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Cassi opei a Duncan glanced up when the conputer bleeped at her. Although it
didn't happen very often, she didn't seem at all surprised. In fact, she even
sm |l ed as she reached over and pressed a key.

The flight deck of Wayfarer Two was fairly large and seemed to her all the nore
so when she was alone at the controls. On the main console there were three
nonitor screens. To her left there was a white one labelled I.RI1.S. Imediately
in front of her, a black one which currently showed a bright pinpoint of I|ight
dead ahead and, to her right, a red one which displayed the status of the various
drives.

The young wonan |eant forward slightly towards the centre screen and spoke.
‘ Enhance and identify.’

The inmage appeared to junp towards her as the enlarged picture of the star
stabilised, while the left hand nonitor cleared and the data began to flow.

| DENTI TY - SOL

DI AMETER - 1392Mm
S| DEREAL AXI AL ROTATION - 25.38d
I NCLI NATI ON - 7° 1%

DENSI TY - 1.409



-1

ESCAPE VELOCI TY - 617.5 Kni's

SURFACE GRAVI TY - 27.9

NUMBER OF PLANETS - 10

DI STANCE - 41.39AU >

She pressed the button marked TANNOY. ‘ Commander Duncan to the flight deck,
pl ease.’

After a few seconds, a man’s voice cane from a speaker on the console. ‘Wat
isit, Cassi?

“Iris has Sol on the screen, Commander.’

She could al nbst hear his smile. ‘Very good. Prepare the reactor for reverse
thrust. I'"mon ny way up.

Cassi turned to her right and noved her long, white fingers over the red
keyboard. *‘ACTI VATE MAI N REACTCR

“Are you sure? (Y/N) > replied the anber characters on the screen of the
drive conputer which then waited patiently for her answer.

She pressed ‘Y. Yes, she was sure.

‘“Main reactor activated > 10 mnutes to critical nass >

Cassi relaxed. There was nothing nore she could do but wait. During the |ong
haul across the void, the drive had been locked into stand-by node and the
auxiliary drive had taken care of all mnor course adjustments. The bul khead
door opened with a slight pressure hiss and in walked a tall man who appeared
to be around fifty earth years.

He laid his clipboard on the console and |ooked over the girl’s shoul der
‘Good work, Cassi. W're coming honme at last.’

Cassi glanced up at him H's blue-grey eyes still sparkled despite the
crinkles in the skin at each side. The teeth were still his own though the
once-fair hair and beard were now turning grey. Al she knew was that she
Il oved him and that she could sense his enthusiasm which was infectious as a
tingle of excitenent ran through her own body.

He sensed her observations and smiled. ‘How long to critical mass?

Cassi glanced at the red screen. ‘Seven mnutes.’

He stood up straight. ‘Ckay. We'd better strap ourselves in. It's been a
long tine since |'ve done this. Warn the others, would you?

Cassi nodded and pressed the tannoy button. ‘Attention all crew. Reverse
thrust in approximately seven ninutes. Repeat, reverse thrust in seven
nm nutes.’

The Conmander sat in his swivel chair and connected the straps across his
lap while Cassi returned to Iris.

‘“Is the decel eration bad? she asked.

He shook his head. ‘Not normally. Just a sudden slowing to sub-light speed.
W can't go tearing across a stellar systemin Proton Drive. If we run into
M randa or Phoebe at this speed, they will do nore that scratch Wayfarer’'s
pai nt wor k.’

Cassi glanced at the red terminal and pressed the tannoy button once nore.
‘Reverse thrust in four nminutes and counting.’

James Duncan grinned. ‘You're enjoying this, aren’t you?

Cassi’s deep blue eyes flicked to himbriefly as she set up the retros for
possi bl e course adjustnment. ‘It runs in the famly.

He threw back his head and | aughed. ‘That’'s ny girl.’

Blushing a little, Cassi concentrated on scanning for any other nearhby
stellar bodies that could inpede their progress. There were none wthin range.

‘Three mnutes to reverse thrust,’” she said over the tannoy. °‘Secure any
| oose objects.’

The red screen said ‘Sol - Distance 40.2AU when she hit the key. There was
no noi se, no sudden lurching or groaning, just a mld sensation of floating as
the big ship started to decelerate rapidly. At half |ight speed, she cut the



not or .

The Commander sniled his approval. ‘Anyone would think you had done that
before.’

‘1 have.’

He frowned. ‘Wen?

‘Yesterday, in the simulator.’

‘It’s not quite the same thing,’ he said as he unbuckled his belt and got to
his feet. “Get it wong on the sinulator and all that happens is you get
bl eeped at. Loose off the Proton Drive at the wong tine in real life and we
could end up splattered all over sone stray asteroid.’ He pressed the tannoy
switch down. ‘Al crew stand down. Approximately twelve hours to Earthfall.’

Cassi turned to face her father. ‘Did | do okay?

He ki ssed her forehead. ‘You did perfect. Go and get sonme rest.’

Her smile said everything.

WHEN Cassi woke, she felt strange. She put it down to the excitenment of the
nmonent and thought nothing nore of it as she splashed cold water onto her face
and arns. She then slipped into her overall before tucking her long, fair hair
into her baseball cap and stepping out into the corridor. She was the only
femrale on board ship which nerited private accommodation next to the
Commander’s quarters, behind the flight deck. It was, therefore, not a |ong
journey to go to work.

However, Wayfarer was a big vessel by interplanetary standards. Apart from
the flight control centre and sl eepi ng accommpdati on, there was al so a science
| aboratory, an engi neering shop, sonme storage space as well as a large area of
fresh food growing under artificial ultra-violet light. Wereas |ocal ships
had only needed supplies for a few nonths, Wayfarer Two, |ike her unfortunate
predecessor, Wayfarer One, had been designed to stay for years in deep space.
Now, she was comi ng hone.

As Cassi stepped over the threshold and entered the flight centre, five

faces turned towards her. She smiled at them all. As long as she had known
them Alpha, Beta, Gamm and Delta had treated her wth the utnost
consideration. In fact, she could not renenber an occasion when they had

spoken an unkind word nor raised their voices in anger. Epsilon and Zeta spent
nost of their tine in the reactor bay, while Eta and Theta | ooked after the
food supplies and the like. She wondered how on earth they got such unusual
names.

Wth sone effort, her father stood up when he saw her. ‘Good Mrning, Cassi.
You're just in time for our second reverse thrust. Wuld you like to do it?
Her heart-rate doubled. Wuld she? She sat in front of Iris and ran her
hands over the conmputer keyboard. The black viewer screen showed a nmass of

stars. She typed in one word - Terra. The viewpoint noved slightly and an
arrow appeared to indicate a tiny pinpoint of |ight.
‘It’s either very small or still a long way away,’ she observed.

‘Both,’ said her father with a grin. ‘At this speed, we would get there in
under three hours but we must slow right down to pass through the asteroid
belt. This tinme, instead of one big reverse thrust, we will take it in stages
as we approach.’

‘Enlarge,’” Cassi said to the monitor and the white pinpoint grew a little
larger. The left screen clarified.

| DENTI TY - Terra

DI AVETER - 12. 76Mm

S| DEREAL AXI AL ROTATI ON - 23h 56m 4. 091s
| NCLI NATI ON - 230 27’

DENSI TY - 5.517

ESCAPE VELOCI TY - 11. 18km's-1
SURFACE GRAVI TY - 1.0

ATMOSPHERI C PRESSURE - 1.07kg/ cn
NATURAL SATELLI TES -1

DI STANCE - 8.6AU >

Janmes Duncan shook his head. ‘Watever would we do wi thout Iris?

‘The Interactive Radar ldentification System’® corrected Beta in his usual
nanner .

Cassi | aughed. The Commander grinned. The screen bleeped. Al chairs and



eyes swivelled towards it as a large, dark object blotted out the stars by its
bul k.

‘Good grief,” cried Cassi. ‘Wat on earth is that? ldentify!’ she screaned
at the nonitor.

‘It’s Saturn,’” nuttered the Commander w thout waiting for the conputer to
respond. He turned to Ganma who was seated at the red control console. °‘Ful

reverse thrust, right retro. We'll tuck in behind her.’

‘No!’” cried Cassi as she watched the readout. All eyes |ooked at her as she
stared at the lettering gradually filling Iris’ screen. Wthout |ooking at
Gamma, she instructed: ‘Energency full ahead. Full left retro.

‘But...’ began the uncertain pilot officer.

‘Do it!’ she said evenly w thout taking her eyes off the screen. ‘And please
do it now'’

This tinme, the ship did shudder as the anti-matter reactor went critical and
the main retros strained to push the tail of the ship to one side. Gadually,
the great planet swung across their bows as Wayfarer accelerated rapidly,
pl ungi ng straight for the surface. No-one said a thing - it was already too
|ate to change course as the cloud belt rushed up at them Al eyes were on
the forward screen as the figures whirled crazily and the thrust bit hard
pushing now on the outer atnosphere of mainly Anmonia and Methane, as the
nose-cone tenperature rose rapidly. Suddenly, the tail flicked round as they
burst into the upper atnosphere.

‘She won't take much nmore,’ cried Ganma as the ship fought for survival.

‘Put it into the red,” instructed Cassi calmy. ‘Go in under the rings.’

‘I hope you know what the hell you're doing,’” called Comander Duncan above
t he noi se.

‘Trust ne,’ she said with no nore than a sidel ong gl ance.

The whol e bodywork seened to flex and strain as the nassive gravity pull of
Saturn fought against the ship’s reactor. For a long tinme, it seemed as though
gravity had won until, suddenly, the cloud layer cleared and the Cassini
Di vi sion between the nain rings of Saturn was ahead.

Cassi glanced at the screen once nore and then spoke to the pilot. *You ve
got to get us through that gap.’

‘W'l |l never make it at this speed,’” Gamma nuttered.

She turned to face him ‘W’ ve got to.’

Wth alarmng speed, the gap approached and, just as fast, was past. No
debris battered the hull. No overheat nelted them They had survived.

‘Cut Proton Drive and activate reverse thrust,’ she instructed. ‘And resune
original trajectory.’

Ganma obeyed and the ship steadi ed and gradual | y sl owed.

The Conmander |ooked an old man as he sat down. ‘That was close - much too
cl ose.’

Cassi just stared at the screen.

‘And how did we come to be so near to the planet in the first place? her
father asked severely. ‘How could you make such a terrible m stake?

‘But...’ She was confused. ‘I didn't know.'

He was angry. ‘You nearly killed us all by your inconpetence. | suggest you
go to your cabin at once.’

Wth tears in her eyes, Cassi got to her feet and practically ran fromthe
flight deck. She felt so humiliated. But where had she gone wong? Sol was
where it was supposed to be, give a degree or so on the parallax. Wat had
happened to pull the massive Saturn away fromits usual nean synodic period?
Were any of the other planets out of their conputed positions?

The door of her cabin opened and her father strode in. He was clearly livid.

‘“From now on, you had better stay off the flight deck; | cannot afford such
m stakes. | told you before, this is not a sirmulation, it is the real thing.’
She bowed her head. ‘I’msorry.

‘Sorry? And what about disobeying nmy orders? \What on earth possessed you to
override ny instructions, especially in front of the others? | think you had

better spend the rest of the day in the gymasium | want at |east three of
your personal records broken before | see you again. Any disciplines will do.
If this was the twentieth century, | would be thrashing the hide off you by
now. Instead, I'Il let you do it to yourself.’

Cassi | ooked down at the floor in shane.
He turned at the door. ‘I’'Il drive this rebellious attitude out of vyour



system for once and for all.

Cassi slowy undid the velcro of her pale blue overalls and let themdrop to
the floor. As if in a dream she opened the door and stared into the gymasi um
whi ch had been built specially for her in one of the store roons. Letting out
a long sigh, she began her warmup routine.

BY the tinme he re-entered the flight control room Jim Duncan had cal med down

alittle. Had he been too hard on her? After all, she was only young. However,
lives were at stake and mnistakes like this could not be tolerated.
‘ Commander,’ said Beta, sitting in front of Iris. ‘1 think that you had

better take a |l ook at this.’

VWhat now? Jimraised his eyes and sauntered over to the consol e.

‘Recall and rerun |ast sequence,’ said Beta and the screen flickered for
several seconds before stabilising. The bulk of Saturn appeared once nore
creeping across the screen. ‘ Stop!

The Commander | ooked puzzled. ‘Wat’'s the probl en?’

Beta | ooked straight at himwith totally expressionless eyes. ‘This is the
poi nt just before you gave your order.’” He turned to face the screen. ‘Begin
recorded sinulation.

On the screen, the ship appeared to nove towards the giant planet. Together,
they watched the rerun and heard Jim Duncan’s voice followed by Cassi’s
overri de.

‘Cancel last instruction,’” said Beta inmmediately and the ship's nose began
to follow the Commander’s instruction and pull to the right as the ship
rapi dly decelerated. Wth ease, the ship swung across the face of Saturn and
curved in an arc away fromthe deadly rings. The technician pointed toward the
simulation on the centre screen. ‘The ship has missed Saturn itself but, due
to the conbination of drag from the planet and the centrifugal force of our
turn, there is practically no roomto nmanoeuvre.’

The Conmmander shrugged. ‘ So?’

Bet a nodded towards the screen. ‘Watch!’

It went blank. JimDuncan stared at it with his nouth open. ‘Wat happened?

Beta leant towards the screen. ‘Back and slow rerun,’” he said and the ship
turned once nore. As darkness cl osed over the screen, he said: ‘Pause.

“What is it?

Beta | ooked at him ‘ldentify,” he said to Iris.

The screen flashed up a single word - “ Atlas” . There was no inflection in
Beta's voice as he stated: ‘Wayfarer Two is now in very small pieces all over
the surface of Saturn’s innernopst noon.’

‘Hell’s teeth,’” the Commander said with feeling.

For the next half-hour, they reran the sequence, simulating every possible
course of action and each ended in disaster. Either the speed was too slow and
they crashed onto the planet’s surface or it was too great and they were
punmel l ed to pieces trying to break through the rings. They had becone trapped
bet ween Saturn and her noons.

He slowy got to his feet and placed his hand on the Flight Engineer’s
shoul der. ‘ Thank you.’ He | ooked around the flight deck. ‘See if you can find
out why we got into this position in the first place.

‘Al ready done, Commander.’

“What ?’

‘Iris confirns that the data is corrupted.’

‘ Corrupted? But where? How?’

‘The information concerning the relative positions of the stellar bodies

seens to be still reliable. It is the tine sequence that is wong.’
‘Time sequence? But | don’t understand...’
‘Neither do I, yet. Iris is working on it now’

‘Let me know when you have found the fault. And keep an eye out for Jupiter.
We should be crossing her orbit in about an hour’s tinme. By rights, she should
be at perihelion distance on the opposite side of the sun. But, then, so
shoul d Saturn.’

‘I will do what | can.’

The older man turned with shoulders hunched and left the flight deck. He
found his daughter doing push-ups on the parallel bars.

‘Seventy-five, seventy-six, seventy-seven....’

He placed his hand over hers. ‘You can stop now.’

‘ Seventy-eight, seventy-nine,’ she continued. ‘Eighty.’ Cassi dropped ninbly



to her feet and slowy walked into her father’'s open arns. She cried for a
long tine.

Her father held her tight. ‘You knew, didn't you?

Wt hout speaking, the young wonan nodded slightly as the tears gradually
abat ed.

Jim | ooked down at her. ‘You and | need to talk.’

“Wh. . what about ?’

‘You. .. .. and me.’ He draped a towel around her sweating shoul ders. ‘Come and
sit down.’ Side by side on the padded bench they sat as Janes Duncan pl aced
his arm around her shoulders. ‘Cassi. | have not been entirely truthful with
you.'’

She | ooked up suddenly. ‘You haven't?’

He nodded. ‘How old do you think you are?

She frowned. ‘I amthirty-eight years old. That's when we |eft Andromeda.’

He slowy shook his head. ‘I left Androneda thirty-eight years ago but you
did not. You are only half that age.

‘Ni neteen? Then...’

‘“You were not born in Androneda.’

She frowned. ‘But | don’t understand.’

‘Wayfarer left Terra eighty years ago. | was born there but the other crew
menbers were born on one of the planets on the fringe of the Androneda
Gl axy.’

“lI..." she began, unable to find the right words.

Wth his hand, he gently snobothed her hair. ‘Have you not noticed that you
are different fromthe others?

‘COF course,’ she tittered. ‘I ama woman.’

‘Where do you think you came fron®’

She shrugged. ‘1 don’t know. Did ny nother die?

‘You had no nother,’” he said softly.

‘“No...nmother....?

‘“You were...created...here on Wayfarer nineteen years, three nonths and four
days ago.’

‘“Then I'"ma. ...’

He nodded. ‘I'mafraid so.’

Slowmy, Cassi got to her feet and wung her hands in front of her. The bl ack
| eotard she wore around ship stood out in stark contrast to her flaw ess pale
skin which had never seen natural light from a sun. Carefully, she tied her
long hair on top of her head, not from necessity but for sonething to do to
take her mnd away from the revelation with which she had suddenly been
confronted. Now she knew why her reactions had always been so fast: why she
saw things the others didn't. So many questions from the past began to make
sense.

‘Do the others know?’

‘OfF course. They hel ped me make you.’

‘But, why? Wiy did you do it?

‘The others cannot live on Earth. The atnospheric pressure is unsuitable for
them’

‘But is this not the same on board ship? Have we not sinulated Earth gravity
and pressure?’

The Commander shook his head sadly. ‘Gavity here is half as nuch again as
on Terra. Down on the surface, you will be stronger and fitter than their best
athletes. Also, over the last year | have been gradually adjusting the
internal pressure so that you are being conditioned to Earth's atnopsphere.
That is why both | and the others are reacting so slowmy of late. In effect,
we are dying so that you night live.

She stood up. ‘But, we nmust return to Androneda. Then we can all live.’

Jim shook his head sadly. ‘Andronmeda is dead. The galaxy finally inploded
into a black hole. W are the only survivors.’

‘Then we nust |ive somewhere el se. Somewhere safe, for us all.’

‘There is just you, Cassi. You are all our hopes for the future.’

‘But how can that be? | am not nornmal. | am a....’ She couldn’'t say the
wor d.
He stood beside her and placed his hands on her snpboth shoulders. ‘I don't

know what is left of Terra. Mich can have happened in eighty years. Wen |
left, it was a place of wars and disputes. | can only hope they have |earned



their | essons by now If not, you nust teach them’

‘But, I...’

‘Right from the start, you have been intensively educated wth the
technol ogy of an advanced civilisation. You have |earned the ways of a people
who have never argued, never fought, never killed each other. You have much to
of fer Earth.’

She sighed a little. “WIIl | look like then’

“Just like them No-one will know the difference once you are anong them’
‘Can you not cone with ne?

‘I will come with you. The others nust stay on board in orbit or they wll

die imedi ately, but | can return to Terra for a while.’

‘Tell me.’ She turned to face him *‘Wy Cassiopei a?’

He grinned sheepishly. ‘W canme in past one of her stars.’

‘ Fat her ?’

‘You don't have to call ne that any nore.’

‘I want to. | may not have been nmade in the usual way but | am still your
child.”’

‘What ever the circunstances, you will always be ny little girl.’

She smled. ‘I'"mglad.’

‘You had better go and update your file on Iris.’

‘May | ?

‘CfF course. The others will want to see that you are happy again. They |ove

you, too, in their own way.’

She grasped his hand. ‘Cone with ne.’

He shook his head. ‘1 must rest. Can you take us through the asteroid belt
safely?

She smled proudly. ‘Together, Iris and | can do anything.’

‘ Good. Wake me when we reach Mars orbit.’

She ki ssed his cheek. ‘Good night, father.’

OPION

Jupiter was not where she should have been and neither was Mars as Cassi
stared at the 6km dianeter lunp of battered rock which was her outer noon,
Dei nos.

‘Are none of these planets inhabited?” she asked as Jim Duncan entered and
sat down.

‘I"'m afraid not. The larger planets we have passed have extremely toxic
at nospheres and pressures which would crush any of us to a pulp long before we
reached the surface.’

She pointed at the screen. ‘And Mars, this smaller one?

‘Just the opposite. After gathering data on the unmanned Viking and Cbserver
m ssions, we landed three men there in twenty-ten and confirmed what we
al ready suspected; there is very little in the way of an atnosphere and
certainly not one that is in any way breathable. There is no water, no heat,
no life, no nothing.’

‘So Earth is the only planet with life.’

He nodded. ‘The only one.’” He glanced at the screens. ‘Better slow right
down. They won’t be expecting us and might think we are invading aliens.’

As if in response, the radio speaker suddenly crackled. *‘Oion Base to
incomng vehicle. You are now entering Terran space. Please identify



yoursel f.’

The Commander smiled. ‘After all these years they haven't even changed the
voi ce of that pre-recorded warni ng beacon.’

Beta | ooked up. ‘Do we respond, Comrander?’

‘“I'f we don't, we'll soon see missiles | aunched at us.’
Beta | ooked puzzled. ‘M ssiles?
Conmander Duncan |aughed. ‘O course. You never had such things in

Androneda. M ssiles are a type of guided rocket which carry a warhead designed
to expl ode on inpact.’

The Andronedan | ooked horrified. ‘They would seek to destroy us? Sinply for
approaching their territory?

‘I"'mafraid that you have a lot to |earn about humans, ny friends. They can
be very sensitive about strangers.’

The facel ess voice canme again. ‘Orion Base to incomng vehicle. You are now
entering Terran space. Please identify yourself.’

Jim Duncan pressed a button. ‘Orion Base, this is Wayfarer Two. Do you read?
Over.’

There was a long silence before another voice canme. °‘Please repeat your
message. Over.’

‘This is Commander Janmes Duncan of the Europa Corporation space vessel
Wayfarer Two. Request perm ssion to dock.

‘Thank you, Commander Duncan. Please wait.’

The Conmander straightened. ‘These radio operators all sound the same. This

fellow sounds just like the one Orion had when | left here all those years
ago.’ He snmled as he stroked his short beard. ‘I wonder iif it's his
grandson.’

‘Does Orion have many personnel ?’ asked Cassi.
‘Quite a few. There is a permanent staff of around forty on the space
station plus various crews on stopover. Luna Base is even bigger.’

Cassi frowned. ‘WIIl it not conme as a shock to themto find that you are
still alive after all this time?

‘I guess it will. | had never thought about it.” He smiled at her as she
sat, still in her black leotard. ‘Better get dressed else all the men will be
fighting over you.’

‘But why?’

He placed his arm around her. ‘1'Il explain it all to you one day. Wen I

was a lad, ny father called it the story of the birds and the bees.
She tilted her head slightly. ‘Wat are these birds and bees?

He laughed. ‘It seens that a large part of your education has been
i nadvertently overlooked. Here you are, able to single-handedly control a
full-blown anti-matter reactor and nake a billion megabyte conputer eat out of
your hand and you’ ve never even seen a bird.” He shook his head sadly. ‘I’ve
seriously slipped up sonewhere.’

She ki ssed his cheek. “1'Il learn.’

He patted her bottom ‘Get dressed.’

‘Orion Base to Wayfarer Two. Over,’ cane the voice over the air after about
ten m nutes.

‘ Commander Duncan receiving you loud and clear, Oion. Wat are your
i nstructions?

‘Proceed to dock four. You will then please remain aboard your ship until a
menber of the station personnel can wel cone you. Over and out.’

Jim shrugged. They were being very fornmal today. The door opened with a
slight hiss and he turned and stared. Cassi stood in clean overalls with her
freshl y-brushed hair hanging | ong over her shoul ders.

‘Mss Cassiopeia,” said Beta formally. ‘I think that you are |oo0king
very...colourful today.’
Cassi laughed. ‘You're a fraud, Beta. But | |ove you.’

‘Love? What is this |ove?

“An extrenely high regard for someone about whom you care very nuch,’ Cassi
quoted from nenory and then | aughed at the humanoi d’s puzzl ed expression

‘“You had better all sit down,’ said the Conmander sternly. ‘Docking can be a
bunpy busi ness.’

‘Can | do it? Cassi asked excitedly.

Her father stood up and noved over. ‘Help yourself but don’t bunp Oion.
It’s a very sensitive piece of equipment and, if it was to get knocked out of



position and crash down onto the earth, the inpact and subsequent expl osion of
the triple-sequence anti-nmatter reactor would probably nake a crater the size
of the United States.’

Cassi shivered. ‘Nasty. 1'll be careful.’ As she turned the ship slowy, she
spoke to Iris. ‘ldentify.’
| CENN TY - (RONSTAT AN
O AVETER - 0.4km
S CHREAL AX AL ROTATI ON - 0.087hrs
| NCLI NATT ON - 900
CENS TY - VAR ABLE
ESCAPE VBLAO TY - EBYNHRNOS
S RAE GRMTY - 10
ATMEHR C PRESSLRE - 1.07kg/ cn2
O STANE -

The space station began to | ook huge to Cassi as she inched Wayfarer forward
on the retro rockets as the distance counted down. ‘0.0000000016801AU > the
screen stated and then ‘0. 000000000672AU >’

James Duncan held his breath at ten netres as the great shadow of Orion fell
across the ship and they could see the well-lit docking area clearly as the
guide lights flashed in sequence. Cassi gave a brief touch of reverse thrust
at 0. 000000000168AU and anot her at .0000000000745AU. They didn't feel a thing.

