you'd be tdler.

“You can see?

‘Yes. Vidonisjus one of many improvements. | dso have a stronger chess program.’

Hd made aface. ‘ There' s dways a catch.” He looked around the flight deck. ‘Al thisis redly mine?

‘Technicdly, no,” said the Navcom. ‘However —

‘Itsming’ said Hal firmly. He looked across the console. *Listen, how do | get a damage report?

‘It's showing on monitor two.’

‘Noitisn't. That's just a blank screen.’

‘Correct. Thereis no damage to report.’

‘Magic.” Hd looked round as Clunk emerged from the lift with a length of sted tubing. *Wrecking the
place dready?

‘Don’'t worry, I'll put it back later.” Clunk strode past and thudded down the ramp. There was a dang
outsde, followed by the whine of an dectric pump.

‘Fud leve two per cent and risng,” said the Navcom. ‘Tel me, would you like a game of chess?

‘Can't. | left my st aboard the Gull. Ha blinked as a solid-looking board appeared above the
console with the pieces dready in postion — mogt of them black. He waved his hand a the board but
his fingers went right through it.

‘| took the liberty of setting it up as per our last game,” said the Navcom. ‘Let’s see if this one ends in
adraw.

Hd gazed at the massed pieces ranged againg him. ‘It looks a bit hopeless’

‘Would you like to resign?

‘I meant hopeless for you,” said Hal. ‘D4 to F6. Check.’

The Navcom was glent.

“Your move,’ sad Hdl.

The board vanished. ‘ Perhaps we can continue later? | have to prepare the ship for take-off.’

‘Bring the game back, you lousy cheat!’

‘I can't do that, the save game was corrupted. Maybe we should cdl ita—

‘— adraw.” Hd grinned. ‘ Jugt this once.’

The console pinged. ‘Refudling complete.’

‘Good old Clunk.’

‘Not so much of the old,” said the robot, entering the flight deck.

‘Did you detach the hose?

‘Checked and double-checked.’

Hd looked up a the console. ‘Navcom, start the engines’

‘Not so fast, said Clunk. ‘“We dill have a problem.’

‘What do you mean? The fud’s okay, isn't it?

‘There' s nothing wrong with the ship itsdf. 1t's more a problem of ownership. You see, this vess is
registered to the Hinchfigs'

‘1 know that, Clunk. There s abloody greet logo on the tail’

‘Correct. And what will they do when the ship goes missng?

Hd shrugged. ‘Who cares? I'm swapping it for the Gull .

“You may want to, but that doesn’t make it officd. The records will show Hinchfig ownership, which
means they can reclam the Volante & any time’

‘How do we make it officid, then?

‘The shipping registry must be updated.’

‘How?

‘We have to submit an officd transfer form, signed by the previous owner.’

‘No chance’

‘There is another way.’

‘Yes?



‘With the Navcom's assistance, | can dter the records manudly.

‘Redlly?

‘Yes. Clunk approached the console and ran his hands over the pristine surface. *It's just a maiter of

There was a hiss from the speakers. ‘Lower,” sad the Navcom.

‘Hang about,” said Ha hadtily. * Can’t you do thiswhen I’'m out of the way?

‘| suppose so,” sad Clunk.

‘If you're sure,” added the Navcom.

‘l inds. Now get the engines going”’

There was a digant rumble as the main drives burgt into life Clunk scanned the displays. ‘ Ready for
take-off, Mr Spacejock.’

‘What about tests and Suff?

Clunk grinned a him. ‘Thisis a Gamma class freighter. It doesn’'t need tests!’

Hd put hisfeet up on the clean, fresh console, leaned back in the chair and stuck his hands behind his
head. ‘ Okay Navcom, let’'s go.’

The rumbling sound increased dightly and the deck shuddered. After a moment or two, Hal frowned.
‘Go on, get onwithiit.

‘Cannot comply,” said the Navcom.

‘Why not?

‘Because we ve dready taken off,” said Clunk, gesturing at the console. ‘' Two thousand metres and
dimbing’

Ha’s mouth dropped open. Then awide grin lit hisface. ‘Hey, | dways wanted a spaceship ...’