‘Wayfarer docked,’” she said triunphantly as her father let out his breath
slowy. She |ooked sideways at him ‘You didn't think | was going to do it,

did you?

He shook his head. ‘1 always nmanage to fully depress the hydraulic safety
rans. They' Il know from their old records that it wasn't ne in control this
time.” He nodded to the panel. ‘Better lock-on to Oion else we'll drift
away. '

Al pha pushed the button and a slight clunk was felt as the great hydraulic
clanps fastened around the superstructure and held them fast. Through the
screen, they watched the activity as nen in space suits fussed around the
docki ng area.

Jimturned to Beta. ‘Shut down main reactor.’

Beta fussed over the red panel for a noment before nodding to his captain.
They wai t ed.

‘Wayfarer Two,’ spoke the radio. ‘Prepare to receive a nenber of the Base
Per sonnel .’

Fat her and daughter went out into the long main corridor where a flashing
red light canme on over the pre-stressed bulkhead to indicate that the outer
door was open. The punps humred quietly until the red light was replaced by a
green one. Alnost immediately, the inner door opened and three nen in space
suits wal ked in. One unclipped his helnet and renoved it.

‘ Commander Duncan?’ he asked and Jim stepped forward a little nervously. The
men shook hands. ‘I am Marshal Hardy - new chief of Oion Security. The crew
are just connecting up the airtight tunnel so if you would prepare to follow
me to the station...’

‘My crew would prefer to remain aboard Wayfarer, w th your perm ssion,
Marshal . They are not used to Earth pressure and would like to stay within a
conpressed at nospheric environnent.’

The Marshal raised his eyebrow slightly but did not object as a hiss behind
him informed him that the unbilical walkway was now airtight. He bowed
slightly. *If you would follow nme, Commander. | wll escort you to the
Admiral .’

THE space station has not changed a bit, thought Jim Duncan as he wal ked in
the wake of the Marshal. The other security officers had been left to guard
the wal kway to Wayfarer and Cassi hung onto her father’'s arm as they foll owed
the long corridor while nmen and worren went about their daily business. It was
all strange to the young wonan. Once inside the rim they took a lift to the
top where they made their exit onto a wide platform that was covered in a
rigid transparent material. Despite the soft ultra-violet light, the stars
were clearly visible and, below them a bright blue disc with white flecks
scattered across its surface.



Cassi stopped and drew in her breath at the sight. ‘It's sinply amazing.’

She pointed. ‘Is that Terra down there?
Jim nodded. ‘That’'s good old terra firnma. Seenms strange to see the old gir
again after all this time. For years, | thought that | would never see Earth

again. Yet, here | am hone at last.’

‘Are you gl ad?

‘I think so. Androneda was beautiful in her own way but she never | ooked
quite like this.’

The WMarshal coughed slightly. ‘“If you would step this way, Comrander
Duncan.’

They were led through a wide doorway into a brightly-lit reception area
where they sat and waited while their conpani on spoke to a wonan at a desk

‘It’s wuncanny,’ whispered Jim to his daughter. ‘Everything |ooks just the
same.’
Cassi | ooked around her. ‘Perhaps they had no reason to alter things.

Qutside Terra's atnosphere, there would be no dust nor corrosion to danmage the
surfaces so they should last indefinitely.

He leant closer. ‘You, ny girl, are a walking encyclopedia of useless
i nformation.’

She grinned. ‘You taught ne well.’

‘You're cheeky, you are.’

‘So | am’

The Marshal approached and his eyes flicked from one to the other of them
‘The Admiral will see you both now.’

They rose and followed the Security Chief through a doorway into a |arge
office which was lit by diffused |lanps around the walls. In the centre of the
room was a l|large, plastic-covered desk behind which was a man of about fifty
in ared and blue uniform

Ji m Duncan stopped and drew in his breath sharply. ‘Admiral Burleigh!’

The other man stood up and nodded. ‘Jim’

The Commander |ooked baffled as he shook the man’s hand. ‘But, | don't
under st and.’

‘Don’t understand what ?’

“Way....why you are still here.’

The Base Admiral smiled slightly. ‘1 live most of nmy life on Orion. Surely
your menory is not that bad.’

‘My menory...? He sat down and | ooked at Cassi who held onto his hand and
squeezed it reassuringly.

‘Have you forgotten so nuch already? They tell ne that deep space has that
effect on you after a while.’

‘But | don't follow After all this tine...’

The other man frowned. ‘Tinme? What are you bl ubbering about, nman?

Cassi tensed. She did not like this nan who was maki ng fun of her father.

‘But everything’s the same,’” he was saying. ‘Nothing’s altered. You re stil
here.’

The Admiral |aughed. ‘O course everything's the sane. What did you expect?
You' ve only been away a nonth.’

CASSI was dunb-struck. What kind of a trick were these people trying to pul
on her father? Only been gone a nonth, indeed. These people were totally crazy
and she said so.

‘“And who,’ asked the Admral pleasantly; ‘Mght you be?

‘I am Cassi opei a Duncan, the Commander’s daughter.’

‘Daughter?” H's eyes were full of |aughter as they |ooked her up and down.
‘That’s a new one, Jim How did you nanage to stow this young lady away with
you? Tucked up in your bed?

The Conmander began to rise in anger but Cassi’s hand on his shoul der was
firm Casually, she sauntered over to the desk, walked round it, and stood
glaring down at the space officer who began to |ook worried. No-one had ever
done that before

Cassi placed a long, white finger in the centre of his chest. ‘How would you
like me to pick up this precious space station of yours and dunp it on Mars?

For a monent, he |ooked terrified and then burst out |aughing. ‘Were did
you find this one, JinP She's certainly got a sense of hunour.’



‘Cassi really is ny daughter,’ clarified Jim Duncan. ‘She was incubated in
transit.’

‘*Jim you've been mixing too much heliumin your air. | suggest you have the
doc take a look at you and then have a rest while | report in to Europa
Control. | somehow don’t think the Director is going to like the fact that you

have returned so soon w thout conpleting your mssion but it’'s not ny place to
say anything.’” H's eyes returned to the young wonan and he shook his head.
“And | don’t know what he will say about your taking a bit of crunpet with you
on the trip.’

‘But you don’t understand.’

Cassi turned to her father. ‘They don’t want to understand. You were right.
Eart hnmen are very strange i ndeed.’

It was the Admral’s turn to be puzzled at her terninology, but he said no
nmore as father and daughter left the room

THE quarters they were assigned were on the spartan side but, nevertheless,
confortable. Cassi couldn’t help but notice how she got funny |ooks wherever
they went. Jim Duncan sat on the edge of the bed with his head in his hands as
his daughter fetched hima drink of water. He sipped it slowy.

‘There’'s a problem isn't there? she asked softly.

‘There is, but I"'mnot sure what. | know |I’ve been away for eighty years and
yet, here | am back on Oion only a nonth after | left. | don't understand
any of it.’

Cassi sat down beside him ‘It might explain why the planets were all out of
sequence. Cast your mind back to when you left Terra. Were they in roughly the
same position when you passed t hem goi ng out ?’

He thought for a nonent and then |ooked up. ‘Not roughly: the positions
exactly fit the period of ny departure.’ He shook his head. ‘But it’'s all far
too ridicul ous.’

s it?
He frowned. ‘What are you suggesting?
Cassi shrugged. ‘1'm not. | have no explanation for what has happened. |

only know that whatever these people say, it is you |l believe.

He took Cassi’s hand in his own. ‘You are very loyal.’

‘I have good reason to believe you are telling the truth.’

‘What convi nces you?

‘“Me. | know who | am and | know that | have lived for nmore than a nonth,
and that is good enough for nme. It has to be they who are m staken.’

‘Cassi. You' ve spent too nmuch time with Iris. You have the logical nind of a
conputer.’

‘I's that a conmplinment?

‘“I'n your case, yes. Cassi, |...

She kissed his cheek. ‘You don’t need to say a word. | believe you.’

‘But there are things you have to know. Things about what is likely to
happen.’

‘Happen? What do you nean?

‘“I"m not sure nyself, 1'm so confused by the whole thing. | just have this

dreadful feeling that, for some reason | can’t explain, everything is going
wrong and | have not prepared you for this.

‘What can happen?’

‘I don't know. | just know you are going to need every bit of the skill you
have gained sinply to survive. Here I was thinking | would return as a hero
but, suddenly, | find nyself in sone kind of trouble and, worse, | don't know
why. '’
‘They must believe you in tine. There is so nuch proof.’

‘Proof is only proof to those who want to believe. | found out a long tine
ago at college that if sonmeone wants to believe in something or other, he wll
do so regardless of what the established facts nmight prove one way or the
other. Wiy, only forty years ago, nen thought Mars had canals and Jupiter and
Saturn were solid objects. How wrong they were.

‘Were those ideas not sinply proposed as theories?

‘I'f they had been, it wouldn’t have been so bad. No, the dreaners presented
their theories as fact. They wanted to believe so... it becanme truth to them’

‘It’s surely not as bad as all that.’



He shrugged. ‘Conputers base their decisions on what they are told - what
data is inputed. People, however, generally believe what they want to
bel i eve.’

Does that nean that they will think you are a liar?

‘Possibly.’
‘How wi | | they explain ny presence?
‘I don’t know, but |'m sure soneone will think of something, sonething to

your detrinment. It nay be better if you disappear if you get the chance.’
‘ Di sappear? You nean, |eave you?’
‘I't may be the best way for us all.’

She held her head high. ‘I won’t do that. You are ny father.’

‘Cassi, I'mnot trying to persuade you to go. Al | am saying is that, if
the tinme cones and it seens the best thing to do, then do it. | wll
understand that you will have had good reason.’

She touched his face gently. ‘I love you, father.’

FOR the rest of that day, they were not disturbed except to be brought food by
an android in the presence of two security guards. In between tinmes, the door
remained firmMy locked. As they settled down to rest, the door opened once
nore.

‘ Commander Duncan,’ said the Marshal as he entered. ‘I have orders to escort
you safely to Europa Control. If you would please follow ne.’

Jimstood up. ‘M daughter...’

‘The girl will cone to Earth also. She faces the serious charge of stow ng

away on board your ship.’

“And am | to presune that | am al so under arrest?

‘Mbst certainly.’

Jimfrowned. ‘On what charge?

‘“You are to be charged with the wilful nurder of the rest of your original
crew.’

EAPTH®AAA

As if in a daze, Conmander Duncan was escorted from the room down the
corridor to the flight bay, and thence to the waiting Earth Shuttle. Cassi did
not say a word as she was nmarched along behind her father and then firmy
strapped onto a couch in a separate conpartnment. It was all very odd and, as
the shuttle dropped away from Orion and began its descent, she found she was
becom ng inwardly disturbed at the way two of the nen were |ooking at her and



muttering between thensel ves. Now and again, one would point at her and they
woul d burst out |aughing. Anchored to the flight couch, she had no way of
defendi ng herself should they choose to attack her in sone way so she decided
to ignore themand sinply stared at the ceiling. Wiat a prinmtive vessel, she
concluded as her eyes ran over the stress bars and reinforced panels in the
hol d. Wayfarer had a nuch nore up-to-date design. Wth a sudden doubt in her
m nd, she wondered if, in fact, the differences were due to nodern human
technol ogy or to Andronedan nodifications prior to its return.

The ride becanme bunpy as the shuttle entered the atnosphere and the internal
tenperature began to rise. Perspiration broke out all over her body but, with
a sideways glance, she noticed that the other nen were experiencing simlar
di sconfort and were not alarmed. So she rel axed. After some indiscernible tine
period, the buffeting ceased and the shuttle went into a glide and finally
there was a bunp and they were down. Gadually, the shuttle rolled to a
standstill as the two nen unbuckled their belts and stood up.

One strolled over to Cassi. ‘I think | could tolerate a nonth in outer space
with you.” She squirned as he reached out to touch her. ‘Lucky old JimDuncan,
eh?’

She was saved by the Marshal. There was a netallic click as he entered and
poi nted a dark-coloured nmetal object at the man. She surmised it was a weapon
of sonme sort because it had a snmall hole in one end which she assuned rel eased
some kind of projectile. Wiatever it was, it nade the other nman stop what he
was about to do and | ook very frightened.

‘Don’t even think about it, Grman. Mss Duncan is a state witness until the
Di rector decides otherwise. You will do well to renmenber that.’

The man he had called G rnman quickly drew back his hand and practically ran
for the hatch as Cassi let her breath out with a slow hiss. She had no idea
what the man had been about to do to her but she didn't like it. Wre all
Earthnen like this? Is this what her father had tried to warn her about?

‘I"m sorry about that,’” said the Marshal as he unbuckled her restraining
straps and allowed her to swing her legs to the deck.

She wobbled slightly due to the unfamliar gravity, so he took her arm and
gui ded her to the hatch. The yellowi sh light in the sky which she knew had to
be Sol shone brightly as she stepped from the shuttle, although the air felt
very cold on her face and hands. She |ooked around her and, to her surprise,
there seened to be no visible protection from neteorite attacks. On the plus
side, she could see no inpact craters so she concluded they were relatively
safe for the tinme being.

‘This way,’ guided the Marshal and the grey ground felt hard under her feet
as she was led to sone kind of wheeled vehicle with w ndows. Seated inside
with her father in another of these strange nodes of transport, Cassi w nced
as the carriage nmade a roaring sound and was then driven towards one of the
odd- | ooki ng structures in the distance.

As they drove al ong, she noticed that the road was bordered by |argish areas
containing sonme kind of green growth which was obviously kept artificially
short. To the left of this green area was a |ow barrier wall beyond which was
a flat, blue elenent which she surmsed was water in a very large quantity
i ndeed. It stretched as far as the eye could see, so she concluded they had
touched down on the edge of one of the great |and masses her father had call ed
continents. Qut near the horizon, she could see black spots which had to be
floating vessels. The car pulled up outside the building and the door was
opened. She | ooked back and saw that her father was getting out of the other
car and she smiled to him

‘Step this way, please,’” comanded the Marshal and they were |led towards the
buil ding. Instead of being taken inside, they were escorted around to the rear
where another kind of vehicle waited. It had a glass front with a long tail
and a big rotor fitted on top. Sonme kind of prinmtive flying machine, Cassi
concluded as she was pushed inside and instructed to fasten her seat belt.
Havi ng no option but to obey, she did as she was told. Wth a terrible whining
noi se, the helicopter slowly rose into the air and then headed out over the
sea.

After about twenty mnutes of skinmmng just above the surface, Cassi saw
| and ahead. Like the continent they had just left, it was low and flat with
what |ooked like a wide river estuary in front of them The difference was
that this land was conpletely white, and the ribbon of water below |ooked



black and om nous by conparison. They followed this narrowing strip of
wat erway for another ten minutes until she could see a dark patch ahead.

‘That is the city of London,” shouted her father above the noise of the
rotors.

‘It looks big,’” she called back. ‘Do many people live here?

‘Not any nore. The sea level rose at the end of the last century and nobst
people had to be relocated in either the North of Britannia or on the
mai nl and. London is now mainly offices and warehousi ng.

‘I's that where we are goi ng now?’

‘I expect so. The offices of the Corporation are just outside the city in a
pl ace called Harrow.’

The Marshal interrupted. ‘Il have instructions to take you straight to the
Europa headquarters at Oxford. He w shes to speak to you personally before
word officially gets around of your premature return.’

Cassi noted that her father gave no argunent by way of reply so she held her
own tongue as the helicopter once nore passed over a brilliant white
| andscape. Eventually, a large estate cane into sight with a collection of
squat buildings and an area of cleared |evel ground towards which they headed.
Upon landing they were escorted into the house, fed and then allocated
separate roons and, for the first time, Cassi knew what |oneliness felt |ike.
The w ndow of her room | ooked out over rolling hills and, despite her poor
spirits, she was filled with a kind of wondernent at all she had seen in so
short a time. Her father had told her of many things but none of the
descriptions were up to the reality as she sinply stared out of the w ndow.

As the disc of Sol lowered in the sky, a knock cane at the door and it
opened. ‘Wen you are ready,’ said Marshal Hardy.

Cassi nodded and wal ked towards him but she had not yet adapted to the
difference in gravity. By the door, she tottered and woul d have fallen but for
the Marshal’s steadying arm He frowned. Sonething was happening that was
beyond hi s conprehensi on.

‘SO this is the young lady |’ve been hearing so nuch about,’ greeted the
Director pleasantly as Cassi was shown into a large room Carefully, she sat
down at a large polished table opposite her father at whom she snmiled as half
a dozen others canme and were al so seat ed.

The Director cleared his throat. ‘Ladies and gentlenen. As you all know, |
have called this unofficial neeting because of the early return of Commander
Duncan and the somewhat unusual report from Admiral Burleigh.’ He |ooked at
the Commander. ‘You nust forgive our haste in bringing you both here, Jim |
wanted to find out the truth of the matter before the press got wind of it.’

Ji m nodded. ‘I understand, sir.’

The Director addressed the roomin general as Cassi |ooked around at the odd
assortnent of personnel - nmilitary, civilian, scientific. ‘'The Space programe
has had a bad enough reputation since the Wyfarer One disaster without
further tarnishing its imge unnecessarily.’

There was a general nuttering before the Director faced the space traveller
once nore. ‘This is not a court of law, Jim so no judgenent can be nade nor
sentence passed. It is sinply an unofficial prelimnary enquiry into what has

happened. | have made sure all of ny staff are present so a consensus can be
attained. | think you know nost of them’

Ji m Duncan gl anced around the table and nodded.

‘However, in view of the unusual nature of the circunstances, | have also

i nvited Monsi eur Monier of Interpol so he can listen to what you have to say.’
A man with a moustache stood up and nodded towards Jim ‘ Mnsieur Duncan,

you do not have to say a word of reply at this stage. However, | nust caution
you that what you do say will be recorded and, if charges are to be formally
brought, the information could be used in evidence agai nst you.’

The Commander smiled at him ‘I understand, Inspector. | wll tell you the
conplete truth and answer your questions as fully as | amable.’

The Director’s secretary switched on the recorder. ‘Informal hearing.
Commander Janes Duncan. Twenty-third of January - Twenty-twenty-one.’

‘First of all,” said the Director. ‘For the sake of those present who are
not entirely conversant with the Wayfarer programme to date, | have asked

Prof essor Heinrich Akherd from the Europa Space Institute to fill us all in



with the background.’” He |ooked at a middle-aged nan with beard and gl asses
who stood up in front of them

‘Thank you, Herr Director.” He |ooked around at the faces who watched him
with interest. ‘I will not go to the very beginning of space travel but begin
just forty-two years ago when | was just a boy in short trousers.’

A titter went around the room at the thought of such a learned man in a
child s attire.

‘Fol |l owi ng several reasonably successful manned nissions to the noon fifty
years ago, as well as the Mariner and Viking unnanned flights to Venus and
Mars respectively, the North American Aeronautical and Space Adm nistration
| aunched Pioneers Ten and Eleven to closely observe the larger planets. As
technol ogy i nproved, they also |aunched the two Voyager craft to pass close by
and photograph Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune along with their rel evant
moons. Voyager One was |aunched atop a Titan Censaur Six from conplex forty-
one at precisely eight fifty-six on the norning of Septenber fifth nineteen-
seventy-seven to follow Voyager Two which had already been |aunched on the
twenty-second of August.’

‘Two before One?’ asked a bal ding man who | ooked |i ke an accountant.

‘A last mnute change due to a fault that was rectified in tine. Voyager One
was the nore inportant craft because of its |onger journey.’

The ot her man nodded, not at all convinced. ‘I see.’

‘Fifteen nonths later, Voyager One passed Jupiter and sent back pictures of
the planet and several of her noons which changed nmany of our existing
opinions as to the mamke-up of the planet’s atnosphere. It then went on to
Saturn.’

He wal ked around the room and every eye watched him even those who already
knew t hese relatively well-known details fromthe history books.

‘“I'n August nineteen-eighty, Voyager approached Saturn and sent back nany
pi ctures which answered a great nunmber of our questions. Unfortunately, for as
many answers as were found, twi ce as nany new questions were rai sed. Wat was
the specific nature of the rings? Was the atnosphere of the planet really on
the nove at a thousand mles per hour? There was no way of confirmng these
details by renote caneras.’

‘What was the probl en?’

‘The resolution of the pictures was good despite the distance but not
adequat e enough for serious research. By the January of nineteen-eighty-six,
simlar questions had been raised concerning Uranus and, three-and-one-half
years on, concerning Neptune. As you know, only sone of these questions have
been answered by the later Glileo Mssion to Jupiter and by the recent
Cassini Mssion to Saturn.’

‘Why were these nissions so inportant, Professor? asked a dark-haired woman
with gl asses who was seated at the far end of the table.

He smiled for the first tine. ‘Conrade Ralentov, your own people at that
time saw the need for space observation. Was it not your own scientists who
designed Oion? The probl em was, |adies and gentl enen, that these planets were
clearly undergoing sone kind of change. Ever since the Shoenaker-Levy inpacts
of nineteen ninety-four, Jupiter’s cloud belts have been wundergoing
consi derabl e change. The Solar systemis held in a very delicate balance. A
smal | change as far away as Jupiter or Saturn could have grave effects on our
own capabilities of survival.’

‘But why?' asked one.

‘ Because, anobng other things, of the effects of the conets. Conet Halley,
for one, is partly held inits wildly eccentric orbit by the outer planets and
so was Swift/Tuttle which caused so much unexpected damage |ast century.
I ncrease or decrease the magnetic pull of one or nore of these and life on
earth could be seriously threatened.’

‘These doubts were not recorded at the time of the Voyager missions were
they?’ argued an ol der wonman. ‘ They were kept from us. Wy?’

The Professor shrugged. ‘I was just a student at the time. However, on
reviewing the data it seens the significance of nany of these anonalies was
not realised immediately. It was only when a full data analysis could be nade
that it became urgent to progress further.’

‘Hence the manned flights.’

He nodded. ‘Hence the manned flights. It was essential, if we were to gain
any detailed information that, firstly, the details should be recorded live,



and that neant greater control than we could achieve renpotely, and also it
woul d be necessary to bring back the acquired data.’

‘Was that not a risk? Sending nen so far fromearth?

‘It was indeed. And a great deal of discussion took place before the
decision was nmade. It was the total disappearance of Jupiter’s red spot that
made up our minds for us. W had to go and we had to go as soon as possible.’

‘Then why the delay until recently?

‘Several reasons. Firstly, we had no space craft capable of making the
journey. And, secondly, we wanted to visit all the planets Voyager had passed
by, and they were not to be in the right alignnent for a long tine
afterwards.’

‘ How | ong?’

He shrugged. ‘Many vyears. NASA visited Jupiter and Saturn on several
occasi ons between nineteen eighty-nine and nineteen-ninety-seven, wth the
Glileo craft anmong others, but little attention was given to the outer nmjor
planets. It was not going to be until twenty-ninety-six before the ideal
conditions were going to conme again.’

‘“Way is that, Professor?

‘Because of our propulsion limtations. W could not carry a lot of fuel so
we needed the gravitational pull of the larger planets to help the craft
al ong.’

‘I don’t follow’

‘Perhaps | can help,’ said a younger man.

The Director introduced him ‘Doctor Hans Bartek of the Europa Propul sion
unit.’

‘Thank you, sir.’” He renoved his spectacles. ‘As many of you know, ny
speciality is nuclear rocket notors and it was ny |ate father who designed the
Proton Drive for the Wayfarer Craft. Wwen a vessel is in deep space, the
rocket, any kind of rocket, has a somewhat limted effect. It has little to
push against, you understand - no atnobsphere once it |leaves Earth. It is
therefore, by its very nature, a relatively inefficient nmeans of propul sion.
However, it was the best we had at the time. Therefore, it was necessary to
utilise a gravity-assist fromthe larger planets.’

‘Where did your Proton Drive come in, Doctor?

‘It would take a nmonth to describe the actual anti-matter particle
generation procedure so, if you would take my word for it, believe ne when |
say we now had the neans to propel a ship a good deal faster than ever before.
Its only linmtations were the planets it could use to swi ng around.’

‘Wth Doctor Bartek’s new drive,’” continued the Professor. ‘Alternatives
becane possible and we re-exam ned our planetary forecasts. |f we could, by
means of the Proton Drive, double the speed of the spacecraft, a situation
would arise in twenty-twenty when the planets would be i a suitable
alignment. Not only that, a return trip would al so be possible.’

‘ How?’ asked the accountant.

‘Because Wayfarer could launch towards Mars and then turn for Jupiter.
Jupiter’'s pull could be utilised to swing the craft on to Saturn. After that,
it could by-pass the orbit of Uranus and go right on to Neptune. Wth skill,
it would be possible to turn through seventy-six degrees and head back in
towards Uranus. They woul d then be headi ng back hone.’

“And you would expect Uranus to give the craft enough inpetus to return to
Earth.’

He nodded. ‘That was the theory.’

‘ Then what was the probl en?’

“Such a craft could not be | aunched fromEarth.’

“Why not ?’

‘“Insufficient mass to escape-velocity co-efficient.’

A big unifornmed man |l eant forward. ‘You nean the thing was too darn big.’

The Professor smiled. ‘Precisely, General Phillips. That's what | said.’