‘... that could take off like this? finished Clunk.

Hd nodded, unable to reply.



Epilogue

Thereis gtill no sign of a Rigel class spaceship that vanished off Forg last week. The Black Gull
was en route to Dryag, and regular listeners will recall that it failed to reappear after a
hyperspace jump. It was a major loss for financiers Garmit and Hash, the ship’'s owners, and
their spokesman Vurdi Makalukar expressed sorrow at the loss of his close friend and pilot, Mr
Hal Spacejock. Rumours of a record insurance payout for the vessel were strongly denied by Mr
Makalukar, speaking from his new property in North Forgberg.

Officials moved quickly to reassure the public that interstellar travel is dtatistically safer than
crossing the road, and pointed out that the average person has more chance of being killed in a
groundcar accident than aboard a spaceship.

In other news, a memorial service was held today for Farrell Hinchfig, beloved son of Amati and
Yuki-Ann. Farrell disappeared last week when his flyer crash-landed in heavy scrub. Officials
have yet to piece together enough of the flyer to determine the cause of the crash, and are said
to be puzzed by a large quantity of liquid sewage found at the site of the accident.

Earlier reports that Farrell Hinchfig was aboard the Black Gull when it vanished have been
denied.
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Hal Spacejock: Second Course

Simon Haynes

Chapter 1

Theintergtdlar freighter Volante powered through space, her sreamlined flanks speckled with pinpoints
aof light from digtant stars. In the flight deck, Ha Spacejock was studying the man viewscreen from his
cusomary stance in the pilot’s chair — hands clasped behind his head, boots up on the flight console and
acup of coffee a hisside.

He was watching a planet on the man screen, an aguamarine pearl rotating dowly againg a rich
backdrop of twinkling stars. It was a welcome Sght after several hours in the vast emptiness of space,
and Ha was looking forward to a couple of days rest and recreation. Particularly the recreation.

Suddenly a comet tore across the screen, missang the planet by the thickness of its atmosphere.

‘I'll bet that woke them up,” said Hdl, as the trall faded. He watched the display for a few moments
longer, then frowned at a recessed camera. ‘ Navcom, are we moving?

‘We're at optimum cruisng speed,” said a neutra, femde voice.

‘Why in't that planet getting any bigger, then?

‘Planet?

“You know, the big round things we land on.’

‘I know what a planet is’ said the computer patiently. ‘However, | don't know which one you're
referring to.’

Hd gestured at the screen. ‘That one!’

‘| think | understand your confusion. You see, that's not a planet.’

‘What isit, then? A weather balloon?

‘Negative. It's an animation | display when the viewscreen is on standby.’

Hd looked down at the contrals. * Are you tdling me | just spent two hours flying the Volante through
ascreen saver?

“You weren't flying anything. The ship is on autopilot.’

‘All right, get rid of that thing and show me Ullimo.

‘But —

‘Don’'t argue!’

The screen changed to show a pinpoint of light againgt a sea of solid black.

‘Isthat it?

‘Sort of

Hd glared at the camera. ‘Yes or no?

‘No,” admitted the computer. ‘Additiona jumps are required before | can display a red-time image.
Thissmulation isthe best | can do.’

‘It's not much of agmuldion.”

‘Ullimo isn't much of a planet.’

‘And what’ s dl this about additiond jumps? Why didn’t you get closer in the first place?

‘The Ullimo system is thick with dust and debris. Navigetion is difficult and we have to —'

‘One of these days I’'m going to take the controls. Then well redly go places.’

‘Why don’t you take over right now?



‘My kills could be rusty. You never let mefly.

“Would you like to see the flight manud?

‘All right, put it up.” Ha crossed hisarms. ‘It’s just a refresher, though. I've done dl this Stuff.’

A dab of ten-point text appeared on the man viewscreen. ‘Owner’s handbook, Chapter two,” sad
the Navcom. ‘I’ ve marked the second paragraph, which is as far as you got lagt time’

Hd gazed at the dense text for severa seconds. ‘I don't have time for this’ he said at last. ‘I've got
thingsto do.’

‘Such as?

‘I'm the ship’s captain. I'm aways busy.’

‘Actudly, there is something you can help with,” said the Navcom. ‘I’ ve caculated the import duty on
our cargo, and | need your authorisation for a payment.’

‘Oh yeah? How much?

‘Two thousand credits.’

Hd jerked upright, Soilling his coffee on the console. * That's over hdf our fee!’

“You promised FIS ddivery.

‘What does that mean?

‘Free into store. We pay dl the charges’

Hd cursed. ‘I thought the customer looked happy.’

*So, will you authorise the payment?

‘Are you sure you haven't made a mistake?

‘I do not make mistakes” sad the computer coldly. ‘Even a human could caculate ten percent of
twenty thousand.’

‘Ten percent! That's robbery!’

‘It does seem allittle high. Incidentally, there isliquid dripping into my circuits’

Ha mopped up the sailt coffee with the deeve of hisflight suit. *What' s the duty on robot parts?

“Two percent. And it won't work.’

‘What won't?

“You can't declare the cargo as something dse’

‘What about something related?

‘Such as?

‘Bed sheets’

‘“Twelve percent.’

‘Curtains?

‘Fifteen’

Ha examined his coffee-stained deave. ‘What about deaning rags?

The Navcom hesitated. ‘ There is no duty on rags.’

Hd beamed. ‘ There you go then! Change the manifest to deaning rags and submit the forms!’

‘But our cargo consists of brand new fabric on rolls’

*So change the manifest to brand new deaning rags on ralls’

‘But —’

“Navcom, what are deaning rags made out of ?

‘Fabric,’ sad the computer. ‘But —'

‘No buts. Changeiit.

‘Alterations complete. Next item: twelve boxes of fruit.

‘Any duty?

‘Negative. Unprocessed food is not subject to tariffs’

‘Leave them as they are, then. Anything else?

‘We have to declare Clunk.’

‘He' s part of the crew!’

‘They’ll issue a refund when you leave the planet. In the meantime, you have to pay two percent of his
totd vaue’



“Two percent of nothing is nothing. Even a computer could work that out.’

‘Are you saying Clunk has no vaue?

“He' s not worth anything in amoney sense” Hd frowned. ‘Don't tdl him | said that. | mean, he might
not understand.’

‘| daresay he wouldn't, what with being a worthless robot.’

‘That's not what | said!’

“You sad he had no vadue’

‘All right, put him down for five hundred credits. Anything else?

‘We have to declare everything of vaue’

Hd grinned. ‘Like me, you mean?

‘No, everything of vaue’

Ha’s grin dipped. ‘ Are you saying I’m not worth anything?

“No more than five hundred credits.’

‘I’'m worth more that that!’

‘Not unless you learn to navigate’

‘All right, | can take ahint.” Resigned to the inevitable, Hal settled back in his chair and began to read
the flight manua. He' d managed two sentences when the lift doors hissed open.

‘Mr Spacejock!’

‘Not now, Clunk.’

Footsteps approached. ‘Mr —

‘Wait!" Ha’s lips moved as he struggled with the text. *What's a clutch?

‘Mr Spacegjock, | must speak with you.’

Hd sghed and spoun his chair around. A battered bronze robot stood before him, its squashy,
furrowed face arranged into a look of concern. *All right, what's up?

The robot opened its mouth to speak, and a split second later the words came out. ‘I would like to
discuss an enginearing matter. During my rounds | discovered that the main generator is running warm.’

‘Can wefix it?

‘No, we can't. Well have to schedule an ingpection when we land on Ullimo.

‘What's that going to cost?

‘Nothing. It's covered by warranty.’

‘Good.’

‘Unless they discover the missed sarvices!”

‘Eh?

‘I faked the maintenance logs as per your indruction, but an invedigation could uncover
inconsgencies’

‘But —’

“You know, if you hadn't wasted dl that money on advertisng we wouldn't be experiencing such
problems.’

‘Now wait just aminute. We wouldn't have any work without advertisng.’

‘True. However, your choice of media outlets was somewhat questionable’

‘What do you mean? | got a tear-out into twenty thousand books!’