Anot her titter went right around the room The Director restored order. ‘How
did you overcone the probl enf’

‘W had already started on building Luna Base and our Soviet allies had
begun Orion Station so we decided to |launch from space. W took pieces of the
ships to Luna for pre-fabrication and these larger units were then sinply
assenbl ed alongside Orion in geostationary orbit over the Atlantic. W built
two ships so that if one failed, the other could be utilised. They had to be



big, you see. Apart from the crew, there was a need for storage space and
areas in which to work. They could be in space for up to fifteen years, so
adequate provisions had to be nmade for fresh food and the like.’

A little nman stood up. ‘Professor Akherd. Earlier, Doctor Bartek told us
that it was often difficult to gain adequate thrust in outer space. How,
therefore, did you get Wayfarer on the nove in the first place?

‘The answer cane to us quite by accident. One of the shuttles ferrying
equi pment to Orion went haywire upon re-entry. Instead of gliding back to
Europoort, its trajectory was too high and it started to skim across the top
of the atnobsphere. Several times, it bounced and conpletely encircled the
earth. By the time it got back to its original position, it was travelling at
over one-hundred-thousand kil onetres per hour, nore than double the cruise
speed of Voyager.'’

‘What happened?’

‘Sadly, It crashed onto the Moon in an attenpt to prevent itself being flung
into space. All the crew were killed.’

‘Was it such a dangerous manoeuvre?’

‘Not particularly. It was just that no-one was ready for it to happen.’

‘*So how did you | aunch Wayfarer?’

Hans Bartek spoke. ‘On the sixteenth of March last year, Commander Henry
Mar kham and a crew of nine left Oion under nornmal power and dived towards the
Earth’'s atnosphere. The outer shell had been specially treated so it could
stand the heat of re-entry and it accelerated rapidly. Wth the Proton drive
thrusting agai nst the atnosphere, it reached a phenonenal speed.’

‘ Then what happened?’

‘It disappeared. There was no debris, no energy surge, nothing. Wayfarer One
sinmply went away.'’

‘Have you any theories, Professor?

‘It was assunmed that Wayfarer One had crashed on Mars or one of her npons.
It was uncanny.’

‘I know what happened to it,’ said Commander James Duncan.

The roomfell silent and stayed that way for a very long tine as the veteran

pilot got slowy to his feet. ‘I didn't know at the tine but | do now.’
“What is it?
‘Wayfarer One is still out there, sonmewhere, drifting hel plessly.’

‘But how do you know? Why didn't we see it?

‘Because it was going too fast.’

‘But we would still have seen it on radar.’

‘I doubt it. Mving away from Earth far above light speed, it would be
conpletely invisible.’

Sil ence rei gned again.

‘Your Proton Drive is very efficient, Doctor Bartek. Under the right
conditions, it can generate incredible speeds.’

‘But surely.... The speed of light?

Jim smiled. ‘One billion kilometres per hour? Not so fast really. |If
Commander Mar kham nmanaged to dodge the nmjor planets, \Wayfarer One would be
compl etely out of the Solar Systemin under six hours.’

‘How do you know this? asked the Russian diplomat carefully.

Jim sighed. ‘Because, Conrade Ralentov, that is the speed which nmy own ship,
Wayfarer Two, achieved precisely seventeen mnutes and thirty seconds after
its launch on the twenty-first of Decenber Twenty-twenty - just one nonth
ago.’

AEBATE



The roomwas silent for a long tinme as everyone stared at the Commander, his
own daughter included. Was he mad, she thought?

‘Wuld you care to enlighten us, Comander Duncan?’ asked one of the
research team

‘I would,” Jimagreed. ‘But first of all, Professor Akherd, may | ask what
happened, fromEarth’'s point of view, after Wayfarer Two was | aunched?

The scientist shrugged. ‘The sane thing. Your ship sinply disappeared from
the screens. The matter was hushed up for a while but, eventually, the secret
got out and you were assuned lost with all hands. |magi ne our surprise when, a
month later, you arrive fromthe opposite direction.

‘Professor,’” interrupted Doctor Bartek. ‘1 think you may need to explain the
di fferences between the Wayfarer One nission and the Wayfarer Two mi ssion. |
think it is relevant at this stage.

‘Very well. As | have already stated, Wayfarer One used Mars as its first
point of reference. Nine nonths later, Earth and Mars were no longer in the
same relative positions. Instead, Venus lay alnost in the direct path between
Earth and Jupiter.’

A younger nman spoke up. ‘How is that possible? Venus is on the solar side of
Earth.’

The Professor smiled. ‘Quite right, Peter. However, like the Galileo M ssion
of 1995, to catch the correct Jupiter/Saturn alignnent, Wayfarer would have to
start off heading on a solar-bound tangent which was to take it close to
Venus. We hoped to gain pictures as Wayfarer passed by but the ship went off
our screens before she reached the Venus orbit. Sone garbled data was received
a few hours later but was afterwards discounted as unconfirned.’

The Director cleared his throat once nore. ‘Perhaps you would care to
enlighten us now, Conmander Duncan. What, precisely, happened?

Jim stepped out from behind his chair and stood for a long time |ooking out
of the window at the snow which had again begun to fall before he spoke. Wen
he did, he had everyone's attention. ‘Initially, the launch went according to
plan. Canps were released, retros fired and we began to fall towards the
surface under mninmum power. |If Wayfarer One had crashed, it was inperative
for us to avoid a repetition.

The Director smled. ‘W understand, Jim Go on.’

‘Four mnutes after leaving stationary orbit, we entered the Earth's
at nosphere and trimmed to overshoot by the required safety gap. At zero plus
nine, we fired the main Proton Drive and accelerated across the upper
atnosphere at half speed, turning to follow the nmesopheric contour as
instructed. At eleven minutes precisely, the Drive went to full thrust and we
began to pull away towards the sun. It was clear, even then, that we were
going nmuch faster than anticipated. At fourteen mnutes, we were picked up by
the sun’s own gravity field and the speed increased even further. At zero plus
seventeen and a half mnutes, we passed Venus and actually skimred her
atnosphere, giving the notors a further thrust platform W were headed
virtually straight for the sun under full power on a pre-set programme | could
not override and it was then | realised we had reached the speed of l|ight.’
Slow y, he turned back towards the table and every eye was upon him

‘W are talking fiction here,’” accused the General. ‘How in tarnation could
you break light speed? Einstein's Law of Relativity states that such an
eventuality is sinply not possible.’

‘Theory,’ said a small voice.

Every eye switched to Cassi. ‘Theory of Relativity,’ she enphasised quietly
but confidently.

The senior United-Forces nman | eant forward aggressively. ‘Wat the hell does
a kid like you know about it?

Cassi |l ooked straight up at him ‘Albert Einstein, along with others,
proposed that the nass loss of a particle is precisely equal to the resulting
energy divided by the speed of |ight squared.’

‘Yes, we know that.’

She pul | ed back her shoul ders. ‘They were wong.’

The Professor frowned and the General gaped. ‘Wong?’

‘Einstein hadn’'t anticipated that the resulting dilation co-efficient of the



diffused mass is not always directly proportional to the relative conpound
velocity of the initial energy rel ease at source.

If a pin had dropped at that nonent, they would have heard it on Luna as a
broad grin slowy w dened across her father's face.

It was Cassi herself who broke the silence. ‘Einstein had also forgotten
Newt on’ s second |aw which showed that the mass of an object varies with its
speed. He proved that the force applied to a body is in the direction of the
accel eration inparted to the body and is equal to the nass of the body tines
its acceleration.’

As the General gaped, the Professor slowy walked right around the table
until he was directly behind Cassi’s chair. ‘Tell me, nein kinder. According
to Bode's Law, at what distance is the planet Neptune fromthe sun?

Cassi opened the flap of her overall and took out a pocket calculator. After
a few seconds of finger exercise she smled. ‘Johann Elert Bode followed the
guidelines of Titius in calculating the relative distances of all the planets
within the solar system Titius had said that Neptune would be...’ She
consulted the display. ‘...5,800,599,634.098 kilometres fromthe sun. However,
Bode found that his older colleague had been mistaken in the case of Neptune
because even at aphelion distance, it is only 4,535,908, 329.62 kil onetres from
Sol. At the perihelion of its orbital trajectory, it is a nere 4,458,115,474.1
kilometres along its sidereal period of 164.90465 Earth years.’

The Professor stared down at her for a long tine. ‘Wuat is the nmean synodic
peri od of her |argest noon?

Cassi touched the buttons again and then sniled as she turned to face him
‘“Triton’s retrograde lunar nonth is five days, twenty-one hours, three m nutes
and twenty-nine point eight four zero nine seconds in length.’

Gve him his due, Professor Akherd didn't even blink. Instead, he just
stared into Cassi’s blue eyes.

‘Centlenen,” he said to the room in general wthout noving his head. ‘I
think we had better listen very carefully to what Commander Duncan and his
daughter have to say to us.’

Slow y, he wal ked back around the room and sat down, his eyes never |eaving
Cassi’s for a second.

Jim Duncan started to speak once nore. ‘W tried to shut down the reactor

but it was still being controlled by the nain guidance conputer on Munt
Aigoual. In fact, we were way outside the orbit of Uranus before | managed to
override it and regain nmanual control, but in the neantine, we had covered
al most three million kilonetres in just over two hours.

‘l don’t believe it,’ said one.

The Commander | ooked at him ‘You ain’t heard nothing yet.’

‘CGo on, Jim’' pronpted the Director inpatiently.

‘I had gained access to the internal systens but, due to a fault in the

energy-transfer system | could not shut down the main anti-nmatter reactor.
could adjust the direction of Wayfarer to sone degree but still had no control
over its speed. | tried to turn at Neptune as originally planned but it just

made matters worse by giving the drive a further atnosphere to bite on. In
less that twelve hours, we were well outside the Solar System and still
accelerating rapidly.’

‘What was the condition of the crew?” asked the team psychol ogi st.

‘Most realised what was happening and sone began to panic. Qhers fought
anongst thensel ves. Hone was receding rapidly in the rear screens and there
seenmed to be no letup in the Proton Drive's thrust.

‘What were your own feelings at this time?

‘Mxed. | was elated the drive had worked so well and we were covering
ground that was totally unexplored. And yet, | was also growing nore and nore
appr ehensi ve concerning the steadily decreasing possibility of a safe return
to Earth.’

‘What was the supply situation?

‘Not bad at that stage, but | gave orders to ration both food and water and
that caused considerable friction anongst the crew.’

“And the state of health of the others?

‘Two died en route to Androneda.’

‘Where?' asked one.

‘“What we used to call the Geat Nebula,’ said the Professor. ‘M3l in the
mai n catal ogue - spiral Galaxy in the Constellation of Androneda. Two-point-



two mllion light years away.'’

The General gaped. ‘You nean....?

The Professor nodded. ‘At the speed of light, it would take over two million
years to get there.’

‘And the sanme to get back?’

‘Exactly.’

The General faced the Comander. ‘And you got there in how nany years?’

‘Thirty-seven.’

‘But that’s....’ he cal cul ated.

Cassi saved himthe trouble. ‘Eighty-one thousand and ei ghty-one point zero
eight one times the speed of light.’ She |ooked around the room ‘An average
speed of 86, 867, 026,439.2 kil onetres per hour.’

The General dropped his own cal culator. The Commander grinned. the Director

swal | owned. The Psychol ogist stared. The Professor sniled. ‘The Tachyon
Factor.’

‘What ?’

‘Have you never heard of the Dirac constant?’

‘Never.’

Cassi spoke. ‘Equal to the Planck constant divided by 2 tinmes pi. Paul
Adrian Dirac discovered that it has a value of 1.0544 plus or minus 0.0003
tinmes ten to the power of mnus thirty-four joule seconds.’

The General sneered. ‘That's gibberish.’

‘That,’” contradicted the designer of the Proton Drive: ‘ls higher quantum
nmechani cs.’

The Director spoke again. ‘And where were you, young lady, while all this
was happeni ng?’

She frowned. ‘I was not born.’

There was a long silence which the Conmander broke. ‘By this tinme, there
were just seven of the crew left other than nyself. The motor had | ong since
stopped bruning but we were still running across the void under inertia. There
was nothing to stop us. Until Androneda, that is.’

‘Is there Iife on Androneda?

‘There was.’

* Human?”’

He nodded. ‘Similar. The main difference was that their life-span was a | ot
| onger.’

‘You keep saying “ was” .

‘The galaxy finally started to inplode into a black hole. They all died but
ei ght.’

‘ Ei ght ?’

‘ The crew now on board \Wayfarer.’

‘They are Andronedans?’ said several in unison.

Ji m nodded. ‘O course.’

The inspector of Interpol interrupted. ‘Let me get this straight. You say
that you left Earth a nonth ago with a crew of nine and have just returned
with a crew conpl enent of the same nunber?’

‘That’s right.’

“And they are alive and wel | ?’

‘Perfectly.’

He stood up. ‘I just don't swallow all this junk about |ight speed and

Anrdo. ..whatever you said. It sounds to ne as if soneone is trying to nake an
ass of the process of |aw.’

‘But the original crew did die. O the ones who survived with me, three nore
were killed when we crash-landed on Mythos.’

The Director |ooked puzzled. ‘' Mthos?

‘One of four planets around a middl e-sequence sun at the outer edge of the
gal axy. The only four which contained life as we know it.’

‘l see. And these eight nmen on board Wayfarer are fromthis M/t hos?

‘“Yes, sir.’

‘CGeneral Phillips is right, Jim This is beginning to sound a little like
science fiction.’

A murmuring broke out around the room so the Director stood up. ‘Ladies and
gentlenen, | suggest we take a break for sone supper. It looks from the
weather as if we are going to be here for sonme while so feel free to use
what ever facilities you need. W will reconvene in one hour.’



GROUPS forned inmredi ately. Cassi and Professor Akherd forned one, her father
and the Director another. The remminder went into small huddl es around the
bui l di ng. The Inspector wandered around, al one and confused, while the Marsha
kept a watchful eye on everyone. The neal was a sinple buffet served in the
main hall, but it was a delight to Cassi who had neither seen nor tasted so
many di fferent kinds of food before in all her life. Wth baffled Professor in
tow, she tried something of everything. Eventually, they were asked to
reassenbl e.

The Director coughed to gain attention. ‘You have now all had chance to
di scuss the matter anongst yourselves. | realise that Conmander Duncan wil|
still have a lot to tell us about life on Androneda and how he managed to get
back to Earth but | feel we have heard enough for now to gain an initial
reaction fromyou all. Professor Akherd, would you start, please.’

The Professor stood up. ‘I don’'t know about the part concerning the
j ourneys. Ampong the radi o gal axi es, superlum nal speeds have been observed for
thirty years or nore. However, up to now, we have always maintained that there
is no artificial motion which exceeds the stable speed of |ight. However, that
is mainly because of our relatively limted know edge of astrophysics.

‘So M ss Duncan could be right.’

The Professor nodded. ‘One thing is certain, at only forty percent of Iight
speed sonme neasurable tine variance does occur but, up to now, it has always
been dilatory.’

‘How do you nean, Professor?

‘In all the experinments, tinme noved faster on Earth than in space. However,
here we are being confronted with a situation where tine has nobved at an
alarming rate in space while it has alnpbst stood still on Earth. If we are to
beli eve Commander Duncan, the tinme differential is alnpbst three thousand to
one.’

‘But what if the Wayfarers didn't reach |ight speed?

‘Then the figures get worse. At nean light speed, we are talking... over
seventy million to one.’

‘I's such a thing really possible?

‘During nmy short life and career, | have very quickly learned to renove the
word inpossible from ny vocabulary. However, many things are unlikely and |
think nost of us agree that this is one of them’

‘“Unlikely is not the word,’” said the General. ‘None of this has happened at
all. It is all one grand conspiracy to justify the continuance of the space
expl oration programe.’

‘l disagree,’ stated a man who had as yet not spoken. ‘The converse is the
truth. You have been against this programre from the beginning, General

Phillips. | suggest that you have pre-arranged this whole nmatter to discredit
our attenpts to reach and observe the planets.’

‘Ridiculous, man. | know | have been against it but | would not stoop this
low. ..’

‘ Then what about that fuss over Wayfarer One |ast year? The ship had barely
gone off the screens before you were screani ng blue nurder about inefficiency
and di saster.’

Anot her voice interrupted. ‘Gentlenen. Let us face a third possibility. If |
understand it correctly, there are presently eight aliens on board Wayfarer at

this monment.’ He | ooked at the Commander. ‘Is this true?
“1t is.’
“And they have an intelligence as great as our own?
Ji mnodded. ‘If not greater.’

“And they are now in possession of a anti-natter reactor not a stone’'s throw
fromEarth.’

The whol e room becane silent at the inplications.

‘l strongly recommend, gentlenen, that we keep a very close eye on them’

‘Al ready done,’ spoke the Marshal for the first tinme. ‘Wayfarer is |ocked on
to Oion and no-one can enter or |eave the ship without nmy pernission.’

‘So what do we do with then?’

‘Look,’” said the Ceneral. ‘W’'re now assunming that all this bull about a
long journey to Androneda is true.

‘“What is the consensus of opinion on that?' asked the Director.



‘I think we are being had,’” said the General. ‘Al this rubbish about space
flights to Androneda.’
‘ The Andronmeda Burn,’ said the Professor quietly.

“What ?’
‘The Androneda Burn. Did it happen or did it not?
‘It didn"t. It's really very sinple. The original nine crew nenbers were

taken off Wayfarer sonewhere just outside of our scanner range and these
strange-1 ooki ng people substituted in their place.’

“And the girl?

‘Sent along to...’ He leered. ‘...Entertain.’

“And her know edge?’

‘Read from books.’

The Professor’s eyebrows raised slightly at the ignorance of such a highly-
esteemed nman. ‘ Then what do you propose has happened over the | ast nonth?

‘Wth a beauty |ike that on board? What a ridicul ous question.’

‘You are suggesting sonething i nproper has taken place? Wth our approval ?

‘Why not ask her?

The Director turned to Cassi. ‘Mss Duncan, if | mght still call you that.
Do you mind if | ask you what night be an enbarrassi ng question?’

Cassi held her head high. ‘Not at all.’

‘During your space flight, have you ever slept with the man you have
referred to as your father?

The room fell silent once nore as every eye focussed on the young girl. She
| ooked around at themall before facing the General. ‘O course | have.’

Uproar broke out and it took the Director several minutes to regain peace as
Jimheld his head in his hands.

‘How many tines? he persevered.

She shrugged. ‘ Wiy dozens of tines.’ Wiat a strange question, she thought to
hersel f.

He ignored the hubbub. ‘And the others? Have you been slept with any of the
ot hers?’

Cassi nodded. ‘All of themat sonme time or other.’

‘Let me get this straight. You have slept with every single nenber of the
crew of Wayfarer including Cormander Duncan. How nmany tines in total ?

She | ooked utterly confused. ‘| have no idea.’

The General leant forward in his chair. ‘Just confine yourself to the |ast
month. In thirty-two days, how nany times have you been to bed with one or
other of the men on board Wayfarer?

She | ooked around at all the faces. ‘I have slept alone a couple of tines.’

The room was full of mixed anger and |aughter as Cassi tried to think of
what she had said which was wong. She glanced at her father who | ooked ill.

The Ceneral was ecstatic. ‘| suggest that we get these “ Andronedans” down
from Wayfarer as soon as possible and seriously interrogate them W'Il|l soon
find out the truth then.’

‘You cannot do that,’ said Cassi suddenly.

‘Ah, mny dear, but we can.’

‘But they wll die. They are not yet adapted to Earth's atnospheric
pressure.’

‘I"'mafraid we don't believe you.’

‘What about quarantine? asked the Conmander quickly in an attenpt to del ay
the inevitable.

The General sneered. ‘After only a nonth? Cone of it, Conmmander. | say we
get them down now and find out what the hell this is all about, once and for
all.’

The Director |ooked around the room *‘Any further objections?

O her than those of Cassi and her father, there were none. The Director
pi cked up the tel ephone and the order was given.

The Marshal, who was watching Cassi closely at the tine, saw her collapse
and rushed to her side. ‘Let her have air.’

As Cassi began to recover, a nunber of disjointed voices reached her as if
echoi ng through a thick fog.

‘“What’'s wong with her?’

‘She fainted.’

‘Real ised that the truth was about to cone out, | expect.’

‘Huh! Proves she's guilty.’



“And the Commander ?’

‘CF course. They're both in it together.’

‘What a conplicated plot just to prolong the space progranme.’

‘Or to shorten it.’

‘Is there any truth in it, do you reckon?

‘Highly unlikely.’

Gradual ly, Cassi’'s senses returned and she sat up and faced the Marshal.
“You can’t bring themdown to Earth. | tell you, they' Il all die.’

‘It’s too late, Mss Duncan. Here, drink this.’

The liquid scorched her throat as she swallowed but, after a few nonents,

she felt better. The Commander stood beside her. ‘Father? Don't let them do
it.’

He sighed. ‘I have no choice. It is out of ny hands now. You were right, we
shoul d not have cone here.’

The Director regained their attention. ‘If | mght nmake a suggestion. Unless
there are any pressing questions, | reconmend that we all get sonme rest. W
can fly to the limts of the Solar System but are unable to drive through
snow, so | offer you all nmy honme for the night. Mrshal Hardy, would you
ensure that the Commander and his daughter are | ooked after?’

One by one, they filed out wuntil only the Professor and the Director
remai ned.

‘Wl l? said the Director wthout preanble.

Prof essor Akherd leant forward. ‘Il see only two possible explanations.’

‘Yes?

‘Either this is a very well thought-out plot, notive as yet unknown, in
whi ch Conmander Duncan and the girl are totally involved or...’

‘Yes?

‘Or they are telling the truth.’

‘Qut reaction?

‘The former. | would like to believe the story of an accidental visit to a
far-flung galaxy but it is sonehow just a little too fantastic.’

‘“You don't think they are telling the truth?

‘l do have naggi ng doubts but logic tells nme that the word “ inpossible” has
just reappeared in ny vocabul ary.’

‘1 thought you were inpressed by the girl.’

‘I am She is one incredibly clever young |ady and clearly understands all
she is talking about. 1'd certainly like to know where and how they di scovered
such a gem’

‘Her know edge is accurate?

‘CfF course. She could have read up on Einstein and Newton but she could not
have had even an inkling as to the questions | was going to pose her
concerni ng Neptune and Triton.’

‘She was right, then?

He nodded. ‘To the fourth decimal point. | honestly don't know a dozen
peopl e on Earth who could have given the answer |ike that, unpronpted.’

“And her understanding of relativity and tinme-dilation?

‘Supreme.’ The Professor becane thoughtful again. ‘1 must check over what
she said once nore. She may just have the answer to life as we know it.’

‘It’s that good?

‘Yes. But | wonder who taught her. That man | would very nuch like to neet.’

The phone rang and the Director picked it up. ‘Yes?

Prof essor Akherd watched him as his face went ashen and, after a while, he
slowy replaced the receiver. ‘Wat is wong?

‘It’s the eight nmen from Wayfarer.’

The Professor sonmehow knew the answer before he asked. ‘What about then?’

‘They died of atnospheric deconpression during re-entry.’



EXXATIIE

The Director sat with his head in his hands for a long tine. The only sounds
were the slight whistle of the wind in the old chimey and the ticking of the
clock as the two nen sat in silence. Eventually, he picked up the phone and
dialled. ‘Mke? Can you cone to the library, please. Sonething had cone up.’

Neither of the nmen spoke until there was a knock and the door opened. The
Director beckoned to the newconer. ‘Conme in and sit down. |'m afraid that
there has to be a change of plan.’

The Marshal sat at the table with the two older nen and, w thout asking, he
could see that the news which had pronpted the change of plan was not good.

The Director raised his head. ‘The nen from Wayfarer have all died.’

‘What ? Have you told M ss Duncan?

‘Not yet. That will be your job.’

The Marshal | ooked taken-aback. ‘M job?

‘I"'m afraid so. | want you to go now and take her away sonewhere, | don’t
care where, sonmewhere renote where she cannot be found until we need her
again.’

‘l can do it, but | don’t understand why.’

‘Two reasons. Firstly, we were unable to prevent a |eak of information when
the shuttle bearing the aliens |anded at Europoort and the press have got onto
it. So far, we’ve managed to present it as an accident but you know what sone
reporters are like.’

The Marshal smiled wyly. ‘I think I have an idea.’

‘Apparently, it didn't stop there. They managed to collar one of your own
men who let it slip that a young girl had returned with Wayfarer Two.’

The younger nman gritted his teeth. ‘Grman.’

‘Wll, it’s too late now, the story is out. The reporters do not yet know
the full details but once they even snell the possibility of visitors from
outer space, they won't let go. Secondly, | don't know who is behind all this
but I want to thwart their plans right at the outset. If it is a hoax, | want

t he di sappearance of the girl to keep them on edge.’

“And what if those people really have cone from Androneda? That nakes the
girl an alien, too.’

“All the nore reason for us to have her hidden away. | amrelying on you to
keep a close eye on her and to keep her away from everyone. How nmany nen do
you need for the job?

‘None, we'll be better-off alone. Wth vyour permssion, | wll |eave
i medi ately.’

‘Where will you be?

‘I will keep on the nove and contact you every few days. If you need ne
urgently and can't get ne on ny nobile, page ne and | will get straight back
to you. What of Commander Duncan? Do | take him too?

‘No. W have to keep him here. W cannot cover up his return indefinitely as
he is too well known. However, we can pass off the girl as a stowaway and the
pubic will probably swallow it. After what she said today about sleeping with
themall, it will not be far fromthe truth.’

The Professor pondered. ‘I wonder if she realised the inplications of what



she was saying.’

‘No-one is that naive. That’'s why | want to try to avoid a scandal.’ He
| ooked at his watch. ‘Well, Mke, can you get away during darkness?’

“I'f I have to, | can fly that ‘copter blindfold in a sandstorm’

‘ Okay, get her out of here. Wen you've gone, | will tell Comrander Duncan.’

‘I's that not just a little unkind?” asked the Professor. ‘Supposing she
really is his daughter? | know how | would feel iif nmy Kkid suddenly
di sappeared.’

“You think she is his daughter?

‘I don’t know. But then it isn’'t me who has to tell the man who m ght be her
father. | suggest that when you do, you will know for sure by his reaction.’

The director swallowed at the thought and he said no nore as the Marshal
left.

CASSI | ooked up from her bed at the knock on the door. ‘Cone in.’
M ke Hardy strode into the room picked up her pale blue overalls fromthe
back of the chair and dropped themonto the bed. ‘Get dressed, we're | eaving.’
She sat up. ‘Way?

‘Don’t ask questions. Just believe ne when | say that it is for your own
good.’

Cassi swung her long legs to the floor. ‘Were are we goi ng?’

‘Not far,” he lied in case the room was bugged. You can't trust anybody
these days. ‘1'd put on everything you ve got, it's pretty cold outside. |'I]

wait for you in the hallway.’

As quickly as she could, Cassi put on her overalls over the top of her
| eotard and then opened the door. The Marshal handed her a fleece-lined coat
and baseball cap. ‘Put these on.’

She did and then followed himtowards the doorway. In the darkness, the snow
still fell from the sky Ilike overweight confetti as she waited while he
brought the car right up to the doorway. It was dryer inside the vehicle but
only just as the w pers fought to nmove the | unps of snow fromthe screen which
was msting up fast. In a matter of nonents, they were beside the aircraft.

‘Stay inside the car until | get the helicopter started,’” he said and | eapt
out into the blizzard. Two mnutes later, the notor started and the bl ades
turned slowy and then the engine caught and the sound penetrated to the
interior of the car. He opened the passenger door. ‘Let’s go.’

It was an anmzing sight, strapped into that glass bubble as the flakes fell
all around her, whipped into a mad fury by the whirling rotors. For sone tineg,
the Marshal punched instructions into a tiny conputer and eventually the
screen showed a map. Satisfied, he noved the controls and they becane
ai rborne. The ground receded beneath them and finally disappeared altogether
as they headed south, across the Thames which was a dark, hazy blur beneath
them and, half an hour later, Cassi saw that they were over the sea which
| ooked totally black. Cassi wondered if it was as cold as it |ooked, and
shivered at the thought of falling into it. There were no lights or things to
see. Instead, they were in a tiny capsule in a world of black and white
contrast as the Marshal flew by a m xture of radar and instinct.

Cassi felt no real fear, merely excitenent, as they continued south until
they were over land again and there were lights and buildings. The snow had
stopped hal fway across the Channel and all was dark as they headed for the
cluster of bright |ights ahead.

‘“Where is this? she asked as the helicopter circled prior to |anding.

‘This city is called Paris, Mss Duncan. It was the capital of what used to
be called France. It is nowthe entertainnment centre for mainland Europe.’

‘Isn’t it exciting?

He smiled. ‘If you say so.’

Carefully, Marshal Hardy manoeuvred over the heliport and |landed close to a
row of vehicles. In a few noments, two of them cane to neet the helicopter. A
young man | eapt from one of them and ran over. ‘|l have the car you requested,
Mar shal .’

‘Thanks. Is it full up?

The nman nodded. ‘As you instructed, sir.’

‘Very good. | will need it for sonme time. Bill it to Europa.’

‘Very well, Marshal.’ He left in the acconpanying vehicle.



The Marshal opened the car door for her. ‘WlIlI, Mss Duncan. Let's go and
see Paris.’

‘Cassi,’ she said as he clinmbed in
‘I1"mnot sure...’
‘Cassi,’ she insisted.

He paused for a while and then snmled as he held out his hand to her.
‘M chael Hardy. They call ne Mke.’

Uncertain, she took his hand and held it while repeating his name and then
smling back. Tine seenmed to stand still as they |ooked at each other across
t he hand brake.

‘I think we’d better go,” he finally said w thout noving.

‘Ckay. Where?’ she replied, afraid to take her eyes from him in case he
di sappeared. A strange tingly feeling was running through her whole body as
the snow on her hair continued to nmelt and run down her neck

He dragged his own eyes away and started the engine and, slowy, they drew
out of the airport and headed into the city. A long time ago, he had | earned
that to hide someone, you do not isolate yourself sonewhere renote where
everyone notices strangers, you go to a place which is full of them
Metropolitan Paris was one of those places. In spite of the fact that it was
the early hours of the norning, the city was cramred with people and traffic.
Eventually, Mke located a parking spot and they clinbed out and entered a
building with a well-lit porch. Cassi stared around at the fancy decorations
as M ke spoke to a man behind the desk and then cane over to her. ‘1’ve booked
adjoining roons at this hotel for the night. W are on the third floor.’

In a kind of daze, she followed himup sone stairs which seenmed to go on for
ever though she was glad of the exercise she was mssing since |eaving
Wayfarer. The Marshal unlocked a door and held it open for her as she
hesitated and then entered. The furniture was not new but clean and pl easant
as Cassi touched the woodwork with the tips of her fingers and ran her hands
over the silk sheets.

‘This is where we will be staying for a few days,’ said the Marshal as he
threw his small bag of things into a room through an inter-connecting door.
‘But first, | have a special treat.’” He led her back down stairs and they

wal ked around the corner into a precinct full of shops and stores which
di spl ayed everything fromfood to cl ot hes.

Cassi thrust her hands deep inside the pockets of her warm coat as she
wal ked al ong beside him her eyes seeing things they had never seen before
Lights flashed and wi nked at her and people pushed along, |aughing and
t al ki ng.

‘In here,’” said the voice at her elbow and the Marshal led her into a large
store full of all sorts of clothing. He spoke for a monent to a gl anmourous-
| ooki ng woman who snelt odd and yet, sonehow, pleasant, and this person |ed
her away to a private room Cassi glanced apprehensively over her shoul der
once but Mke was smling. She rel axed as the woman hel ped her to undress and,
ten minutes later, her body was enconpassed in sonething black and tight which
al rost fell from her shoulders and, for sonme unknown reason, reached only
hal fway down her |egs. She |ooked around and rel axed upon noticing that nost
of the other fermales were dressed in simlar attire. The shoes felt odd as she
tried them on. The heels were not particularly high but she wobbled at first
and felt nine feet tall. A warm feeling flooded over her at the sight of
M ke's face as he nodded his approval. For sone reason, she found she wanted
to please himand if pleasing himneant wearing these ridiculous clothes, she
would do it. The outfit was finished off with a coat which was soft and warm
i nside and, feeling on top of the world, Cassiopeia Duncan strode out into the
Avenue Chanps Elysées with her overalls and trainers in a gaudy carrier bag
that advertised the store.

‘ Happy?' asked M ke as they strolled towards the river.

Cassi snmiled and |ooked up at the flashing lights as the excitenment of the
occasi on overcane her. She nodded. ‘Very.’

The carrier bag was tossed into the back of the car but they didn't re-enter
the hotel. Instead, the Marshal |led her to a |ow wall beyond which was a wi de
river that reflected the lights of the buildings on the Left Bank

M ke gripped her arns and turned her to face him ‘This is where you see
Paris. And the best way to do that is fromthe river.’

She smled. ‘Ckay.’



Eventual ly, she took his offered hand and they went down sone stone steps
and boarded a long craft that did not sink when Cassi tentatively placed a
foot on the gunwale. She was surprised at the phenonenon but, neverthel ess,
st epped aboard and they were shown to a snall table under a |large transparent
canopy. It was warner inside and, after a few nore people enbarked, the boat
cast off and began to run downstream towards St Denys. Cassi felt the odd
vi brations through her feet as she kicked off her unconfortable shoes and
slipped the coat from her shoul ders. For some reason she couldn’t understand,
peopl e kept |ooking at her. What was wong? Did she appear alien to thenf Her
father had said she wouldn’'t but both nmen and wonen were watching her though
they clearly pretended not to.

‘“What would you like to eat?” M ke asked, handing her the nenu.

She took it fromhis hand and stared at it for a long time as if calculating
while the boat rocked slightly after it crossed the bowwave of a sister
crui ser.

‘ Bi envenue aux Bateaux Mouches,’ said the strange voice at her el bow

She | ooked up and saw a smling young man with a pen in his hand.

‘Merci bien,” she replied politely with a slight smle. ‘Aussi, je voudra
la carte du vin, s'il vous plait.’

M ke Hardy was a little taken aback for a second but he hid it well unti
the waiter disappeared in search of the requested wine list. ‘Your French is
very good. \Were did you | earn?

Cassi smled at the clear nmenmory of when she was about five or six years
old. ‘Iris taught ne.’

M ke frowned. Iris? W was this Iris? ‘Can you speak any ot her |anguages?

*Si, sefor.’

‘Just French and Spani sh?’

She shook her head. ‘Nein, nein heir.’

M ke grinned as he picked odds and ends fromthe tray of hors d oevres which
had been placed as a matter of course on the table between them ‘Is there a
| anguage you don't know?’

She thought for a noment. ‘I found the Bantu dialect of Swahili a little
daunting.’

They laughed aloud as the waiter stood, waiting, wine list in his hand. She
took it fromhimand passed it to her conpanion. ‘You choose.

He smirked. ‘Don’t you know about w nes?

‘I know the good ones by nane.’ She leant closer and whispered. ‘But |
haven't the faintest idea what they taste like.’

That's odd, he thought. ‘Wat would you |like to eat?

Cassi studied the nmenu for a few nonments and then | ooked up with a smle.
‘ Soya cakes and oat neal ?’

M ke burst out laughing. ‘They say they can cater for all tastes here, but |
think that soya cakes and oatneal might just catch the chef with his trousers
down.’

Cassi | ooked puzzled. ‘Wy on earth would he need to take his trousers down
to cook soya cakes?’

M ke started to cough as the mxture of |aughter and eating caused a severe
conflict of interests in his gullet.

‘“Are you all right? she eventually asked as he regained control with the
aid of a glass of clear liquid which materialised as if by magic in the
wai ter’s hand.

‘Where on earth did you learn to eat soya cakes and oat neal ?’

‘On board Wayfarer, of course. There was little el se except the occasiona
UV- grown veget abl es.’

“W? Oh, you nean Utra-Violet.’

She | ooked puzzled. ‘Wat else could | mean?

M ke ordered food from the patient waiter and they said no nore as the
lights seened to drift by the boat and Cassi stared excitedly at all the new
things she had read about and had been told about and was now observing
herself for the first tine.

‘You are very beautiful, you know,” M ke eventually said.

Cassi | ooked at him over the top of her wine glass and snmiled. ‘There are
many beautiful things here on Earth.’

He | eant forward. ‘You' re changing the subject.’

Her face |ooked cheeky and, for a noment, she |ooked little nmore than a



child with her flaw ess, alnobst fragile, skin of her face and shoul ders and
Il ong golden hair that was so perfect above her deep blue eyes. The soft I|ips
parted. ‘Wiy is everyone watching ne?’

‘It’s because you |l ook so |lovely. They can't believe you are real.’

Cassi slowy |ooked around the floating restaurant and the other diners
suddenly found their neals nore interesting. She laughed inwardly at their
sel f-consci ousness. The neal cane quite quickly and they ate prawns and
oysters followed by fresh trout. Cassi was horrified at the gateau and refused
to even taste sonething so obviously poi sonous to her system

M ke watched her very carefully, observing every novenent, every flicker of
her eyes, desperate to find some clue as to her real identity. Like the
Professor, he had been inpressed by her know edge but also knew how good
teachi ng net hods coul d be these days, especially if done in conjunction with a
course of prolonged brain-washing. Soneone, somewhere, had gone to a
consi derabl e ampbunt of trouble to do all this, especially to be able to
apparently convince the Director who was not easily fooled. One way or
anot her, he was going to find out what this was all about.

Hi s chance cane an hour l|ater when the young girl seened to be cheerfully
merry with the wine with which he had been repeatedly topping up her glass.
Her eyes sparkled as she sat, glass in hand, her elbows resting on the table.
The nusic came from a small jazz band which had been conm ssioned for the
night-time trip and which played quietly in the background. When the nonent
seermed right, he gently took the glass from her hand and placed it upon the
tabl e as her face questioned his actions. Carefully, he took both her hands in
his own and | eant closer.

He smiled to relax her. ‘You can stop this pretence with nme, Cassi. | know
about the plot, you know.’

She sat up straight and pulled her hands free. ‘Plot?

‘Yes,’ he said vaguely, seeking information. ‘You know. ..’

She smiled and leant forward. ‘COh, you nean the plot? She was suddenly on
her feet, her eyes staring in anger.

M ke grew wary as he slowy sat up straight and faced her. ‘It’s all right,
Cassi. | do know all about it but | won't tell anyone else, | pronise. You can
trust ne.’

The sound was like a gunshot as Cassi |ashed out, hard, and he felt that he
was flying as he careered through the air and then skidded across the deck for
twenty feet before ending up against the stage, his head sw nming. The nusic
faltered and finally stopped at the interruption as he felt the eyes of all
the others |l ooking at him

Eventually, he felt the hands of two waiters dragging him to his feet,
t hi nking him drunk, but he shrugged them off and started back towards their
table. Half way across the boat, he stopped and stared. Cassi was not at their
table any nore. As everyone watched him he frantically searched around the
si ngl e-decked boat but she was nowhere to be seen.

He couldn't believe it. Her shoes were under the table and her coat still
over the back of the chair but of young Cassiopeia Duncan there was not a
si gn.



TPYTH

Cassi lay flat on the cold boards as the floating restaurant drifted away
from her into the darkness. She felt betrayed. The one nan whom she had
bel i eved she could begin to trust had been playing ganes with her all along -
teasing her. Her feelings were mxed but one enotion had cone close to the
surface for the first time in her whole life - one she had observed in her
father on the occasion when they had had their near-mss with Saturn but had
never personally felt before. It was pure anger

To calm herself, she rolled over onto her back and stared up at the sky
which was black with nultiple pinpoints of |ight shimering and tw nkling back
at her. Sonmewhere up there was Orion Space Station and, still attached to it,
Wayfarer - the only real hone she had ever had. She longed to be back there
along with her father.

The air was icy and she began to shiver as she got to her feet and dropped
to the narrow | edge around the barge. It was noving only slowy and because
the junp had been a long one and she had only just made it across that ugly,
bl ack water. Her |egs and back ached fromthe unaccustoned gravity defiance as
she shuffled around to the rear, nostly upset that she had had to tear her new
dress to enable her to nmake such a desperate leap to freedom A novenent nade
her | ook around sharply and crouch like a cat about to spring.

‘Qui étes-vous? demanded an old nman in a beret who stared at the
mani f estati on out of the sky.

Cassi sensed that the nman neant her no harm as she slowy strai ghtened and
nmoved closer to the heater he had perched under the | ow shelter at the back of
t he barge.

‘Je suis perdu,’ Cassi acknow edged and he seened to understand though he
could not believe his good fortune at suddenly having such a gl anourous
conpani on. She pointed to the shore. ‘Je voudrai aller a |la bas.

‘La bas?’" he indicated with his head.

Cassi nodded enthusiastically. ‘Qui, s’il vous plait.’

The old man sighed. It just wasn't his night. Heaven had dropped upon him
the best-1ooking girl he had ever seen in all his life, dressed in nothing but
a tight black dress slit alnost to the waist and all she wanted to do was to
be put ashore. Ah well, so be it. He didn't get as far as the shore. Wile
still ten feet away, Cassi hitched up her skirt once nore and leapt for the
st one steps.

She | anded ninbly, junped to her feet, and then turned and waved her thanks.
The old nan |ooked at the half-enpty bottle in his hand and shrugged. He
deci ded he nmust take nore water with it in future.

THE enbanknment was still fairly busy as Cassi brushed off her dress and stood,
baref oot and shivering, on the broad pavenent. Several people gave her funny
| ooks as they passed but none spoke to her as she made up her nind and began

to walk in the direction she surnsed to be that of the hotel. |If she could
find a way to get into the Marshal’s car, she would be properly dressed in
overalls and, better still, warm A car slowed besi de her

‘Wuld you like a lift? said an English-sounding voi ce.
Cassi stopped and | ooked towards where a smling face peered out of the open
Wi ndow.



‘Holy cow, you look frozen,” the man said with real enpathy. ‘Get in here
and Il warmyou up.’

warnth? Yes, that’s what she wanted nost of all so she got in and the car
pulled out into the traffic.

‘M nane’s Greg,’ he said as the heat blasted out from bel ow the dashboard
and slowy thawed her frozen feet and | egs.

‘“I"m Cassi,’ she responded as she drew up her leg and began to rub her left
f oot .

He ran his eyes over the long, bare linmb. ‘You re not French then?

Cassi shook her head and quickly lowered her leg. H's expression reninded
her of the one the man called G rnan had given her in the shuttle.

‘From Engl and?’ he persever ed.

“No.’
“Amrerica?’

‘No. |’ m from Androneda.’

‘Andromeda,’ he mnmuttered to hinself. ‘Let ne see, isn't that one of those

new f angl ed West-African states?

Cassi smled. ‘Not exactly.’

He sighed and shrugged. ‘“Ah, well, | guess it’'s not that inportant. There's
just you and me and the rest of the night.” He glanced sideways at her. ‘If
t he boys back hone could see ne now.’

Cassi leant back in the confortable seat as the car approached the city
centre once nore. ‘My hotel is beside the river.’

He grinned. ‘Your place, eh? Okay sister, you ve got it.’

Hi s car pulled up behind the Marshal's and Cassi junped out.

Geg leant across. ‘Hey, you not gonna invite ne in for a drink or
sonet hi ng?’

Cassi hesitated. Perhaps she owed himthat nuch.

The night porter gave them both an odd | ook as Cassi asked for the key to
her room He also stared at her torn dress. ‘Ca va?

Cassi shrugged. ‘Cela ne fait rien.” It was a long story and also very |late.

The door to her room opened easily and she relaxed to find it was enpty. The
| ast person she wanted to neet right now was Marshal M ke Hardy.

Greg closed the door behind them ‘This is sone swell pad you have here. You
al one?’

‘I'n a manner of speaking,’ she said as she unzipped her dress. She gestured

with her head. ‘I think the drinks are in that cupboard.’

‘What are you drinki ng?’

‘Orange juice. 1've had quite enough al cohol for one night.’

‘Stone ne, you're cool,’ he said as she stepped out of her dress and tossed
it onto the bed.

‘“I"'mnore than cool, |I'm half frozen,’ said Cassi as she turned to face him

in her black |eotard.

He offered her a glass of anber liquid. ‘Take this, it will warm you inside.
Then | will warmyou outside.’

“Ugh,’ she shivered as the brandy burnt her throat and his hands began to
gently caress her bare shoul ders.

‘I"m going to have a shower,’ she suddenly said and turned away from him
‘Are you going or staying?

“I1"1'l come inwith you if you like,” he |eered.

Cassi stared back at him at the thought of two people in such a confined
space, and wondered why on earth he would even suggest such a thing. She
smled. ‘I don’t think that will be necessary.’

She cl osed the door carefully and, bearing in mnd her father's reservations
as to the notives and intentions of some Earthnen, she locked it, turned on
the shower and slipped out of her l|eotard. The hot water was beautiful as it
cascaded over her bare body, reaching and warmng the renptest extrenities.
Cccasionally, she heard a scratching at the door and smiled to herself. She
was gl ad of her precautions.

Suddenly, there was a great crashing and the door burst open. Cassi peered
out of the join in the shower curtain to see Geg advancing, his hands
out stretched towards her. She backed into the corner as he gripped the edge of
the plastic curtain and tore it from her grip. Cassi screaned as she slipped
on the soapy shower tray and fell, arns and legs all over the place. She cried
out as he caught her wist in a vice-like grip and began to drag her toward



the bed. Instinctively, she kicked out at him and he retaliated by viciously
slammi ng his fist hard into her stonach.

Cassi gasped for breath as she collapsed onto the bathroom floor and things
began to nove very fast around her. After a while, she found she was al one so,
carefully, she pulled herself up a bit and peered around the edge of the door
frame. A plastic bag hit the floor beside her.

‘Cet dressed,’ said the harsh voice of Marshal Hardy.

Thoroughly confused, Cassi staggered to her feet. Reaching up, she turned
off the shower, dried herself and wapped a big towel around her body before
venturing into the bedroom where she saw Greg unconsci ous across the bed with
M ke rummagi ng t hrough his pockets.

She was horrified. ‘Wat are you doi ng? What have you done to hin?’

The Marshal grunted. ‘He'll be out for a few mnutes. | thought | told you
to get dressed.’

‘“Not until you tell ne what you are doi ng?’

‘You do realise what he was about to do to you, don’t you?

She shook her head as M ke tossed a small package onto the bed and began to
tie Geg’'s wists behind himwith a piece of electrical cable.

He stood up and pointed a finger at her. ‘Are you going to get dressed or do
| beat the hell out of you first? |I’ve just about taken all | can stand from
you for one night.’

‘What? After the way you insulted ne on the boat? You deserve everything you
got .’

‘And so do you. Get damwel | dressed.’

Cassi stormed back into the bathroom anger reaching the surface once nore,
and got into her leotard and overalls. When she returned, Greg was just com ng
round. She knelt by his side and touched his head. ‘Wiwy did you have to hit
hin? He was only trying to help ne.’

M ke | ooked at her sharply. ‘Don’t you realise who this is?

‘Just a nan who took pity on nme out in the cold. At |least he was a gentleman
which is nore than | can say for sone people | know.'’

‘Cassi Duncan, you are very naive, do you know that? He tossed a wallet
onto the bed and it fell open. ‘Mijor Gegory Watson, Arny Intelligence. This
guy works for General Phillips.’

Cassi picked it up and confirned the truthful ness of his statenment. *\Wat
was he going to do?’

‘Can’t you even guess?

‘No. I'"mnot into this sort of thing |like you obviously are.’

“Ask him’' Mke gripped Geg's face and turned it towards him ‘Tell her,
feller. Tell her what you were going to do to her.’

Greg struggled to be free. "Go to hell, Brit.’

‘Now that’s not nice in front of a lady. Tell her nicely or I will have to
damage you a little nore.’

‘No,’” cried Cassi. ‘You don't need to hurt him’ She turned to the American.
‘What were you going to do?

‘What you deserve, bitch.’

Cassi noticeably recoiled at the insult. She was not used to being offended
in such a manner nor to these strange guessing ganmes. M ke picked up an item
which had fallen onto the floor and brought it over. It was nade of glass and
had a | ong needl e on one end.

Greg broke out in a sweat as MKke advanced towards him with it. ‘You
woul dn’ t .’

‘I would, or are you going to tell me without it.’

The tied man sinply shut his nouth tightly as Mke pulled up Greg’s sleeve.
He tried to struggle but it didn't work.

Cassi watched as the needle entered his armand the liquid was fed into his
body. ‘Wiat is it?

‘My guess is that it is a mixture. Probably sonmething |ike sodi um pentat hol

with some other drug added. I'mright aren't 1, Geg?
Geg sinply stared at them both as the drug slowy took effect. After a few
m nutes, Mke touched his face. ‘Well, well, well. It seens | was right. A

nasty little cocktail that has an extrenely unpleasant side-effect that is
often referred to as death.’

Cassi was shocked. ‘You nean he is going to die?

M ke nodded. ‘Possibly.’



She started to get up. ‘W nmust save him’

M ke grabbed her arm ‘Woa!l Wait a minute. Don’t forget that this needle
was neant for you.’

‘F...for me?

‘Way else did he break into the bathroomwth it in his hand? He was going
to give it to you.’

‘But why? | don’t understand.’

‘Let’s ask him Geg, can you hear me?

Geg sinply groaned. Mke touched his face again and the nan junped.
‘No...no.’

‘I think you'd better tell her, feller. | don't have nuch tinme and neither
do you.’

‘“What is the drug?’ asked Cassi.

“Atruth drug added to a nassive stimulant. Any sensation, pain or pleasure,
is magnified ten-fold. It is designed to force people to tell the truth and
then to becone totally untraceabl e afterwards.

‘But they die.’

‘Only if they resist.

‘How do you nean?

‘I mean that adrenaline produced naturally under times of stress mixes with
this drug. If you sinply relax and tell the truth, you live. Resist, the truth
still comes out but you die very painfully.” He smled. ‘O happily, depending
on what is being done to you at the tine.’

‘Greg,’ said Cassi gently. ‘You nmust tell him Don't die.’

The Anerican’'s eyes junped from one to the other of them He finally gave
in. ‘I was sent to find out where you really cone from’

‘But | cone from Androneda. My father told the Director that.’

‘My boss doesn’t believe you.’

‘ The General ?’