‘They were picture books. Children under three don't move alot of fraght, asarule Sill, a least you
didn't order any more fridge magnets’

“Now you mention it, I’ ve got four cartonsin the hold.’

‘Redly? Why don’t you hand them out?

‘They don't work properly, mumbled Hal. ‘1 stuck one on the AutoChef and it zipped off again.
Almog took my eye out.’

‘How odd.” Clunk frowned. ‘Where did you store them?

‘“That cupboard in the engine room.’

‘There are no cupboards in the engine room.’

‘Sure there are. Big grey thingswith slver handles’



‘Mr Spacejock, are you tdling me you put four cartons of magnets insde the gravity generator?

‘If thet' s the grey cupboard, then yes. There was loads of room once | moved a few wires and things
out the way.’

Clunk stared at him.

‘Okay, s0 the magnets aren't very attractive. But what about my fast food sponsorship? | got our
vouchers on every soft drink for a month!”

‘With a company that only supplies prisons.’

‘There s no such thing as bad publicity.’

*And you're doing your best to prove it” Clunk sghed. ‘Mr Spacegjock, itll be a mirade if any of
your ill-concelved campaigns earn back the money you spent on them. In the meantime, we can't afford
to sarvice the ship!’

‘We have to advertise to get a better class of dient. I'm fed up with dodgy businessmen. We need
someone who'll give us a bit of prestige.’

‘Like pre-schoolers and convicts? Anyway, nobody judges you by your clients’

‘Oh yeah? Why do spaceports dways give us landing spots around the edges?

‘They're draid you'll destroy the buildings. Now, if you'll excuse me | mug tend to the generators,
and | have to reseat the manemal flange on the hyperdrive’

When Clunk had gone, Hd turned back to the screen and frowned a the cramped text. ‘Oh yeeh,
clutches’ He read for afew moments, then shook his head. ‘1 need caffeine’ Standing up, he waked to
the back of the flight deck and extracted a mug of coffee from a dispenser. As he sipped the brew, he
gazed across theflight deck. The text on the screen was too smdl to read, but the paragraphs made an
interesting checkerboard pattern. ‘Hey, when's the last time we played chess? Do you remember?

‘Only too well,” said the computer.

‘Let’s have agame’ Ha returned to the console with his coffee. ‘ Set the board up, I'll be black.’

‘ According to my logs, you' re supposed to be white’

“Yeah, but you know what happens whenever | move fird. That upgrade Clunk ingtaled makes every
gameajoke’

‘Nevertheless, it sonly fair.’

‘It'snot, it'sawaste of time’

The Navcom was Slent.

‘Oh, quit sulking,” growled Hal. *You can play black.’

A chessboard appeared in mid-air, rotated so that the rows of white chess pieces were nearest to
Hd. He indicated one of the pawns, then tapped the square two spots ahead of it. The pawn darted
across the board and stopped.

‘| resgn, said the Navcom.

Hd groaned. ‘ Come on, make agame of it

‘It's pointless. Y ou will beat mein fifteen moves’

‘I won't!’

“You will. | have dready cdculated the sequence of moves leading to your victory.’

‘That's amazing, because | haven't” Ha replaced the pawn and moved another. ‘“What if | start like
that?

‘Sixteen moves’ said the Navcom. Y ou have mein a hopeless Stuation.’

Hd replaced the pawn and moved a knight.

‘A very cunning start. Checkmate in fourteen moves'’

‘Where' s your competitive spirit? demanded Hdl.

‘FHghting logt causes is a waste of energy.’

“You don't see me quitting when I’'m behind, do you? | don't chuck it dl in when the going gets
tough.’

‘No, you dways fight to the bitter end,” conceded the Navcom.

‘Thank you,” said Hal.

‘It was't a compliment,” said the computer. ‘I was just gating facts’



Hd sghed. ‘Do you have anything dse we can try? Something where you don’t quit after two
seconds?

‘My library of games is somewhat limited, dthough | do have one invalving mines’

‘Redly? What does it do?

“You sdect squares until you pick the wrong one. Then the gameis over.’

‘And that's entertainment, is it? Ha sighed. * Stick the flight manud back up. Even that's better than
this rubbish.’