He nodded.

‘Tell her how she was going to die, Geg.’

The intelligence man struggled but the pain forced himto lie still. Mke
t ouched hi m agai n.

“Stop, I'lIl tell you.” He fought for his breath. ‘I was to give her the

injection, find out what the General wanted to know and then...

‘Yes?

His eyes involuntarily junped to the | ong-bladed knife Iying on the bed. ‘It
was meant to | ook as if soneone broke into the room raped and abused her, and

then slit her belly open. The General said | was to be sure she died very
slowy and painfully.
Cassi was horrified and nothing nmore was said until Mke stood up. ‘We'd

better get out of here. There are bound to be others around.

‘“You're going to | eave him here?

‘W have to. It’'s up to him now whether he lives or dies. W can do nothing
for him’

Greg just groaned on the bed and tried to force hinself to relax. M ke
pl aced Cassi’s coat around her shoulders and led her to the door. He glanced
back. ‘See you later, feller.’

They went down the stairs and got into the car. Cassi |ooked at him as he
turned the ignition key. ‘Where are we goi ng?

‘To see a friend of mne.” He started the car and headed north-east out of
the city.

They had gone some way before Cassi spoke. ‘I'm sorry | hit you and then
abandoned you, M ke. That was unkind of ne.’

He shrugged. ‘How did you get ashore?

“1 jumnped.’

“ Junped?’

‘Onto a passing barge and then cl anbered ashore.’

‘I thought 1'd lost you for good.’

H's nobile phone suddenly rang. He pulled onto the hard shoulder and
answered it. After listening for what seened like a long tinme, he acknow eged

the message and termnated the call. He turned to face her. ‘It’s your
father.’
Cassi caught her breath. ‘Is he...?

‘He has becone very ill.’



‘I want to go back.’
‘Where?

‘To see him’

‘That’'s not possible.’

‘Wy not? | have a right.” Her eyes were as cold as the weather. ‘There’s
sonething else, isn't there? Sonething that nade us come away in the first
pl ace?’

He nodded.

‘“What is it? Tell me here, now.’

‘The crew from Wayfarer. They're....’

‘Yes?’

He | ooked her straight in the eyes. ‘Dead.’

Cassi didn't speak. She sinply stared at hi mwi thout blinking.

‘“What can | say? he said soothingly, not daring to touch her. *‘They were
your friends, weren't they?

‘I saw themevery day of ny life. | loved them’

‘Were they really from Androneda?

She suddenly turned on him ‘Don’t you start that again.’

He held up his hands defensively. ‘Ckay. Okay. |'msorry.

She thunped her fist on the dashboard. ‘I wish | had died with them
M ke | ooked astonished. ‘But why? You have all your life to look forward
to.’

‘Have 1? Some kind of a freak to be observed under a mcroscope? I am not of
your world, Mke. My father told you all about what the Professor called the
Andromeda Burn but you wouldn't believe him He started to tell you about al
the things that happened during his period on Mythos but you thought him a
crank. If you didn't listen to ny father, howwll you listen to ne?

The Marshal said nothing. There was nothing appropriate to say. He started
the car once nore and drove for over an hour before stopping in front of a
| ar ge, gl ass-fronted buil ding. The sign said “ Europa Institute of
Bi ophysics.” They both went inside and stood before a spotless reception desk
as a wonman in white approached.

‘ Doct or Pederson please, nurse,’ said the Marshal

The wonman smiled. ‘If you would wait over there, | will locate himfor you.’
They sat together in silence as one or two other people, also in white,
passed by on one duty or another. After ten mnutes, a tall, fair-haired man

approached and greeted the Marshal warmy. ‘Hello Mke. Long tinme, no see.

‘“Sorry to disturb you at this hour, Jon,” the Marshal said as they wal ked
down the passageway and into a private observation room

‘W're fairly busy tonight, Mke,” the doctor said as he closed the door
behind them ‘This had better be good.’

‘It’s highly inportant,” said the Marshal as he slipped off his coat.
‘Probably the nost inportant hour of your life, maybe in the whole history of
manki nd.’

The fair-haired man smled. ‘Sounds intriguing. And who is the girl-friend?

‘Soneone | want you to take a look at. | won't say a word nor tell you her
nane. Just take a | ook at her, thoroughly, and we’'ll talk then.’
The nman called Jon smled at Cassi. ‘Step this way, young lady, let’'s see

what you’'re nade of.’

Cassi glanced over her shoul der as she was guided through the doorway into a
| arge roomthat was inmmacul ately clean. She stared around at the vast array of
equi pnent and sensors as John raised a big | anp.

He smiled. ‘Please take off your clothes and lay on this couch.’

Cassi obeyed and |ay, face-down, on the white sheet while Jon fussed around
with a tray of gadgets.

‘There will be a slight prick and you will become a little drowsy,’ he said
as he held up the syringe. He was right. A tiny pain jabbed her bottom and she
gradually felt tired as her eyes slowy cl osed.

M KE woke with a start and realised he had fallen asleep on Doctor Pederson’s
energency bunk. His friend stood beside him hot drink in hand.

‘“I"'m sorry....” MKke began but the other nman smiled his forgiveness. *‘Wat
time is it?

‘It’s eleven in the norning,’” said Jon. ‘You slept well.’



‘Cassi? Is she...?

‘So that’s her name, is it? She’'s still out but | expect her to cone round
within the next few mnutes.’

M ke rubbed his eyes. ‘I didn't realise | had slept so |ong.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ve only just finished nyself.’

‘You've only just...?

‘It took a long tine, Mke. That girl of yours is sonething very special,
but | guess you knew that already or you wouldn’t have brought her to ne.’

M ke |ooked guilty as he held the hot cup in his hands and stared at the
floor.

The doctor sat down on a stool, facing him ‘Do you start or do |?

M ke | ooked up. ‘You start.’

‘“Very well.’” He picked up his notes. ‘In the next roomis a perfect specinen
of Honmo Sapiens and when | say perfect, | do mean perfect. There is not a
single thing wong with her, at |east not physically. Her blood count is
exactly right as is her sugar level, cholesterol level, pulse and all the
other junk that we nedical people talk about.’

‘You' re sure?

‘I had to do a double check, Mke. The results were just a little too
perfect for ny liking.’

“ So o

‘“I'n my experience, only one type of being has an internal system so
accurately bal anced.’

* Andr oi ds?”’

The doctor nodded. ‘Exactly.’

M ke leant forward. ‘Cassi is a robot?

‘I didn't say that, though | admt | did think so nyself at first. However,
there are several nmjor differences between hunans and androids.’ He stood up
and opened the curtains. ‘Although nodern androids are very good, there is no
need, for exanple, for themto have a human digestive system Nor is there any
in-built facility for reproduction. There are, of course, other factors but
those two are the main ones which can be identified w thout surgery.’

‘Cassi has those?

‘“Your young lady has a perfectly nornal digestive system which functions
correctly in every way. She is also endowed with a wonb and active ovarian
cycle which seens to operate just like that of any healthy young virgin.’

M ke found hinself sniling as he thought back on what the others had assuned
and renenbered al so what the Professor had said about her supposed nocturnal
activities.

‘Are there any abnornal characteristics?

Jon grinned. ‘I thought you’ d never ask. That’s what took nme so |ong.’

M ke put down his enpty cup. ‘Tell ne.’

‘Her central nervous system is developed to a degree | have never seen
before. Conpound that with a highly intelligent brain function and an instant
phot ographic nmenmory and | would guess that her response-delay tine in an

energency nust be virtually nil.’

‘Is that all?

The doctor smled. “All? Isn't that enough?

‘There is sonething else, isn't there?

‘You are very discerning, Mchael Hardy. Yes, there is something else. If |
were not just a doctor but an astrophysician, | would surmse that her
nmuscul ar geonetry was designed for a planet other than Earth.’

‘“Wh...what do you mean?’

‘I mean that her natural physique is superior to any | have seen in ny life

but without looking it. It would appear that she was brought up in an
environnment with a nuch greater gravity and atnospheric pressure. Here, on
Earth, she is sinply ticking over, on stand-by as it were. |’'Il bet she could
pack a hefty punch if she wanted to.’

M ke rubbed his still-aching jaw. ‘She can. Anything el se?

‘You're a glutton for punishnent, aren’t you?

‘Conme on. You might as well finishit.’

Jon smled. ‘Ckay. | won't go into details but | guess you know that every
human body contains antibodies to fight-off disease. Well, that girl has a
nost unusual and highly-devel oped resistance to disease and it |ooks
hereditary rather than an acquired imunity. From what | have seen so far, |



woul d say it was inpossible for her ever to succunb to illness of any kind.’
‘What, precisely, does all this mean?
‘Véll. Put together all we know about her and it neans, ny friend, that unless your girl is
unl ucky enough to get knocked down by a nunier twenty-seven land shuttle, she will quite probably
l'ive forever.

ITAANX

Cassi’s senses returned slowy. As she opened her eyes, she noticed she was
alone, lying on a couch in that clean room a sheet draped over her torso to
retain her nodesty. The events of the last twenty-four hours flashed through
her m nd as she tried to decide what to do next. Before she could reach such a
deci sion, she realised that, first of all, she had to know whether or not she
could trust Marshal M ke Hardy.

Faintly, she could hear voices fromthe other roomas she lay staring at the
ceiling - male voices. Carefully, she slipped her bare feet to the floor and
wrapped the sheet tightly around herself, tying the ends at her waist. On
ti ptoe, she crept to the door and |i stened.

“You had better tell ne what this is all about,” the one called Jon was
saying, his voice slightly muffl ed because of the door

‘I don't quite know where to start,’ she heard Mke reply. ‘You see, there
are two possible explanations.’

‘Gve ne the official story first,” the doctor said. ‘Then you can tell ne
the truth.’

‘You al ways were very perceptive, Jon.’

‘So were you.’

‘It started a month ago when the Europa Corporation |launched the second of
their manned survey ships to gain information concerning the outer planets. It
left under the direction of Comrander Jim Duncan. They tell me he is the best
cruiser pilot in the system’

Cassi snmiled to herself fromthe other side of the panel.



‘Al one?’ she heard the Doctor ask.

‘No, he had a crew of nine with him Seven nmen and two wonen.’

‘Go on.’

‘The ship disappeared soon after launch and suddenly reappeared at Oion
Base early yesterday afternoon.’

‘Wth everyone fit and wel | ?’

“Sort of.’

‘Expl ain.’

‘ Commander Duncan was there along with a crew of nine.’

‘Then what is the probl en’

‘A different nine. Eight nen and one teenage girl.’

‘The one you call Cassi? The girl in the other roon?’

‘Precisely.’

‘l see. Any explanations offered?

‘Plenty but all very far-fetched.’

‘Official explanation?

‘Accusations of attenpts to discredit the space progranme or to enhance it.
You nane it, soneone dreant it up.’

‘Ckay. Now tell nme what really happened.’

‘I"mnot sure that | know mysel f.’

‘What expl anation did the Conmander give?

‘That the ship had been to sone distant gal axy called Androneda because of a
sust ai ned engi ne burn and had only just got back.’

“And his explanation for the crew changes?’

‘That the original crew had died sonewhere along the way and the new eight
men were from some planet in the Andromeda system and that Cassi was born in
md-flight. He reckoned he had brought back life seeds in the form of fenale
eggs. He said he fertilised one with his own sperm and incubated her in the
Medl ab.’

She heard the doctor get up. ‘I can see why it was not believed. It does
sound a little difficult to swallow’

‘That’s what | thought at first.’

‘But now...?

‘I honestly don't know. Too nany things have happened so quickly. | only
know 1'd like to believe it.’

Cassi heard the Marshal explain about the death of the Andronedans, about

the inquiry, about her father. ‘I really wish I knew for certain, one way or
t he ot her.’

‘That’s easy,’ said Jon.

‘ Easy?’

‘Yes. There mnust be sonmething on board the ship that can give convincing
information. This l|aboratory for instance.’

‘But no-one is allowed on the ship. Wayfarer has been placed in official
quar anti ne.’

‘What about you?’

& NE?I
‘You are now Chief of Security. You would be allowed on board w thout any
expl anation and with the weather being so bad, no-one else will have attenpted

to get to Oion Base and | don't suppose for one nminute that Adniral Burl eigh
woul d do anything without official approval.’

‘You nean...?

‘ Commandeer a shuttle and get yourself up there. It's the only way to find
out if the girl is really telling the truth.’

“You know, Jon. | think that you may be right.’

‘Leave her here with ne and go. I'lIl make sure she's all right while you're
away. '
Cassi didn't hear the rest - she was too busy getting dressed. Wiile the

Marshal was getting into his coat, Cassi slipped out of the side door, ran
down the corridor, out of the front door and then clanbered into the back of
his car and waited.

‘Don’t worry,’ she heard Jon call out from the doorstep as the Marshal got
in the driver’s seat. ‘Wen she cones round, she'll be quite safe with nme.’

M ke thanked him and the car started to nove. Through the wi ndow, Cassi saw
the snow starting to fall and wondered how she was going to get into the
hel i copter undetected. She had to get to Wayfarer and even M ke Hardy was not



going to stop her.

The problem was solved for her. Instead of returning to the heliport, Mke
drove right on into the night and gradually, due to the heat and the notion of
the car, Cassi fell asleep

WHEN she woke, she found she was alone. Carefully, she raised her head and
| ooked round. The car was parked at the edge of the launch conplex at
Europoort and, a short distance away, a shuttle was standing ready for
departure. Surreptitiously, she pushed all her hair into her baseball cap,
turned up her collar and slipped out of the car door with her head down and,
crouching low, ran for the hatch. As she reached it, she saw the Marsha
;alkgng to another man a few yards away but they didn't see her as she slipped
i nsi de.

‘Destination? a robotic voice asked beside her.

She straightened up in her official overalls and tried to renenber the
term nol ogy her father had used. ‘Orion Central.

‘Front seats, please.’

She sat next to a man in red overalls who snmelt of lubrication oil and
stared up at the various screens on the wall that indicated the |aunch status.
Desperately, she fought the tenptation to turn her head as she heard MKke's
voi ce behind her, talking to the Shuttle Captain.

‘How s that girl of yours, M ke?

‘Maggi e? She’'s okay, | suppose. | haven't seen her in two weeks.'’
‘I thought that was why you returned to Earth yesterday, to see her.’
‘“No such luck. | had to acconpany sone base staff to the directorate.’

‘I suppose you heard about all the fuss |last night? Sone bunch of peculiar-
looking aliens tried to invade Earth but we soon showed them what for.
Apparently, they were all dead upon earthfall.

‘1 see.’
“You up for long this tinme?
M ke shrugged. ‘1 don’t know. Just some special errand for the Director.’

The Captain leant closer. ‘Al hush-hush, eh?

‘“Not particularly.’

The Captain |ooked around. ‘Well, | think that’'s everybody aboard. Better
get strapped in.’

Cassi heard and felt Mke sit down behind her and strap himself in and she
trenbled at the thought of discovery at this stage. However, she needn’t have
worried - the Marshal paid her no attention whatsoever

The journey took |onger going up than conming down and Cassi watched with
excitenent as Earth receded in the nonitors and they were soon slowi ng to dock
with Oion.

‘Orion maintenance,’ the android at the door called and the engineer wth
the Castrol after-shave got up and |left.

The shuttle noved around the station, dropping people off at various points
until the voice said: ‘Orion Central .’

She heard M ke get up behind her but she waited until he was right out of
the shuttl e before she noved, just catching the airlock before it closed. M ke
was fifty metres away, striding confidently along the corridor towards the
main launch platform where Wayfarer Two was docked. Cassi hid behind a
stanchion as he spoke to two guards for sone tine, joking about sonething
whi ch made the nen laugh. They made no attenpt to stop himentering the ship
at the end of the conversation. Now what should she do? Wayfarer was a nere
arns-reach away but there were two security guards in her path. She | ooked
around for inspiration. Hung on the wall were space suits, the ones they had
originally used when Wayfarer had arrived. She grinned to herself. Each had a
nane- badge

‘One of you gentlenen called Smithers? she asked boldly in a deep voice
her hands deep in her overall pockets.

‘Yeah,' said the taller one, turning. ‘That's ne.’

“Admiral Burleigh's looking for you,” she drawed in the way the General had
done. ‘Says it’'s urgent.

‘What does the old man want now?’ he sighed.

Cassi shrugged. ‘ Search ne.’

‘“WIl you be all right? Smthers asked his conpanion. ‘There's supposed to



be two of us here at all tines.

The shorter man jerked his thunb towards the ship. ‘The Marshal’s on board.
It'Il be okay.’

‘I won't be long,’” the tall one said and | eft.

Cassi faced the other man and snmiled. He scowl ed back. She stepped closer
and took off her baseball cap. He stared at her long hair with his nouth open
She noved fast, slanming into him with her shoulder. He hit the hard stee
bul khead and went down |ike a dead-weight sack. In a flash, Cassi was through
the hatch and running down the short wal kway. She touched the panel on the
ship’s side and the door started to open slowy.

‘Come on, cone on,’ she nuttered as it seenmed to take forever.

Slipping inside, she pushed the ‘close’ button and the big door began to
shut. Through the gap, she saw the guard staggering to his feet and, as the
outer hatch finally closed, she heard the alarm sirens. The inner door opened
at a touch and she closed it after her. There was a snmall panel on the wall
besi de the door. She opened it.

The small screen said ‘Pressurise or Evacuate? (PPE >

She pressed E and there was a slight hiss as the air was drawn out of the
airlock. Wien the red lIight glowed, she took out the access key and hid it in
her shoe. Now they would remnain al one.

Cassi opened the door to the flight deck cautiously but she needn’'t have
gone to the trouble. The room was enpty so she assunmed that the Mrshal was
i nspecting the other parts of the ship for evidence. He had nentioned the |ab
to Jon, so that is where he would probably be. Wth the tips of her fingers,
she touched the famliar consoles and t hought about what she was going to have
to do and whet her she would be able to gain Mke's assistance in doing it. For
the time being, she assuned that she would not. Switching on all the nonitors
on the nmain console, she waited for themto warm up

‘Ready > they all said in due course.

Cassi went to the red desk and typed ‘ ACTI VATE MAI N REACTOR.’

‘“Main reactor activated > said the screen. ‘10 minutes to critical mass >

Cassi pondered the situation. She had to sinplify the systemif she was to
work it alone. She pressed a key.

‘Ready >' said the screen once again

‘INTERFACE IRI'S,” she typed carefully, wondering if she was doing the right
t hi ng.

The screen stayed stubbornly blank for sone tine as she tapped her fingers
on the top of the console inpatiently.

‘Control committed to IRIS > the screen eventually stated and Cass
br eat hed agai n.

‘Hello, Iris,’” she said.

‘ God day, O ficer Duncan >’

‘Stand by,’ she said.

‘Standing by > said Iris obediently.

‘“Critical mass mnus eight mnutes > said the red screen.

Through the external nonitors, Cassi could see signs of increased activity
as men congregated on the dock, sonme pointing at the ship, others donning
space-suits. Cassi sniled. There was no way they were going to get in.

The inner door opened with a hiss and Mke's nouth fell open. ‘Good grief.
How did you get here?

Cassi smled. ‘You brought nme.’ She expl ai ned.

‘What had you planned to do?

‘Planned? | still intend to do it.’

Humour her, he thought. ‘Al right. Wat do you plan to do?

She glanced at the red screen which said ‘Critical nass minus five mnutes
>, She pressed a button to seal the hatch. ‘1’m going to supply the proof
that ny father is telling the truth.’

“And then what ?’

Cassi |l ooked at him ‘I could just destroy you all.’

M ke's heart junped. She neant it. Not only that, he suddenly realised she
probably had the power to do it, too. ‘How will you provide the proof?

‘I will show you, and then you will convince the others.’

‘What do you want nme to do?

She pointed. ‘Sit down in front of Iris

He stared at the console. ‘That’'s Iris?



‘Certainly. Say hello to the Marshal, Iris.’

‘Hell o, Marshal > said the anmber witing on the screen.

“lIris is under voice control?

Cassi nodded. ‘The whole ship is.’

‘What ? You nean....7?

‘Reactor, Proton Drive, guidance systens, |ife support, everything.’

‘I don't believe you.’

‘Dim lights,” she said and the room filled with a |owfrequency infra-red
gl ow.

For the first tinme in many years, Mke felt the initial tw nges of fear.
They had killed her lifetime friends, they had hurt her father. She had a
right to be angry.

‘“Critical mass mnus two nminutes > said the red screen.

‘*Sit down,’ said Cassi quietly.

M ke sat down.

‘Fasten your seat belt.’

He pani cked. ‘Were are we goi ng?’

‘Wit and see. | will prove to you what happened but it will take a while.
In the neantinme, | do not intend to sinply sit here while Oion's engineers
burn holes in Wayfarer’s hull in an attenpt to get inside.’

‘Critical mass achieved > said the red screen. ‘anti-nmatter reactor systens
ready >’

‘Prepare to activate Auxiliary Drive,’” she said to Iris.

‘Stop,’ called the Marshal.

‘Iris doesn't recognise your voice pattern, Mke.’ She pressed a button on
the console. ‘Wayfarer Two to Orion Base. Please rel ease securing clanps.’

Admral Burleigh's voice cane over the air. ‘I'm afraid | can't authorise
that, M ss Duncan.’

‘Why not ?’

‘Because | do not have instructions fromthe directorate.’

‘Then get them'’

The radio was silent for some mnutes. Mke watched Cassi carefully. Maybe

he could grab her, overpower her until Security could break in. He thought
about what Jon had said about her suprene strength and then touched his jaw
Maybe not .

‘“Orion Base to Wayfarer Two. Cone in M ss Duncan.’
‘\Wayfarer receiving. Go ahead, Adm ral Burleigh.’
‘I"'mafraid | have some bad news for you.’

Cassi swal lowed in anticipation.

‘ Commander Duncan died a few nonments ago. | am very sorry but, in view of
the present circunstances, | must ask you to surrender your ship. You are
under arrest.’

For alnpbst a mnute, Cassi fought hard to control her enobtions before
touching the button once nore. ‘I will give you thirty seconds to rel ease the
cl anps.’

“Now hold on,” said the Marshal .

Cassi stood up and paced the floor. ‘Mke, what is the circunference of

Oion’s orbit around Terra?’

‘Orion Base is geostationary above the equator. It doesn’t have an orbit in
the normal sense of the word.’

‘But suppose it did.’

He shrugged. ‘Orion is just over 35,000 kilonmetres above the surface. Double
it and add the diameter of the earth.’” He calculated. ‘That’s an orbital
di ameter of around 90,000 kilonetres. Miltiply that by pi and...’

$282,750 kilonetres,’ said Cassi before he could work it out. ‘And the speed
of light?

‘That’s easy. Just under three hundred thousand kil onmetres per second.’

‘So, how long would it take Orion to encircle the earth in her present orbit
at light speed?

“Just under a second. Good grief, you're not going to....

Cassi sat at the controls. ‘lris, confirm alignnent along orbital
trajectory.’

“Aligning > said the screen and the ship began to nove slowy forward.

The creaking and groaning as Wayfarer strained against her securing clanps
filled the ship. They were pre-stressed titani umand would not sheer. Instead,



Oion slowy began to turn as well.

‘What the hell are you doing? came the frantic voice on the radio as the
gi ant space station began to nove.

‘I"d strap yourself in if | were you, Admiral. You and | are going for a
short ride.’

‘I will give you one last chance to surrender before | have you and your
shi p destroyed.’

‘Sl ow ahead,’” Cassi called and Iris responded i mredi ately.

‘He nmeans it,’” said the Marshal, feeling helpless while the external
groaning increased as Wayfarer struggled to drag the space station out of
posi tion.

‘You have got to be joking, Mke. Wat do you think would happen to Oion if
he fired mssiles at us now?’

M ke did not answer as the groaning ceased. Orion Base was on the nove.

‘Activate Auxiliary Drive,’” said Cassi and the two space nachines noved
together, locked in a deadly enbrace.

She pressed the radio button. *‘Admral. | would strongly advise against
releasing the clanps from this point onwards. | fear that Oion would shoot
of f at a tangent and never be seen again.’

‘I would advise you to stop this nonsense at once and take us back.’

‘Just sit confortably and watch your clocks,” Cassi instructed as she sat
down and fixed the straps across her lap while she watched the speed rise on
the dial. She remenbered her father’'s words: ‘The potential of Doctor Bartek’s
new drive has been grossly underesti mated.’

“Zero plus twenty seconds > said the red screen.

‘Sl ow accel eration along orbital track,’” Cassi said to Iris.

‘Confirm sl ow accel eration >

M ke was getting frantic. ‘Don’t do it, Cassi. You don’t know what they'l|
do to you.’

Cassi ignored him ‘Mintain synodic trajectory. Activate main drive.’

‘“Main drive activated >’

M ke's eyes opened wide as he felt the power surge through the ship as it
rapi dly accelerated, the nassive space station in tow He couldn't believe
such a thing was possible.

‘Zero plus thirty seconds >’

Cassi glanced at the data. ‘Increase thrust to cruise speed.’

“Confirmthrust increasing to cruise >

‘Cassi. Stop. Please.’

‘Zero plus forty seconds >’

‘Iris. Stand by Proton Drive.’

‘ConfirmProton Drive standing by >

‘Cassi. For Pete's sake...’

‘Zero plus fifty seconds >

‘Prepare to activate Proton Drive.’

“Activating Proton Drive in six seconds and counting >’

‘Five >

‘ Four >’

‘Don't do it, Cassi. You'll kill us all.’

‘Three >’

‘Hold onto your hat, Marshal.’

“Two >’

‘One >

‘Proton Drive activated >

The young girl |ooked straight at the terrified Marshal but spoke to Iris.
‘Full ahead. Advance to light speed!’



TIME AAIIXE

Admiral Burleigh held on tightly to his desk as it started to vibrate. The
door burst open and his secretary stood, framed in the doorway, terrified out
of her mnd.

‘The station’s noving,’ she squeal ed, close to panic.

‘I know, Tara,’ he replied, feeling little cal ner.

‘What are you going to do?

‘What the hell can | do, woman? Go and knock on the airlock of Wayfarer and
ask “ Please, Mss Duncan, can | have my space station back” ?

Tara started to scream but was stopped with nouth open as the Station
Engi neer pushed past her and confronted the Admiral. ‘The reactor discharge
sensors have registered an anti-matter burn. Wayfarer’s going to full thrust.
You' ve got to stop that girl before we break up.’

‘How do you propose | do it? She is beyond reason.’

‘Then shoot her out of the sky. If we keep on accelerating like this,
there’s no telling what damage will be done.’

“And what will happen then, do you think, when her reactor blows not a
hundred netres fromthis spot? They' Il never find a piece of Oion big enough

for identification. She knows we won’t fire on her.’

‘But you've got to do sonething.’

The Admiral [ooked at himand then smiled. 'Yes, you re right, | have. Tara,
get ne a drink.’

THE Director’s phone rang. He was in the nmiddle of an inportant neeting so it
had to be urgent. ‘Yes?

‘It’s Orion, sir. She's disappeared.’

He stood up and the chair alnost fell over. ‘Wat? Every eye in the room
was wat chi ng him

‘W got a garbled nessage from Admral Burleigh on the energency channel
before we got cut off.’

‘“What did it say, man?

‘W didn't get it all. Sonething about Oion being hi-jacked.’

“Hi-jacked?

| f anyone wasn’'t paying attention before, he certainly was now.

‘You say both Wayfarer and Ori on have been hi-jacked?’

A buzz broke out around the room

‘It would appear so, sir. Radar have reported seeing Orion advancing in a
synodi ¢ progression before she vani shed.’

‘“Orion’s gone into orbit? And now vani shed?

‘W're looking for her now, sir.’

“And Vayfarer?

‘Al so di sappeared.’

‘Who is on board?

‘The Admiral reported sonething about some teenage girl going aboard just
before the engines fired. Soneone called Duncan, | think he said.’

The Director’s face was ashen as he slowy put the phone down.



MARSHAL M ke Hardy’'s knuckles were white as he clutched hold of the arns of
his seat. Despite being alnost a quarter of a mle away from the anti-matter
reactor, he could hear the whine of the drive and the slight vibration as
Wayfarer’'s Proton Drive applied full thrust and dragged its reluctant burden
along with it. Comrunication had long ceased between the ship and space
station and he inmagined the state of panic there would be at seeing the sphere
of the Earth spinning beneath them He glanced at his conpanion who was
totally relaxed as her eyes kept a constant vigil on the screens as they
continually updated the state of play.

‘Cut Proton Drive,’ she suddenly said to Iris and the sound and vibration
died away instantly. She |ooked at him *‘Renenber this nonent for ever, M ke.
It is the nmonent of truth.’

The Marshal said nothing. Cassi |eaned forward. ‘Main drive - half reverse
thrust.’

‘Confirmhalf reverse thrust >

For a nmonent, they both seened to becone weightless as the ship began to
slow to sub-I1ight speed.

‘This is where |I'm going to have to be careful,’ Cassi nuttered, nore to
herself than to her conpanion. ‘Seven thousand tonnes of space station in
motion carries an awful lot of inertia with it.’

The Marshal | ooked puzzled. ‘You really care about those people, don't you?

‘Cf course | do. The nost inportant factor in this experinment is that no-one
gets hurt.’

‘ Experinent ?’

She grinned. ‘COf course-an experinent in tine travel.’

THE Adniral | ooked up as the nman entered, breathless.
‘W're sl owing down.’
‘Are we still intact?
‘As far as | can tell.’
“And Vayfarer?

“Still with us, keeping us stable.’

‘I hope to God that girl knows what she’'s doing.’

‘W' || soon know. W should be back in our original position in about forty
seconds.’

The Adnmiral suddenly leant forward and pressed a button on his desk.
‘“Navigation. | want a second by second update on the accuracy of our holding
position.’

‘ How accur at e?’

‘How accurate does it need to be to maintain geosynchronous status?
‘“Wthin half a kilonetre or so.’

‘Keep e inforned.’

‘Very well. We appear to be ten kilonetres from our original position and
cl osing.’
The Adnmiral glanced at his Chief Engineer. ‘I think that | may have

underestimated that girl’'s capabilities.’

His secretary scowed. ‘You' re doing that all the tine with ne.’

‘Five kilonetres and slowi ng,’ said Navigation. ‘Wayfarer has gone into full
reverse thrust. I'm not sure the clanps will hold. She's trying to stop one
hell of a load on the nove.’

The Engineer smiled. ‘I think she’s going to do it. I'll put a tenner on her
returning us to within a hundred netres of where we were originally.’

‘You're on,’ said the Admral. ‘That sort of accuracy is not possible
wi t hout | aser-guided rams.’

‘One kilonetre,” said the intercom ‘W’'re al nost stationary.’

A slight groaning reached their ears. ‘The clanps are straining. They're
ready to sheer. Wayfarer can’t stop us in tine.’

CASSI saw the predicament and reacted instinctively. ‘lIris. Full ahead
Auxiliary Drive and left retro.’

The Marshal sat up straight. ‘Wat are you doi ng?’

‘Dissipating the inertial energy. It's got to go sonewhere, and round and
round is better than forwards right now |'m sure the staff on Oion won't



m nd being airsick just this once.’
‘WE' VE stopped,’ said Orion’s Chief Engineer.

Adm ral Burleigh relaxed. ‘Thank goodness for that. | think | owe you a
tenner. How far are we off original position?

‘Seven and a half nmetres.’

‘I's that far?

‘Not at all. We stray nore than that every tinme the noon goes by.’

‘Ckay. Better check everything and nake sure we really are still intact
after racing around in orbit for the first tine.’

‘WIIl do.’

The Admiral turned to his secretary. ‘Tara, get me the Director on the
radi o. Sonmeone nust have reported our novenents to him by now’

‘At once, sir.’ She dialled.

The fam liar voice soon boonmed out of the desk phone. ‘And what happened to
you?’

The Admral sighed. ‘It’'s a long story.’

‘There we are in the mddle of a conversation about staffing and we get cut
of f.’

The Admiral leant forward and stiffened. ‘VWat?

‘Are you going deaf, man? Can you nanage with your existing staff until the
next shuttle, or not?

‘But...’ said the bewildered Admiral, ‘About Orion...’

The Director’s voice suddenly sounded wary. ‘What about Oion?

‘Don’t you know?’

‘Not until you tell ne, | don't.’

‘Haven't you noticed anything... unusual ?

‘Ccf course not. Look, about Jim Duncan.’

The Admi ral hesitated before saying carefully, ‘Wat about Ji mDuncan?’

‘He’s had a rel apse of sone sort since hearing of the death of his crew’

‘Then he's not...?

‘Not what ?

‘Not dead?’

‘CfF course not. Whatever nade you say that?

‘I don't know. We've got sonme static on the air, 1'll call you back.’

Admi ral Jonathan Burleigh, veteran of the Mddle Anerican War, stared at his
desk as he turned his pencil over and over in his hands while his secretary
and Chief Engineer waited patiently. The pencil suddenly snapped as his eyes
focussed on the clock. ‘Well I'Il be damed.’

M KE Hardy wat ched Cassi as she skillfully shut down the main drive. ‘What are
you going to do now?’

‘“l... amgoing to wait,’ she said cheekily.

‘“What for?

“You'll see.’

The radi o crackled. ‘Orion Base to Wayfarer Two. Cone in M ss Duncan.’

Cassi smiled smugly. ‘Voila!l’ She pressed the button. ‘Yes, Admiral ?

‘How di d you know?’

‘1l guessed.’

‘You? CGuessed? | can’'t believe you woul d ever guess about anything.’

‘It was sonething | had to try. It turned out | was right.’

“This could revolutionise life on earth.’

‘I don’t think so, somehow.’

‘But... Tinme travel. The possibilities...’

‘Limted somewhat, | think you'll agree. Limted to those able to break
light speed and that isn’'t very many of us.

‘Only one of us, to be precise - you!’

‘“You're right, Admiral, and that's the way it is going to stay for the tine
being. WII you do sonething for ne?

“If 1 can.’

‘Get the Director to release ny father and send himup here.’

‘What did you have in m nd?

She told him

‘“I"mnot sure the Director would authorise such a venture.’

‘I"mequally sure that you could persuade him After all, lives are at stake



and there is always the Marshal to keep his eye on us.’
‘If the Director says no, then I'mafraid | must hold you here.’
‘I could always take Orion with ne.’

He sighed. ‘1’1l talk to him You do realise that your father’'s health night
not be able to take the lift-off, don't you?

‘He will be perfectly safe if you pressurise the shuttle's cabin to 1.2kg
per cn®. It wll help him considerably and will not seriously affect the
others for such a short tinme.’

“Very well, | will try.’

‘ Thank you.’

The Marshal watched her as Cassi stood up and checked everything. ‘The
Admral was right, wasn't he? You didn't guess at all.’

‘ Nope.’

‘You knew precisely what woul d happen, didn’t you?

‘Yep.’

& |_bv\/?l

‘By observing the inherent characteristics of water.’

The Marshal | ooked startled. ‘Water? You' re joking!’

She turned on him ‘Have you ever heard ne joke?’

He | ooked down. ‘No.’ He laughed a little. ‘I can’t ever inmagine you joking,
sonehow.’
She smiled. ‘Neither can |I. Such a total waste of tine and effort.’

THE Director stood by the bedside as the nurse fussed over Commander Duncan. ‘Are
you sure you want to risk it?’

Ji m nodded. ‘Yes, |'msure.’

‘The doctor tells me that if you stay on Earth you are unlikely to survive
the night and there is little nore he can do for you.’

“I"I'l be all right once | get back on Véyfarer. V¢ are geared up to controlling the pressure
nore accurately.’

‘Admiral Burleigh has told nme what your daughter plans to do. | hope it
works, for all our sakes, though |I don't know what the other nenbers of the
Directorate will say when they find out 1’'ve let you go.’

Conmander Duncan grasped his arm ‘W' |l be back. | don't know when, but |
sonmehow don’t think it will be too |long.’

‘Good luck, Jim’

The Commander smiled. ‘Thanks.’

M KE Hardy knocked gently on the door and pushed it open a little. °‘Your
father has arrived on Orion and the Adniral wants to get him aboard as soon as
possi bl e because of the pressure differential.’” He gaped as she stood up in
her | eotard.

Cassi sniled as his surprise. ‘Posh dresses are no good around ship, M ke.
Above all, you need to be confortable.” She pulled on her overalls and did up
the vel cro fastenings.

‘“Can | help with anything? he said.

She smled. ‘Of course. You can nmake us all a nice cup of tea.’

THE reunion was a happy one and the tough Mke Hardy found hinself fighting
back the tears as he watched Cassi in her father’'s enbrace. For a long tineg,
they stood together as he observed them over a tray of cups. Eventually, they
realised he was there.

‘ Thanks, MKke,’ said Cassi wiping the tears from her own eyes with the back
of her hand. ‘You two have net, haven't you?’

The Commander reached out his hand. ‘1 understand you've been taking good
care of ny daughter. | thank you for that.’

M ke shook it. “Are you all right, sir?

Jim snmled genuinely. ‘I wll be soon. The change in pressure has hel ped

considerably already. After having spent so nuch tine in Androneda, Earth
pressure takes sonme getting used to again.’

‘It nearly killed you,” Cassi said as she picked up a nug and began to sip
the hot |iquid.

‘I"'mall right now |’ mback where | belong.’

The Marshal frowned. ‘Does this nean you will never be able to return to
Eart h?’

The Commander shook his head. ‘Not for long at a tinme. | lived for five



years on Mythos and her sister planets, Pynmane, Erutha and Durandor.’
‘Five years? Wth the to-ing and fro-ing, that must make you pretty old.’
Jim smled. ‘The conditions are...were ideal for |ife, Marshal. Especially
with ny kind of body.’
‘What’' s so special about your body?’
‘It’s not the sane one | left earth with. That died | ong ago.’
‘1l don’t understand.’
‘Neither do I,’ said Cassi.
Ji m Duncan | ooked at his daughter. ‘Do you really want to know?’
She | ooked shocked. ‘O course.’
‘It’s a long story. Can | suggest that we get launched first and then 1’11

fill you in as we go. There may not be nmuch tinme. In fact, it nay already be
too late.’

Cassi smiled. ‘You' re right. What do you want ne to do?’

‘Everything. After what the Admiral told nme when he net ne, | believe you

capabl e of running this ship alone if need be.’ He shook his head. ‘He's going
to have one dickens of a job explaining the details to the rest of the
Directorate.’

‘WIl he bother, do you think?

‘He’ Il have to. However, he has agreed to maintain radio silence until after
we’' ve gone.’

‘I suppose he won’'t have any choice from another angle. Oion's crew are
bound to talk when they return to Earth.’

‘They will have plenty to tal k about.’

Cassi turned to the Marshal. ‘You don’t have to come with us, Mke.’

‘Yes,’ agreed the Commander. ‘We could be gone for a long tinme and it m ght
turn out to be very dangerous.’

‘I have no choice,’” he said with a slight shrug. ‘|l pronised the Admral 1'd
make sure you both got back safely.’” He grinned. ‘Anyway, | wouldn't miss it
for the world.’

Cassi noved a little closer. ‘You nean you can stand wonen drivers for a
whi | e | onger?’

He swallowed. ‘If they are as good as you - yes.’

Cassi | ooked at himfrom under |ong eyel ashes for a nmonment and then held her
cup in the air. ‘If you keep making tea like this, 1'Il vote for you to stay

per manent|y.’

THE retros fired once for less than a second and Wayfarer noved slowy away
from Oion. Canps now retracted, she was free.

‘“Critical Mass minus three mnutes > said the red screen as Cassi fixed her
seat belt and glanced at her colleagues and noted the difference in their
deportnent. Jim Duncan sat back, relaxed, while Mke Hardy fidgeted nervously
with the end of his strap.

‘Live simulation sequence > Cassi said to Iris.

‘Enter Tinme and Date >’

‘08:00 - 16:03:2020.°

‘Date accepted. |nput co-ordinates >

Cassi punched figures into the keyboard while the others watched.

The red screen said; ‘Critical Mass minus two m nutes >

‘Co-ordinates accepted > wote Iris on her nonitor. ‘Confirm speed and
direction >

Cassi paused for a nonment and then said ‘Interact Wayfarer One trajectory
with Wayfarer Two velocity profile.’

The tension mounted as the red screen stated boldly; ‘Critical Mass in one
m nute >’

Jim Duncan gl anced at his daughter. ‘Are you all right, Cassi?

She nodded. ‘Yes. Stand by to launch. Light speed in seventeen m nutes

and...’ She glanced quickly at the red screen. ‘'Forty seconds.’
‘N ne >’
‘Stand by Main drive.’
‘ Seven >’
“Main drive standing by >
‘Five >

‘ Course conputed. Awaiting instructions >



‘ Four >’

“Activate Auxiliary Drive.

‘Three >’

“Auxiliary drive activated >

‘Two >’

‘Foll ow conputed trajectory, Iris.’

lo.]e >l

‘Traj ectory accepted >

‘Hold tight, gentlenmen. This could be bunpy.’

‘“Critical Mass achieved. Main drive activated >

Oion began to recede in the rear screens as Wayfarer Two di pped her nose
towards Terra and accelerated rapidly. Mke Hardy felt a twinge of anxiety
creep over his body at the sight of the planet rushing towards the screen so
fast. He needn’t have worried. Cassi sat, calmand collected, as the great ship
doubl ed her speed every few seconds.

‘Activate Proton Drive when ready,’ she said and Iris responded
appropriately.

The tenperature began to rise rapidly as they entered the atnobsphere and
began to follow the planet’s curvature. The vague outline of China noved
slowy beneath them and M ke began to feel excitement gradually replacing the
fear. This was not a shuttle on which he had ridden so nmany tines between
Europoort Launch Area and Orion Station but an interstellar space cruiser
capabl e of phenonenal speeds as he had al ready w t nessed.

‘Speed - 153,600kmh > stated the red screen in front of him and he
swal | owed as he watched the figures escalating rapidly. As the ship swung over
the Americas, he felt the Proton Drive drop in and the pitch of the whining
rose to a crescendo that alnost pierced his eardrunms as Wayfarer burst out of
the Earth’'s stratosphere under full thrust. So this is what it felt like to
really fly.

The adjusted internal pressure nade the Gforces bearable as Wayfarer
rocketed towards Sol at half light speed and his limted know edge of
astromat hematics rem nded himthat it would take only sixteen nminutes to reach
their sun at that speed. However, it took a lot less as the Proton Drive
pushed the ship forward faster and faster. Venus was alnbst a blur on the
screen as they passed by less than fifty-thousand kilonmetres fromthe planet’s
surface, thus giving the drive all the push it needed.

The clock said seventeen mnutes and thirty seconds precisely when Iris
said; ‘lum- 1 >

Half an hour later, the whining died away as Iris automatically cut the
Proton Drive.

Cassi relaxed. ‘Well. W are now under inertia.” She smled at her two
conpani ons. ‘According to Newton's Law, nothing can stop us now.’

Farmous | ast words!
2EAPXH

Conmander Janmes Duncan, now fully recovered, with the assistance of Marshal
M chael Hardy, kept an eye on the snmooth running of the ship while Cassi began
the search pattern.

‘How will she know how to find the other ship? asked Mke as they checked
over the stores.
‘To be frank, neither of us has any idea nor, | feel, any real hope of

knowi ng even where to start |ooking for Wayfarer One.’

The Marshal | ooked puzzled. ‘ Then why are we here?

‘Because while there is even a mllion to one chance, Cassi wll try, wth
or without me, or you for that matter.

‘Just to find a | ost space-ship?

The ol der man | ooked round. ‘And ten nen, don’t forget.’

‘But surely they will all be dead by now.’

‘Not necessarily. Don't forget that, in Earth tine, they only left ten and a
bit nonths ago on a journey intended to last for up to fifteen years.’

‘Then they really could be alive and well.’

‘Possibly. They will not, however, be on the original course.’



‘How do you know that? The ship will be heading for the extremity of the
system and, therefore, too small for even the |ong-range scanners.’

‘That’s true, of course. However, Wayfarer One does have an extrenely
powerful transmitter on board. If she was anywhere within the Solar System we
woul d have picked up sone signal from her by now Even at the very outer edge
of Charon’s orbit, radio signals would take less than six hours to reach
Earth.’

“And we haven't heard fromthemin ten nmonths?

‘Exactly.’

M ke | ooked thoughtful. ‘How far away is ten nonth’s worth of radio signal?

‘Wll, as you know, light travels at just over a billion kilonmetres per
hour. Ten nont hs divided by one hour nultiplied by one billion is...’

‘One hell of a long way.’

Jimsmiled. ‘Precisely. And that’s just at single light speed. Don't forget
that | got to Androneda and back in a tenth of the tine, relatively speaking.’

‘But you were going a lot faster and, therefore, the tine variation would be
greater.’

‘W don’t know that. Al we do know is that Wayfarer One hit |ight speed at
roughly the sane point in tine-after-launch as Wayfarer Two did. If Commander
Mar kham gai ned control of the reactor quicker than | did, and managed to cut
the motor soon afterwards, they could be sonewhere relatively close, perhaps
even w thin our own gal axy.’

‘So what are the options?

‘Firstly, Wayfarer One could be within our Solar System However, if she is,
they nmust be disabled or their radio out of action.’

‘Or dead.’

Their eyes net. Jim nodded. ‘'Or dead. If they are smashed up on any of the
giant planets, we have no chance at all of locating them below the cloud
| ayers. The luckiest we mght be is to find the weckage on one of the
asteroids or noons.’

‘“How wi Il you find it on one of those?

‘By energy release. The reactor core will not decay for several centuries
so, with Iris’s help, Cassi will be able to locate any radi o-active em ssions
fromthe ship, even if it has been totally destroyed.’

‘I's that why we are taking such a roundabout journey?

‘That’s right. W foll owed Commander Markhamis route as far as the asteroids
at which point he could have gone in any direction. They were not on Mars nor
ei ther of her noons so, at this nmonent, we are racing around the outer rim of
the asteroid belt just in case they have piled up on one of them W shall
know for certain in...” He consulted his watch: ‘Four and a half hours. Even

at ten times light speed, it will take thirteen hours to conplete the synodic
circuit and if we go any faster, Iris mght mss any enssions from the
crippled ship.’

‘ Then what ?’

‘Then we head for Jupiter. Iris is scanning both ways at present so if

Wayfarer One is anywhere within Jupiter’s orbit other than close to the planet
itself, Iris will find her.’

‘But you wouldn’t pick up the enmissions if she was on Jupiter itsel f?

‘Not a chance. Jupiter throws off so nmuch electronmagnetic radiation that
we’'d have no hope of finding her on or even close to the planet. Anyway, if
they’re on Jupiter the crew are all long dead - crushed by the extrene
pressure. It is possible she is on one of the nobons but we will have to get in
pretty close to even recogni se any unusual energy dissipation.’

‘When are we likely to get there?

‘ About twenty-one hundred hours. |I'm going to take over from Cassi in about
an hour. She’'s been at it all night with hardly a break.’

‘Clearing your nane neans a lot to her, doesn't it?

The Commander put his hand on the other nan's shoulder. ‘Mke, as | am sure
you’ ve found out already, Cassiopeia Duncan is one very special person.’

‘ She saved your life, you know.’

‘By bringing me on board? Yes, | guessed it was Cassi who arranged that.’

‘Don’t you know the full story?

Ji m Duncan frowned. ‘What do you nmean, the full story?

‘Didn't the Admiral tell you about what she did with Orion Station?

The Conmander stiffened. ‘Only that she did sonething pretty spectacular to



exert pressure on the powers that be to have ne rel eased so we could nake this

journey. | asked her about it and she said that she took the Admiral for a
ride. But she wasn't very specific.’
M ke roared with laughter. ‘Took him for a ride? | like that. Didn't you

hear just how she did it?
‘No,’ he said warily.
M ke told him

Jim was dunfounded. ‘You mean she actually took Orion into orbit at |ight
speed and reversed tinme?

“You had died.’

‘1 had what ?’

‘I was with her when she heard it fromthe Admiral. | thought she took the
news pretty well at the tine. | inagined she’'d be totally devastated but she
wasn't. 1'lIl bet she was planning what she would do even then.’

‘Did the Admiral know what had happened?’

‘Not at first. It took the change in tine and the fact you were alive again
to convince him By now, everyone will know, of course.’

‘“Vell "1l be bl owed.’

WAYFARER One was not anmong the asteroids. Nor was it on any of Jupiter’s
moons. As the second day began, the great bul k of Saturn | ooned ahead.

Cassi turned to her father. ‘I would Iike to cut in under the rings in case
Wayfarer is anmong them |Iris can't sort enissions from static at this
di st ance.’

‘Not at |ight speed, you' re not. Have sone respect for the outer hull. It
can only stand so nuch puni shrent.’

Cassi smled. ‘Ckay.’” She faced Iris. ‘Cut Proton Drive. Stand by reverse
thrust.’

‘Reverse thrust standing by >

‘Better belt up,’” said Cassi to the men.

‘I's that a joke? grinned M ke.

Cassi frowned. ‘Should it be?

The nmen | aughed.

‘Energency reverse thrust,’” said Cassi suddenly and both nen lifted into the
air as the ship rapidly decel erated.

‘Put me down,’ shouted the Marshal as he tried to swimweightlessly.

Cassi grinned. ‘Now that is what | call a joke.’

CASSI used up Wayfarer’s nmonmentum by doing a quick run around the outer noons
- Titan, Hyperion, lapetus and tiny Phoebe - but with no success. As the
ship’s inpetus died away, Cassi allowed Saturn to pull the ship in close so
that she could inspect the inner nmoons. It was an eerie feeling, nudging
forward just under the rings with debris above them There were |arge rocks
and snmall ones as well as fine dust strewn out in a flat arc. Cose by, on
their left-hand side was Enke's Division as Cassi matched the ship’'s speed to
that of Saturn’s odd-shaped noon, Pronetheus, which was not far out fromthem
A full orbit of Saturn would be alnpst two mllion kilonmetres and, at that
sl ow speed, it would take just over fourteen hours to conplete the circuit. It
was their first opportunity to relax together.

‘Tell me about water,’” said Mke as they ate.

‘Sinple,’ said Cassi as she bit off a piece of bread. ‘Wat do you already
know about it?’

M ke grinned. ‘It’'s wet.’

‘Ha, ha. Wat el se?