Clunk limped dong the lower-deck corridor, heading for the engine room. He wasn't overly concerned
about the generator, snce modern ships issued warnings for the mogt trivid variations in operating
conditions. But he was worried about the missed services — should anything happen to the ship, there
would dmogt certainly be a dispute over the repair bill. The manufacturer would investigate their logs,
would discover the fake service records and refuse to pay. Mr Spacejock, not having any money, would
be forced to =l the Volante. And he, Clunk, would be consigned to the scrap heap.

So, minor warning or not, he was determined to keep a close eye on the generators until they landed.

Clunk passed between the ship’s roaring engines and entered the generator room — a hot, duffy
acove where two bulging cylinders whined in tandem, sucking fud and cooling fluid through thin metal
pipes and feeding the ship’s dectrica circuits through thick insulated cables. Above the neat tubing, a
amdl screen displayed hdf a dozen gauges and severd lines of text.

Stepping over a paich of grease, Clunk approached the nearest cylinder to begin his inspection.
Modern robots carry a range of teting equipment, dlowing them to download log files and parse error
reports while amultaneoudy engaging the bridge crew in witty repartee. Unfortunately, Clunk wasn't a
modern robot so he placed the sde of his head againg the generator and rapped the curved metd with
his knuckles. Satisfied, he turned and repeated the process with the second cylinder. Then he leaned
forward to peer at the gauges. All of them were in the green, dthough one was flickering dightly.

Clunk reached out to tap the screen, dipped on the patch of grease and fdl headfirgt into the bunched
cooling pipes, which groaned and stretched undernesth him. He lay mationless for a second or two while
hisinterna diagnostics verified he was okay, then extracted himsdf from the tubes and stood up.

Immediatdly, he became aware of two things The dcove was much hotter, and the cylinder beside
him was making a strange growling sound.

Clunk stared at the datus pand. He didn't have a swdlowing reflex, but he did his best. Haf the
needles werein the red and the rest were dancing like a row of heartbeat monitors. He was just bending
to examine the pipes when Hal’ s voice burst from the intercom.

‘Clunk, I've got red lights dl over the console. Temperature warnings, lubrication derts, pressure
indicators — you nameit, it's flashing. And what’ s that funny noise?

‘I'mjust carrying out a minor repair,’ caled Clunk, raisng his voice over the rumbling generator. He
reached for the pand and yanked a handful of fuses, blanking out the gauges.

‘Ah, that fixed it; said Hd. ‘For aminute there | thought you' d broken something.’

‘Over and out, said Clunk, cutting him off. He laid the fuses aside and bent to examine the cooling
pipes, windng as he saw the kinked tubing. Udng his fingers like a par of pliers, he squeezed the
flattened metadl back into shape. The growling ceased as the coolant began to flow, and before long
Clunk’s sensors told him the air temperature was dropping.

Bregthing asgh of rdief, he grabbed arag and mopped the grease from the floor. Once it was clean,
he hung the rag over the damaged pipes and sniffed the air. Back to normd.

He was just about to leave when a horrible thought struck him. When the repair team examined the
generators, they would find the crimps in the cooling pipes. If they asked him about the damage, he
would have to tdl the truth: that he'd done it himsdf. They’d write off the origind fault and blame the
whole mess on him, Mr Spacejock would lose his ship and...

Clunk frowned. If only he could lie like a human! Unfortunately, he wasn't programmed for it. All he



could do was report events exactly as they were stored in his memory banks — and if he stayed mute
they’d just connect him to a computer and drag it out of him.

Clunk left the generator room deep in thought. What if the memories weren't there in the firs place?
All robots logt data from time to time — particularly when their operating systems crashed. As he I€ft the
engine room, Clunk paged through his short-term memory until he found the spot where he dipped on the
grease. Moving forwards, he found the part where he mopped the grease up. Then he snipped everything
in between, entered afile error into hislog and rebooted.

There was a moment of darkness, and when he recovered he was facing the lift in the Volante’s lower
deck corridor. Happy that the generators were running smoathly, he made for the flight deck to report.

- End — Chapter One of Hal Spacegjock: Second Course— End -
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