‘“You can drink it sonetines.’

‘What happens when you heat it?

He frowned. ‘It gets hot and eventually turns to steamand floats away.’

‘Yes, but why?

‘I's this sone kind of a science | esson?

‘Bear with nme. Why does it float away?

‘Because it becomes lighter.’

‘Correct. The appliance of heat energy excites the electrons in the atons of
hydrogen and oxygen to nove faster, in a higher orbit so to speak, and the
nmol ecul es consequently beconme lighter. The warmer, lighter nolecules float on
top of the cooler, heavier ones.’



M ke grinned. ‘If you say so.’

Cassi wi nked. ‘1 do.’

‘I haven't asked you yet.’

She | ooked puzzl ed.

M ke | aughed. ‘It doesn’t nmatter.’

Cassi glanced quickly at her father who was trying desperately to stifle
| aughter hinself. ‘Wiat’'s up with you two?’

‘The words you used are the traditional way to reply when soneone asks you
to marry them'’

Cassi stared for a long tine at the man who had tried to help her and who
had now risked his owmn life in what must have seened a vain attenpt to help
ot hers. ‘What about Maggi e?

M ke | ooked thunderstruck. ‘ Mggie?

‘I's your menory so short?

“No....but....’

Jim canme to his rescue. ‘Cassi. How does the boiling point of water relate
to time travel ?

H s daughter sighed. ‘It doesn't.’

‘ Then what have you been yapping on about for the last ten ninutes?

‘Do you want to know or don’t you?

Jimignored her outburst. ‘I do.’

Cassi suddenly grinned. ‘Il haven't asked you yet.’

The atnosphere dissipated as fast as it had congealed as they ate a little
nore.

Cassi continued to expound her theory after a while. ‘Wen water gets cold,
the opposite occurs. Denied external energy influx, the electrons slow down
and becone closer, as if huddling together for warnth. The heavier nolecules
sink to the bottomand the |lighter ones float on top, as before.

Both nen were listening with interest. ‘And...?

‘At precisely the point of freezing, a reversal occurs. As the water turns
to ice, it becones lighter and floats to the surface. If it didn't, all marine
life would die in winter.

‘How do you know this? said Mke. ‘You ve never seen it happen.’

She grinned sheepishly. ‘Iris told ne.’
‘Did she also tell you howthis all relates to tine travel ?
‘Not to tine travel, just to tine dilation. The speed of light is constant,

Ei nstein was at |east correct in that hypothesis. He was also right when he
said that the speed of other things is relative. Hence his Theory of
Rel ativity.’

‘Energy equals the mass tinmes the speed of |ight squared?

‘ Someti nes.’

‘ How do you nean?

‘The speed of light is constant, right?

‘Right.’

‘ Regardl ess of the circunstances.’

‘Right.’

‘But we’'ve just learned fromthe exanple of water that energy in a particle
can internally change due to external influences.

‘Right,” he said, nore slowy.

‘But the mass of the water doesn’t change. Only the weight per volume. It is
the density which changes. The sane with time. Tinme is related, not to the
actual nass loss but to the co-efficient of the energy rel ease.’

‘But mass also alters with speed.’

‘Yes, | know, but disproportionate to the speed, and the difference is tine
dilation. A noving object has energy applied to it - inertia, if you like.
Inertia can be static like we say that a gas is inert, with only residual
energy. Alternatively, it can be noving, like Oion was. | tell you what, that
space station had one hell of a lot of inertia when she gai ned nmonentum'’

The Conmmander | aughed. ‘1’1l bet she took some stopping.’

‘She did,’” said the Marshal with feeling.

‘According to Newton's Law,’ Cassi continued; ‘It would take the sane anount

of energy to stop sonething on the nove as to start it noving but we all know
that’s nonsense because of inertia, nonentum Ask Iris whether Wayfarer used
the same anount of fuel stopping Oion as getting her noving in the first
pl ace. She’'ll tell you.



‘How does all this relate to tine-dilation?
‘The faster you go, the nore energy is on the nove, the greater the
differential between static nmmss and inpetal nmass. At |ow speeds, no-one

notices. For instance - a Lunar shuttle at full escape velocity will have a
time dilation of a mere thirty-three point three trillionths of a second.
Hardly worth neasuring, | think you |l agree.’

Jimsmled. ‘“Unless it is maintained for a very long tine.’

‘Come on, dad. It would take over a mllion years to accurmulate a tine
dilation of one second.’

‘So you'd have to go faster.’

‘Muich faster. Two-point-six mllion tinmes faster sinmply to achi eve the speed
of light. Even then, the tine dilation would only be two and a half seconds in
every hour, one nminute per day, six hours in every year. Unfortunately, or
fortunately, whichever way you want to look at it, that doesn’t happen at
all.’

Bot h nen | ooked puzzl ed. Her father asked ‘ Wy not?

‘Because just as the energy suppression curve in water reverses at freezing
point, so it does at light speed. Instead of nodest tinme dilation, you
suddenly get nmassive tine contraction. Hours are concentrated into mnutes or,
in your case, eighty years into one nmonth. A concentration factor of alnost a
thousand to one. Does not Earth’'s holy book, the Bible, say that a thousand
years to nan are as but one day to God. Maybe it's because He noves so fast.’

M ke | aughed. ‘I suppose Iris taught you that, too.’
‘She certainly did.” She paused. ‘It nust be possible to work out the common
rati o, assuming it is constant throughout the tine-scale. | nust get Iris onto

it.’

‘Don’t forget that | was stationary for five years when Androneda tine would
run parallel to Earth tinme. | was only actually in flight for seventy-five
years in total. Thirty-seven out, thirty-ei ght back.’

‘You know what that neans?’ pondered Cassi.

‘Not precisely.’

‘The ratio nmust be nuch higher than anticipated. In going to Androneda in
the first place, you nust have actually gone back in tine.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘You were nore than a nmonth in Androneda, weren't you?

‘God Lord, yes, of course.’ He paused. ‘Here, you don’t think....?

Cassi raised her <eyebrows and smled at her father. ‘Raises other
possibilities, doesn't it?

M ke | ooked puzzled. ‘What are you two on about?’

‘\Wayfarer One.’

‘What about Wayfarer One?

‘If she broke light speed which we nust assune she did and then didn't
actual ly stop anywhere but sonehow found her way back to Earth, she could have
arrived back before she left.’

‘ How | ong before?

‘ That depends on how fast she went and for how | ong.’

‘Could we do the sane thing?

‘I guess we could. If we don't stop anywhere, we mght well get back before
we left.’

‘Or crash into ourselves taking off.’

‘Don’t be silly, Mke. If we didn't leave in the first place because we had
crashed into ourselves com ng back, how on earth could we cone back and crash
i nto ourselves | eaving?

M ke | ooked conf used.

Cassi leant towards himwith a twinkle in her eye. ‘It's a joke.’

THEY took it in turns to keep watch. It wasn't that they seriously expected
much to happen but Commander Duncan was taking no chances. It was during
Cassi’'s watch that Iris bleeped at her. She shook the sluggishness from her
head and leant forward. ‘ldentify.’

Iris thought about it for a long tinme. ‘Unknown >’

Cassi’s reaction was instinctive. ‘Stand by Auxiliary Drive.’

“Auxiliary drive standing by >’

‘ Enhance 1 ntruder.’



‘Unabl e >’
‘ Advi se | ocation.’

“ Unknown >’

Cassi felt a cold finger run slowy up her spine. She consulted the visual
and coul d see nothing unusual. ‘Right thirty degrees. Up twenty.’

‘“Confirned right thirty, up twenty >

Her father entered. ‘1 heard the drive start up. Wiat is it?

‘I don’t know.’

‘Then ask Iris.’

‘“lIris doesn't know either.’

He sat down. ‘Wat are you doi ng?’

‘Edging closer to the rings for protection.’
‘That’s an incredi bly dangerous nmanoeuvre, Cassi.’
‘Better to fear the known than the unknown.’

‘Very well. I'Il leave it to you.’

Cassi glanced from screen to screen but nothing appeared. Iris bleeped
agai n.

‘ldentify,’” she practically shouted.

“ Unknown >’

She | ooked at her father. ‘Is it a fault, do you think?

‘l doubt it. And it’s not like Iris to cry wolf.’

She pl aced her fingers on the keyboard. ‘1'mgoing inside the rings.’

‘Cassi. For Pete’'s sake be careful.’

Slowy and carefully, the young wonan edged the big cruiser up into the wde
belt of debris surrounding Saturn, the Enke Division close on her left.

‘Left ten degrees.’

‘Confirmten degrees left retro >

“Where now?’

‘Closer to the gap. | want all ny options open.’

A slight scraping noise cane as a hunk of rock slithered and bounced al ong
the outer hull.

Jimw nced. ‘I hope we don't get too many of them Are you going to bring in
the main reactor?

‘Not yet. If we do and whatever it is out there is alive as Iris seens to
indicate, they will be able to hone in on our energy em ssion.’

‘But what if we need it in a hurry? It takes the reactor ten mnutes to
reach critical nass.’

‘I know. We'll have to rely on the auxiliary drive for the tinme being and
hope it’'s enough to dodge whatever it is out there that we can’t see.’
“1'11 wake M ke.’

‘Ckay.’ Cassi toyed with the sensors but nothing was reveal ed. She opened
sensitivity to maxi num but all she got back was static fromthe planet itself.
Whatever it was, it was not driven by neans of an anti-nmatter reactor.

‘ldentify,’” she said once nore in vain.

‘Unknown >’ cane the reply.

‘For heaven's sake, Iris, try.’

The door opened and the two men came in, Mke pulling a junper over his
head.

‘Nothing,” she confirned to their questioning faces. ‘l’m going deeper into
Delta ring.’

M ke sat down next to her. ‘Perhaps that’'s what they want you to do.’

‘You're assum ng that whatever it is has intelligence? Human or the |ike?

‘Possibly. In ny field, you have to be prepared for anything.” He took out
his automatic and checked the action.

Jim was horrified. ‘Wiat are you going to do? Open the airlock and start
shooting at it?

M ke was going to argue but, at the last nonent, decided not to and re-
hol stered his gun.

‘Up ten degrees,’ Cassi said to Iris.

‘Danger >' flashed Iris.

‘ldentify.’

“ Unknown >’

Cassi seethed. ‘I... amgetting just a little sick of that word.’

Several tinmes, pieces of debris dribbled along the hull, clanking as they

went. Jim watched the vision screen as it filled with lunps of rock and ice



particl es.
‘Five degrees left,’” said Cassi.

‘ Danger >’

Ch well, try again. ‘ldentify!’

“ Unknown >’

‘Iris. I'"'mgoing to take a magnet to your chips if you don't try and help

ne.

The tension rose as the procession of rocks along the hull becane constant.
Cassi calculated quietly and then nade her decision. ‘Activate nain reactor.’

‘“Activating main reactor. 10 minutes to critical nass >

‘Left retro. Full auxiliary power. Down thirty.’

‘Confirmed >

The bunpi ng ceased i medi ately as they dropped out of the rings and began to
fall towards the planet.

“You' Il never get clear without the Main Drive, Cassi.

‘I know that. Let's just hope we don't reach the surface of Saturn in |ess
than nine mnutes.’

One by one, the rings passed the visual nonitor as their speed rapidly
accel erated under Saturn’s nmamoth gravitational pull. Cccasionally, an odd
pi ece of debris clanged against the netalwrk as Cassi hung on tightly to the
edge of the desk.

‘“Critical mass mnus five mnutes > said the red screen as the outer
at nrosphere envel oped them

“Full Auxiliary Drive.’

“Confirmfull auxiliary drive >

‘ldentify danger.’

‘ Danger negative >’

Cassi glared at Iris. ‘Don't you give ne that ghost routine. ldentify
danger.’

‘ Danger negative >’

She | ooked up. ‘Father. Iris has gone nuts on ne.’

‘“Critical mass mnus four mnutes >

They were falling blind, the Auxiliary Drive having little effect on their
downward careering, nerely offering a stabilising function.

‘“Critical mass mnus three m nutes >’

Jim Duncan stared at the vision nonitor. ‘W' re about to find out what the
surface of Saturn |ooks like.’

Cassi grunted. ‘Ye of little faith.’

‘External pressure increasing >

‘“Critical nmass minus two minutes >

M ke leant forwards. ‘WIIl we make it?

Jimsat down. ‘We're about to find out.’

‘“Critical mass mnus one minute >

‘External pressure approaching stress limt >

‘It was nice know ng you, MKke.’

“And you, Conmmander.’

‘WIl you two stop being so negative?

‘“Critical mass achieved >

“Activate Main Drive.’

‘Main drive activated. Proton drive in nine seconds >

They all felt the surge as the reactor bit on the thick atnosphere and
Wayfarer began to slow and then nove forwards instead. Gadually, forward
monent um overcane free fall and they noved along parallel to the surface.

‘Up ten, Iris.’

“Confirnmed up 10 >

‘Proton Drive activated >’

Jimfastened his seat belt. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

‘Not yet,’ argued Cassi. ‘I want to spiral up slowy. Wile we're down here,
our radioactive emnmissions are clouded against the background. | want to use
that to our advantage.’

“And sneak up on whatever it is up there?

‘Exactly. It's the only way.’” She leant forward. ‘lris. Proton Drive at
mnimumthrust to take us clear.’
The Commander stared at the forward visual nonitor. ‘This is like driving

t hr ough net hane soup.’



‘That’'s exactly what it is,’ said Cassi.

‘The cloud belt is thinning. W're al nost clear.’

‘Danger >’ bl eeped Iris.

‘ Specify location.’

‘Location - above >’

Jimtoggled with the vision nonitor as they edged out of the clouds. Faintly
seen against the brilliant background of the rings was a dark, eerie shape
whi ch hung, poised like a waiting vulture in the shadow of Pronetheus.

Cassi held Wayfarer Two in steady orbit just on the top edge of the cloud
belts as she leant forward and, for sone bizarre reason, found herself
whi spering: ‘ldentify.’

Iris’s reply came imedi ately. ‘Wayfarer One >’

OYEXTIONX

By all rights, Cassi should have been delighted they had found the | ost
ship. Instead, she growed at Iris. ‘Wy didn't you say so in the first
pl ace?’

‘“Instruction does not conpute. Please repeat >

The two nmen | aughed, partly because of Iris’s reply and partly to break the
t ensi on.

She stared at the ship on the vision nonitor. ‘So she didn't get very far
after all?

‘No. It looks like Henry managed to cut the drive early and sw ng her
tightly around Saturn until she fell into orbit.” Mke frowed. ‘Il wonder why
he didn't radio his position back to Oion.

‘Perhaps he did,’” said Cassi thoughtfully.

‘What do you nean?’ asked her father.

‘“I'f he broke light speed to any great degree and for any prol onged period
he may well have gone back in time as you obviously did. He could have been
broadcasting before they built the radio to receive the nessage.

Jimcontenplated. ‘| suppose it is just conceivable.’

‘They’ ve been gone for over ten nonths, Earth time, but any radio signa
they sent would only take a little over an hour to reach Oion.

“And Admiral Burleigh said no signal had been received.’

Cassi stared at the notionless space craft for some tinme. ‘It |ooks stable,
father. Should | nove in closer?

He nodded. ‘You may as well.’

‘Wait!’ said Mke and Cassi hesitated. ‘Wiy do you think she is just sitting
there like that?

The Conmmander shrugged. ‘ Perhaps she's been badly damaged.’ He turned to his
daughter. “Any life signs?

Cassi pressed buttons. ‘Negative. No reactor em ssions, no radio signals, no



sounds.’

‘Does that nmean they are all dead? asked the Marshal

Jim shook his head. ‘Not necessarily. The equipnent is not yet sophisticated
enough to recognise whether there is life inside the ship or not. Only in
fictional films are we able to do that.’

‘Then we have to physically go and check?

‘It’s the only certain way. However, we'll try the radio first.’

‘One nonent,’ said Cassi. ‘Let ne drop back a bit so that we can keep it in
vi ew ahead and | eave our own way clear in case of energency. If | have to drop
in the Proton Drive now, we'll probably hit sonething on the way out.’

‘ Good thinking, Cassi.’

Carefully, the young woman nanoeuvred the giant cruiser until it was close

enough to the dead ship to see it clearly but with enough roomto nove around
i f necessary.

Jim pressed the button. ‘Wayfarer One this is Wayfarer Two. Do you read,
over?’

Si | ence!
‘Wayfarer Two to Wayfarer One. Cone in, please.’
Still silence.

‘Henry, this is Jim Duncan. If you are receiving, give ne a sign. If the
transmtter is down, flash an energency beacon or sonething.

Not hi ng.

‘Looks like one of us is going to have to go across.’

M ke stood up. ‘I'mthe | east useful around ship. I'll go.’

No-one argued as he headed for the space-suit |ockers while Cassi doubl e-
checked the sensors.

‘Take a portable transceiver,’” advised Jim ‘I'Il keep your channe
per manent|y open.’

M ke nodded as he lifted the hel met and shuffled towards the airl ock.

‘Mke,’ Cassi called. He turned. She sniled. ‘Be careful.’

He winked. ‘I wll.’

The airlock door closed and, after a while, the green light turned red as
the air pressure evacuated and the outer door opened. Jim and Cassi watched on
the vision nonitor as the Marshal clipped the reinforced safety line onto the
locating ring in the hull and then pushed off towards the dark shape. |n under
five minutes, he had reached the other ship and was working his way, hand over
hand, towards the airl ock.

Jim Duncan zoonmed in the canera and watched as Mke twisted the recessed
| ever and the outer door slid open. Jimsaw the red |ight inside the airlock.

‘“Wayfarer One nust have still got power up or Mke would have had to crank the
airl ock open by hand.’
‘But still no emissions,’” said Cassi with a glance at the screens.

‘He’s going inside.” The outer door closed.

‘Pressurising airlock,” came the voice over the radio. ‘Everything seems to
be functioning all right so far.” Over the radio, they heard the hiss of the
inner door. ‘I’'minside the main corridor. Al the suits seemto be here but
there is no sign of life. I"'mgoing forward to the flight deck.

There was a | ong period of silence.

Jimpressed the button. ‘Mke. Are you okay?

“Affirmative. The control centre is deserted.’

CGassi leant forward. ‘Wat is the flight status? Gan you tell ?

‘One nonment, |'lIl take a look.” There was a pause. ‘Seens normal. Al
monitors are on. The red screen confirns all the drives are in stand-by node.’

“And Iris?

‘Last course plotted was to this spot.’

‘From where?’

‘It doesn’t say. I'mgoing to check the crew quarters and storage areas.’

Room by room he checked and reported back. Nothing. An hour later, he
confirmed that Wayfarer One was totally deserted.

‘This is a lot like the nystery of the Marie-Celeste,’” the Comuander said
al nost under his breath.

Cassi frowned. ‘ The what ?’

‘A ship found floating on a Terran ocean nmany centuries ago. No-one was on
that either.’

‘Where did Commander Markham and his crew go?’



Jim shrugged. ‘Beats ne. | guess their Iris mght reveal sonething but it
will need either you or I to go across.’

“1"I'l move closer,’ said Cassi.

‘Ckay but don't snag the line.’

She smled. ‘I won't.’

Iris bleeped. ‘Danger >’

‘ldentify.’

“ Unknown >’

‘Don’t start that again, Iris. ldentify danger.’

“ Unknown >’

“Sensors to full. Conmmence full scanning pattern.’
‘ Danger >’

Jimleant forward. ‘Wat’'s out there, Cassi?

Hi s daughter pushed buttons frantically for a monent and then shrugged.
‘“Nothing. It’s all clear.’

‘There nust be sonething. Iris is not paranocid.” He went to the radio.
‘M ke, sonething s happening but we don’t know what.’

There was no answer. Cassi felt her skin craw and her stonmach nuscles
tighten instinctively.

‘Mke, this is Jim Cone in, please.’

Si | ence.

‘Dad,’ screaned Cassi. ‘Wayfarer One has di sappeared.’

He | ooked around sharply. ‘D sappeared?

‘She suddenly vanished from the screen. She's not there any nore. Iris,
| ocate Wayfarer One.’

“ Unknown >’

‘ldentify danger.’

‘ Danger negative >’

‘Dad. What’'s Iris playing at?

He sat down. ‘I don’t know.'’

Cassi was frantic. ‘But where's M ke?

‘Wth Wayfarer One, wherever she is.’

‘But she didn't go anywhere. The notors didn't fire, not even the retros.
She shoul d be still there.’

‘The cable,’” said the Comrander suddenly. ‘W were connected by Mke's
safety cable. | nmust go and check.’

‘“Wait,’ pleaded Cassi. ‘I don't want to | ose you, too.’

“I"m not going anywhere. | just want to take a look at the wire. | won't be
| ong.’

He donned a suit and went into the airlock. In tw mnutes, he was back.
‘The cable’s still there and it is also firmy attached to sonething at the
ot her end.’

‘But it can’'t be. There's nothing there.’

‘There has to be, else it would be slack.” He pressed the button again.
‘M ke, do you read? Cone in, please.’

Si | ence.

‘How strong is that safety cable? asked Cassi suddenly.

‘Pretty strong. They use themto anchor the shuttles sonetines.’

She leant forward. ‘Iris. Slow reverse thrust.’

“Confirmslow reverse >’

‘What are you doi ng?

‘Finding out just how strong it is.

“You'll not break it easily.’

‘I don't want to break it. | want to produce a response from Wayfarer One.’
“What ?’

‘It’s working. 1’'ve got an anti-matter em ssion registering on the sensors.’
‘Then the ship is still here somewhere?’

‘Yes, and soneone is on board her, firing up the nain drive.’

‘M ke?’

She shook her head. ‘I doubt it. Even if he knew how to do it, | don't think
he’d risk it alone. He's not a pilot.’

‘Perhaps he’s using their Iris.’

‘Not possible. His voice pattern will be m smatched.’

‘ Then who...?

There was a sharp jerk followed by a mghty twang on the hull and they both



i nstinctively ducked.
‘The cabl e’ s broken,’ said the Conmander. ‘They’'ve gone into main drive.’

Cassi acted inmediately. ‘lIris, follow that em ssion source.’

‘ Danger >’

‘Bl ow t he danger. Get noving.’

‘ Danger >’

‘Iris won't deliberately drive us into a crisis, Cassi. You'll have to do it
manual | y.”’

She nodded. ‘Iris. Mintain reactor emssion on scan. Full ahead main
drive.’

“Activating main drive as instructed >
Cassi sighed. ‘Thank you. Right ten.’
‘Confirmright ten. Danger >
They followed for ten minutes. ‘Wayfarer One is accelerating away. She nust
have gone over to Proton Drive.’
‘Then we nust do the sane. Iris, activate Proton Drive when ready.’
‘Confirnmed >
The whining increased as the anti-matter reactor supplied the needed energy
to the drive and Wayfarer Two noved snoothly forward in the wake of her sister
shi p.
The Commander | ooked thoughtful. ‘I wonder what she’'s up to and where she’s
goi ng.’
‘I don't know the forner but | can probably get the answer to the latter. Iris, project
destination al ong present trajectory.’
It took a couple of minutes. ‘Plot conplete >
‘List likely alternatives.’
The list was not a | ong one.
ASCENDI NG ORDER OF PROBABILITY -
ROSS 248
ALPHA GROOVBRI DGE 34
BETA KRUGER
ARCHI D
CHAPH
ClH
SHEDI R
MARFAK
SEA N
OM CROM CASSI COPEI A
GAMVA CEPHI US
KAPPA CASSI OPEI A
NEBULO D ANDROVEDAE
LI ST COWLETE >
Jimleant forward, |ooking suddenly very worried about the last entry - the
one with the highest probability factor. ‘Good grief, | hope not.’
‘ They m ght not know what has happened there.’
“Straight into an inploding black hole. Not a nice way to go.’
‘W nust get through to them somehow.’
The Commander |eant back. ‘Well. If this really is another Andronmeda Burn,
we' ve got thirty-odd years to work out howto do it.’
Cassi glared at her father. ‘That’s not funny.’
‘It wasn't supposed to be.’
‘What do we do?’
‘W nust stop them whoever they are.’
‘But Mke's on that ship, renenber?
‘How do you feel about hin?’
She | ooked puzzled. ‘How am | supposed to feel about hinf He | ooked after ne
and had sonme degree of faith in ne when everyone el se thought | was nuts.’
‘Do you | ove hin®’

Cassi replied honestly. ‘1 don’t know. | like hima lot.’
Jimshrugged. ‘That's close.’
She renmenbered the conversation she overheard on the shuttle. ‘There's

sonmeone else in his life. Soneone called Maggie.’
‘ Maggi e? Margaret Hardy?’
Cassi | ooked puzzled. ‘You know her?’
Her father smiled. ‘Yes, | know Margaret Hardy. She cane to visit nme when |



was in hospital.’

‘ls she....is she nice?
‘Nice? Yes, |'d say very nice indeed.’
She | ooked down. ‘1 see.’

He gently lifted her chin with his fingers. ‘She is also eight years old.’

Cassi frowned. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Mke’'s wife died four years ago and his sister |ooks after the little girl
while he is on Orion.’

lo,]-l

Iris bleeped. ‘Danger >’

‘ldentify.’

‘Wayfarer One activating reverse thrust >

Cassi responded instinctively. ‘Hard left.’

‘Confirnmed >

The screen went bl ank.

Jimleant forward and peered at the vision screen. ‘Were did she go?

‘I don't know. Iris, |ocate Wayfarer One.’

“ Unknown >’

‘Not again,’ she groaned. ‘Wde one hundred and ei ghty-degree turn. Stand by
Proton Drive.’

‘Confirned. Standing by >

The vision screen remai ned stubbornly clear.

Iris bl eeped. ‘Danger >’

‘ldentify.’

‘\Wayfarer One approaching from above >’

‘Energency full ahead.’

‘Confirmed >

The two of them were pressed back into their seats as Iris obeyed and the
ship i medi ately rocketed forwards under full thrust. The sensors went wild.

‘She’s trying to ramus,’ shouted the Commander. ‘Wat are they playing at?

‘Proton Drive,’ said Cassi and Saturn began to grow rapidly on the vision
screen once nore.

‘Where are you goi ng?’

‘I"mgoing to hide. W fool ed them once, naybe we can do it again.’

‘It certainly |l ooks as though they are after us for sone reason.’

Perhaps they think we're aliens.’

‘They must be able to see us on their screens.’

‘Yes. But who is this “ they” ? Mke said the ship was deserted.’

‘Perhaps they were hiding fromhimand he mssed them’

‘But why? It doesn’'t nmke sense.’

In a tight arc, Cassi swung Wayfarer Two round the back of Saturn, narrowy
m ssing the rings and tucking well in behind the planet. The upper cloud belt
| ooned omi nously cl ose.

The Commander stared at the vision screen. ‘Now where did she go?

‘I think they tried ny trick and dived into the atnosphere.’

“Can you pick up their emssion trail on the screens?

‘Negative. Not against Saturn’s radi o noise.’

‘W can’t just wait here.’

Cassi grinned. ‘You're right, father. Iris, hard right and up. Full power.’

“Confirnmed >

The G forces were extraordinary as the vessel strained at the tight turn and
zoomred up under the rings and out behind them

Jiml aughed al oud. ‘Now try and follow that, Henry Markham'’

‘Locate Titan,’ said Cassi to the conputer.

Her father |ooked round. ‘Titan?

‘It’s the only one of Saturn’s moons big enough to hi de behind.’

‘It’s over a mllion kilonetres fromthe planet’s surface.’

‘“In Proton Drive? Three minutes,’ said Cassi confidently.

They were not followed and Cassi used up the inertia after shut-down by
revolving around inside Titan's atnosphere until they regained a |ow orbital
status. ‘Stand by reactor.’

‘Main reactor standing by >

‘Whay are you cutting the reactor?

‘So they won’t find us by radi o-active em ssion.’

‘Good thinking. You re not just a pretty face.’



They searched the sky but it remained clear as they gradually rel axed. Cassi
peered through the thick but icy-cold atnosphere of nitrogen and sem -liquid
nmet hane. ‘Pity we can't land on Titan for a while.’

‘Wayfarer can't |and anywhere. She wasn't built for it.’

‘Then how did you get down in Androneda?’

Jimlooked guilty. ‘1 crashed.’

“You did what?’

Her father grinned sheepishly. ‘I <crash-landed on one of the noons of
Myt hos. The Andronedans came and found ne there. If it wasn't for them [|’'d be
| ong dead.’

‘You once nentioned you were different to me. Howis that?

‘“I"'m afraid nost of ny body was destroyed. In fact, there is very little
left of the real ne. Most of ny body was nanufactured on Mythos.’

Cassi was astounded. ‘You are an Androi d?

‘Not exactly. The Andronmedans don’t | ook exactly |ike Earth people, you see,
and neither do their androids.’

‘But your fellow travellers? Al pha and the others...?

‘They manufactured a new body for ne that was indistinguishable from the
original - that's why | have lived so long. It's still my own brain and nenory
but a manufactured body and the sanme was true of the others. They nmade their
bodies to be so sinmlar in appearance to humans as to be acceptable to them’

‘But androids can’t reproduce. How could you father ne?

‘They preserved several phials of ny sperm before I...changed bodies. | used
one to conceive you on the way back with an egg taken froma fenmal e Andronedan
| grewto love very much. | wanted to have a child fromher. A hunman child.’

Cassi’s eyes went wide. ‘So | aman alien after all.’

Her father shook his head. ‘Not really. The nobst inportant parts of you are
perfectly normal human. It’'s in your longevity genes you are nost different.
Li ke all Andromedans, you have the potential to live forever.’

She grunted. ‘Unless Wayfarer One gets nme first.’

He | aughed. ‘You have a renmarkably keen sense of self-preservation, ny dear.
I think it will take nore than a ghost-driven space cruiser to elimnate you.’

‘WIIl you live forever, too?

‘Only if | stay in space. They couldn't nake nme able to take Earth's
at nospheric pressure. Sonehow, between us, we niscalculated the difference
between the two planets. You however, being true human, can adapt nore
easily.’

‘I was happy on Earth. The people were odd yet, for sone reason, honely.’

‘I know the feeling. That’s why | came back.’

She frowned. ‘I thought you cane hone because Androneda was i nploding.’

‘W didn't know the full extent of the problem at first. The Andromedans
nodi fi ed Wayfarer while | was there.’

‘They nodified Iris, too, didn't they?

He | ooked at her oddly. ‘How could you know that ?’

‘Iris knows too nuch about things outside the Solar System If she was just
programmed for a run around the outer planets, she wouldn't need so nuch
i ntensi ve progranm ng.’

‘“You, ny girl, are too clever by half.’

She grinned. ‘I’'m your daughter.’ She paused. ‘Tell ne. Does either ship
have radi o direction-finding capabilities?

‘Not very sophisticated ones. They were designed only to locate a hom ng
beacon on Orion.’

‘I see.’” She |ooked thoughtful for a nmonent and then touched a button.
‘Wayfarer One, do you read?

The reply was i nmedi ate. ‘Where have you been?’

Cassi was ecstatic. ‘M ke?

‘CfF course. Who did you think it was? Genghis Khan?’

Cassi | ooked puzzled and whispered to her father. ‘Wio's this Genghis Khan?
One of Conmander Markham s crew?’

Jim | aughed. ‘Not exactly. Mke, what have you been up to?

‘Up to? I'"mjust sitting here patiently waiting for you.’

Cassi glanced at her father. ‘Waiting?

‘CF course. | can’t fly this thing. Iris just ignores ne like you said she
woul d. What else could | have done for the |ast week?

Fat her and daughter replied in unison. ‘Wek?



‘Cf course. |'ve done nothing but eat and watch the clock. | thought you'd
crashed or sonething.’

‘M ke,’” said JimDuncan carefully. ‘Are you al one?

‘Ccf course |I'malone.’

‘Mke, listen carefully. You' ve got to get out of there.’

‘Get out? Why?’

“Just believe nme. Were are you?’

‘Where you left me, sitting under the rings in the shadow of Pronetheus.’

‘G to the airlock now and | eave the outer door open. If the ship starts to
nove, junp out and we'll pick you up. W can be there in four ninutes.’

‘Move? This ship’ s not going anywhere. The reactor is still shut down.’

Cassi sat in front of Iris. ‘Proton Drive. Take us out of orbit.’

‘Confirmed >

The ship began to whine as it banked sharply out of Titan's atnmosphere and
headed towards Saturn at full speed.

Jimpressed the button. ‘Are you out, Mke?

‘“Putting on ny hel met now.’

Cassi becanme frantic. ‘Hurry up, please, Mke. Get outside.’

‘“What' s the urgency?

‘Don’t ask questions, just do it. Do it for ne.’

‘For you? Wiy the sudden personal interest after leaving ne alone for so
| ong?’

“Quickly. 1'"lIl explain when we meet.’

‘Cassi. WIIl you marry ne?’

She glanced sideways at her father who seened to be deeply engrossed in
sonet hi ng on the screen. ‘Yes!’

There was a sudden note of urgency in Mke's voice. ‘I'"mon ny way.’

ANZQEPX

It didn't take long to get Mke safely back on board Wayfarer Two. He found
it a sonmewhat frightening experience wthout the reassurance of the safety
line but Cassi managed to edge the ship carefully forward until he could get a
grip on the hull and swing hinmself in through the open airlock. Comrander
Janes Duncan renmained at the controls as his daughter left the flight deck to
wel cone hone the hero. He checked the status, the scanners, the radio,
everything - several times. Eventually, the door opened and the two of them
entered, armin-arm Cassi |ooked flushed and excited while Mke just |ooked
guilty.

Jimturned to Iris. ‘Reverse thrust. Edge back to limt of visual scanner
range.’

‘Confirmed >

‘Stand by Main Drive.’

‘Main drive standing by >

The Commander relaxed and turned to face them ‘I guess you two know what
you’ re doing.’

Cassi stepped towards her father and touched his arm ‘Do you m nd?

Jim smled and glanced at the Marshal. ‘Not at all. | hope you'll be very
happy together.’

M ke | ooked relieved. ‘Thank you, Commander.’

The nen shook hands. ‘ Take good care of ny Cassi.’

Mke smled. ‘1 don’t think your daughter is going anywhere for a while. |
have convinced her that she nust neet Mggie before she conmits herself
completely. Only then will | finally accept her answer to nmy spontaneous
proposal .’

Conmander Duncan adopted a stern face and voice. ‘W still have a lot to do
so you' d better behave yourselves in the neantine.’



M ke |ooked enbarrassed. Cassi grinned cheekily. ‘Father, | really don't
know what you nean.’

NOTHI NG nore happened to Wayfarer One. For three days, they sat and watched
and wat ched and watched, occasionally trying the radio but with no response.
M ke strode up and down across the flight deck. ‘Were on earth can the crew
have vani shed to? Everything around this part of the Solar Systemis such an
alien environment to humans.’

Jim shrugged. ‘Cassi is convinced that this is all sonme peculiar kind of
space/tine drift.’

‘That could explain the differences in the two ships. | suppose, at a pinch,
it could even account for Iris being confused. I know I am Wat it doesn't
begin to explain, however, is where the crew have gone. They and the ship

woul d surely have been shifted in the same tine dilation after take-off.’

‘ Conpression,’” corrected Cassi as she walked in, her pale blue overalls
| ooking immaculate for once. ‘It’s only dilation up to light speed. After
that, it is tine conpression.’

‘hOouId the two have crossed sonehow? The crew gone one way and the ship the
ot her?’

She shook her head. ‘That doesn’'t seem likely unless they all left the ship
and cane back again after she had broken |ight speed.’

M ke butted in. ‘Wiat was all that you were telling ne about Wayfarer One
suddenly | eaving and then attacki ng you?’

‘Perhaps it wasn't.’

Her father | ooked around sharply. ‘Wat?

‘Perhaps it didn't see us there. Mke says the ship didn't nove but we saw
it go away and followed it. Perhaps it just turned around and canme back

again.’
‘But M ke woul d have seen us on his scanner.’
‘Not if we were in a different tine field. If you renenber, Iris was

t horoughly confused by the whole thing and that’s not |ike her.’

‘You mean there mght not have been any danger after all.’

‘It’s possible.” She picked up the clipboard. ‘Look, let’'s list down all we
know. Dad, you start.’

‘Wayfarer One left Earth orbit with the crew on board.’

She wote. ‘M ke?

‘W nust presune that she went to |ight speed at |east.’

She nodded. ‘I think that's a fair assunption.’

‘ She mmintained radio silence for ten nonths.’

Cassi started to wite again but then hesitated. ‘W don't know that for
certain. W only know that no signal was received at Oion Base during that
period after the |aunch.’

‘Ckay. W know she nmust have arrived here at sone stage.’

‘That’s true. What we don’t know is when and neither do we know where she
went in the meantine.’

“If anywhere.’

‘I think we nust assune that she went somewhere. After all, she's been gone
ten nmonths at |east, possibly very nmuch longer in their tine.’

Jimslipped fromthe edge of the console. ‘W know that Wayfarer One is here
now. ’

‘Do we?

M ke smled. ‘That was no ghost ship | wal ked around. It was real.’

‘Ckay,’ she conceded. ‘But we know we cannot rely on instrunents anynore.
Not even Iris got it right.’

‘1 wonder what their Iris made of all this.’

‘There’'s only one way to find out. I'lIl go and take a | ook.’

‘You, young lady, are not going within a kilonetre of that ship. Not when it
m ght up and | eave at any nonent.’

‘W can prevent it doing so.’ Cassi |ooked at her father enquiringly. ‘Can
we not anchor to her Iike | did to the space station?

‘Qur clanps are not as strong as Oion's but they will take a fair bit of
strain.’

M ke | ooked up. ‘ Enough?’

‘Probably.’



Cassi junped to her feet again. ‘Then what are we waiting for?

Her father was nore cautious. ‘Now, wait a minute. You ve just seen what can
happen. W could get separated by either tine or space or both.’

‘Not if we're |ocked together so one can’t nove without the other.’

~Mke agreed. ‘Is it not worth a try? W might just solve this whole nystery
in one go.’
Jimgave in. ‘If anyone can get to Iris, Cassi can.’

AND so, Cassi did. Wthin the hour, her father had manoeuvred Wayfarer Two
close in to Wayfarer One and the clanps |ocked hone. The two shi ps becane as
one.

Cassi hated space suits. They were always too big for her and she felt
awkwar d and cunbersonme but to cross fromship to ship there was no ot her way.
M ke went with her.
h‘IHowwiII you get through to Iris? he asked as he hel ped Cassi off with her
el net.

“I"lI'l have to key the instructions in by hand. She will not be programmed to
accept ny voice pattern.’
‘Can | hel p?

She kissed the end of his nose and then sniled. ‘This might take sone tine.
Put the kettle on.’

Leaving her suit in a heap on the floor, Cassi stretched in her black
leotard, did a forward flip to loosen up and then slipped into the swivel
chair and rested her fingers on the keys. ‘Right then, Iris Mark One, let’'s
see what you’'ve been up to lately.’

‘LOAD RECALL,’' she typed.

‘Recall ready > said the screen after a nonent.

‘ RERUN POST- LAUNCH SI MULATI ON.’

‘ Sear chi ng dat abase >’

Cassi’s long fingers tapped inpatiently on the top of the console as the
conputer hunted for the data anmpng its nmenory banks. The recorded sequence
began with the disengagenent from Orion and the plunge towards Earth. It was
very much a repetition of her own recent experience and the events raised
little excitenent although she guessed they probably had ten nonths ago. M ke
brought tea and then a snack |later as she watched it through carefully, taking
odd notes on her clipboard. Earth fell behind quickly to be replaced by a
reddi sh planet which just had to have been Mars. The speed showed as Lum 1 -
I i ght speed.

M ke got bored after a while and set off to explore the ship once nore.
Cccasionally, he returned and contacted Jim on Wayfarer Two. However, there
was no repetition of the previous experience. Both ships remained firmy
| ocked together and any adjustnent the Conmander nade to Wayfarer Two to
remain in orbit was paralleled by the firmly-attached Wayfarer One.

On conputer-synchroni sed visual replay, Wayfarer One started to head out,
away from the sun, and soon passed through the asteroid belt at high speed. An
hour later, Jupiter appeared and, soon, was |eft behind. Cassi was tenpted to
go on to fast forward but it was this section she wanted to see nost of all,
to find out what happened on approach to Saturn. She needn’t have bot hered.
Saturn was virtually a blur on the vision screen as it passed, the ship still
accelerating rapidly. She saw neither Uranus nor Neptune as the whole sky
seemred to be on the nove and she had to rub her eyes to ensure that her
eyesight wasn’t becoming tired. It wasn't. The ship had been vibrating under
full power and was leaving the Solar System in precisely the sanme way her
father had done later. Cassi switched to fast rerun and, as she watched, the
ship left not just the solar system but the MIlky-Way Galaxy itself. It was
less than an hour later that she becane absolutely certain as to where
Wayfarer One had been headed.

‘"I DENTI FY,’ Cassi typed as an oval blur slowy began to grow in the centre
of the screen but she knew what the answer was going to be before it cane. She
wat ched the sequence right through and then stood up slowy. So that is what
this was all about.

M ke wal ked in. ‘Finished?

She nodded sadly.

He stepped closer and frowned. ‘Wat is it?



She told him He sat down. ‘I don't believe it.’

‘Do you think I want to? she yelled at him

They were both silent for a long tine.

‘Where do you fit in? he asked eventually.

She shook her head. ‘1 don’t know any nore. |I’mall confused.’
‘I's the data correct?

‘“lIris would have no reason to lie.’

“And the crew?

‘ Dead. "’

‘But for what?

She | ooked up at him ‘Can’t you guess?’

‘But... but that's incredible. You re suggesting....’
‘Precisely.’

‘But your father...?

‘I's he? Are you sure?’

But you can’t nean...?

‘I don't like to think so but what alternative is there?

He stared at the blank wall. ‘The Professor was right.’
“What ?’

‘ The Androneda Burn.’

‘But it had al ready happened.’

‘He didn't know that and neither did your father, remenber?
‘But where did they go wong?

‘I don’t know. But they nade sure they got it right the second tine around.

Instead of killing the crew, they used them or at |east one of them’
‘They still got it wong. They miscalculated the difference in atnospheric
pressure.’

‘It seens a strange thing for them to have done, doesn't it? He shrugged.
‘1l suppose even they couldn’t think of everything.’

‘“You may be right,’ she said with resignation.

‘And your father?

‘I don’t know.’

‘Do you tell himwhat you’ ve found?

‘He will already know. He's not stupid.’

‘But how...?

‘Wwy do you think he let us cone here? He knew that | would probe the
conputer’s nmenory banks. He knew that | would find out what really happened.’

‘Yes, | did,’” said a voice behind them

Cassi junped to her feet. ‘Father!’

‘I think we can stop that pretence now.’ He held the gun pointed straight at

Mke. ‘1"Il take your automatic, Marshal - slowy.’

M ke obeyed and dropped his weapon to the floor.

The Commander picked it up. ‘1 convinced nyself that you would not find out
the whole truth about the Andromeda Burn, but | guess | should have known
better. | trained you just a little too well, Cassi.’

‘But it can't be true.’

‘I"'m afraid it is. As you so easily found out, Wayfarer One reached
Androneda before ne. Fortunately, it didn't crash and all the crew survived.
Until Mythos, that is.’

‘But they didn't have to kill them’

‘ They needed their bodies. The crew had to die.’

‘But why?’

‘ Myt hos was dyi ng, Cassi.’

‘So couldn’t they | ook el sewhere?

‘They did. But there were only three other habitable planets in their system
but they were in danger, too. They began to look farther afield but didn't
have the neans to | eave the gal axy. Then, one fine day in the nonth of My, as
they say in England, what should turn up on their doorstep but an interstellar
crui ser capable of |ong-distance space travel.’

‘Wayfarer One,” M ke said.

‘Exactly.’

‘But why did the crew have to die?

‘ The Andronedans needed to see what they were |ike, what nmade themtick.’

‘But how did Wayfarer One get back here?

‘1 thought you knew that already.’



‘Iris only recorded the launch and the part of the journey back as far as
Saturn. When they got that far, for sone reason, they decided to return to
Andr oneda.’

“What ?’

‘It’s all on the computer. See for yourself.’

‘11l take your word for it. Does it say why they opted to return?

‘ They were dying.’

‘l see. So they got that wong, too.’

Cassi | ooked puzzled. ‘Wat do you nean?’

‘It doesn’t nmatter. Does the conputer say who was on the ship?

‘Not precisely, although it was not the original crew’

‘How do you know t hat?’

‘They had to re-programe the voice-patterns on Iris.’

“Ah. You woul d know that, wouldn't you?

‘Who was on the ship?

‘They would have to be Andronedans, | guess. Mnufactured to |ook Iike
humans as | was.’

‘I's that what happened to your own crew?’

‘More or less. Only two nen died en-route. The others died on Mythos.’
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‘As | said, their bodies were needed.’
‘ Vv]y?l

‘For research and reproduction.’

‘For what ?’

‘The Andronedans needed human wonen to act as guinea-pigs. Miry and June
were perfect for the job.’

Cassi was disgusted. ‘The two wonen were used to nake half-aliens, |ike nme?
‘Ccf course. All in the name of science.’

‘ Fat her, you di sgust ne.’

The Commander held up his hands. ‘It wasn't ne. | didn't touch them’

‘But you approved of it.’
‘1 had no choice.’
Cassi sat down and began to cry. Mke noved forward but was halted by Jins

gun. ‘Don't, Mke. | don't want to hurt you but I will if | have to. Too much
is at stake.’
The Marshal’s shoulders slouched in resignation. ‘Wat happened to the

Andr omedans who | eft on this ship?

‘They must have died. It is obvious to me they found sonething alien in the
Sol ar System and endeavoured to return to Androneda.’

‘Then where are their bodi es?

‘Andronmedans are quite different to humans, M ke. Human bodies take nany
years to decay conpletely but Andronedans turn to dust in a matter of hours. |
expect if we |look around, we will find their powdered renai ns sonewhere.’

‘I's that what will have happened to those who died on Earth?

‘Yes.’

‘Did the Andronedans cone to col oni se Earth?’

Ji m nodded. ‘That’'s why they cane.’

Cassi dried her eyes. ‘How could they do it without fenales? Al the ones
that returned with you were nal es.’

Jimsmled. ‘They would use human women.’

‘ Then how coul d they reproduce Andronedans?’

‘The Andronmedan strain is stronger. True hurman life would die out after a
coupl e of generations.’

‘Couldn’t the first |ot have managed al one?’

‘It was certainly thought so. However, in view of what happened, it's a good
thing for them | cane along with a duplicate ship. | think we will find that
t he Andronedans on Wayfarer One discovered they could not take the difference
i n atnospheric pressure. For that reason, the new Andronedans woul d be born on
Earth itself and be adaptive, as you are.’

‘ Then why did they need you?

‘To get themsafely down to Earth.’

M ke coughed. ‘So you are a traitor to the human race.’

‘I'n a manner of speaking, | suppose you could say that | am

“And Androneda is not dying after all?

‘COF course it is. However, it wll be many, nmany centuries before



astrononers on Earth find out because light takes so long to cover the
i nterveni ng di stance.’

‘Over two mllion years,’” nmurnured Cassi.

The Conmander nodded. ‘Precisely. And in the neantine, the Andronedans will
have dom nated the Earth.’

‘But they are dead.’

‘Yes, they are. But there is ne...and you.’
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‘You have the opportunity of becom ng the nother of a whole new hunan race.
One that does not fight or squabble. A race which lives in total peace,
forever.’

‘By elimnating the existing human race?’

‘Only by natural selection.’

‘But how? The Andronedans are all dead.’

‘But I'’mnot and neither are you.’

‘You've got to be joking. | amhaving no part in all this.’
‘But it is for the long-term good of the human race.’ He indicated a box in
the doorway. ‘I have brought life seeds from Wayfarer Two. Wth them | wll

conquer, with or without your help.’
‘But | saved your life.’

‘So you did. And for that, | wll let you live now’
‘What do you nean?’
‘l have disabled the Proton Drive of Wayfarer Two. | intend to |eave you

here, on board her.’

‘You're not going to |leave us to die?

‘Not at all. You will get back to Earth, eventually. Under normal power, it
will take around six years. | suggest you just head back there and nake babi es
on the way. Perhaps, later, you and I will go into conpetition together.’

“You mean any child | have...?

He nodded. ‘It will be Andronedan, regardless of who the father is. Either
way, we will win, Cassi.’

‘I can’t believe this is happening. | trusted you and | oved you.’

‘You still can. By the tinme you arrive at Earth, it will be too late. It
seems you have two choices - follow along and arrive in time to see paradi se
bei ng established or drift around ainmessly for the rest of your lives.’

‘ Forever?’

‘In Mke's case, definitely not. In your case, only as long as you can keep
growi ng food. However, you will run out in time so you would be better off
joining me on the New Earth. W m ght even devel op a new body for Mke so that
he can | ast | onger.’

‘W won’t do it.’

‘Nevertheless, | nmust now ask you to return to Wayfarer Two while | set
course for Terra. Do have a pleasant tine together. See you back at the space-
station.’

They had no choice. Cassi was torn apart with grief but she put on her suit
and followed Mke into the airl ock.

‘He could kill us both now,’ said Mke as the pressure dropped.

‘He won’t do that.’

‘How can you be so sure?

‘He is still my father.’

The outer door opened and, hand in hand, they |eapt for Wayfarer Two and
entered the airlock. Mnutes later, they were renoving their suits. By the
time they reached the controls, Commander James Duncan and Wayfarer One had
gone.



AEZITEPATION

Cassi frantically tried to prevent herself crying in anguish as she sat in
front of Iris. Mke felt useless. There was nothing he could do to confort her
as she ran her hands over the keys, her tears dripping onto the console.

‘ LOCATE WAYFARER ONE,’ she typed, no longer able to control her voice.

“Unknown >’ said the white screen.

‘Blowl’ she said.

‘What coul d he have done to disconnect the Proton Drive? asked M ke.

She shrugged. ‘Any nunber of things. He told nme he was an electronics
engi neer before the space programme so it could be a manual break somewhere in
the circuitry.’

‘Or a software corruption, maybe?

“Unlikely. He knows | would find that, given tine.’

‘Perhaps that’s what he wants you to think.’

‘Let’s try the conputer first. Iris, activate Auxiliary Drive.’

“Auxiliary drive activated-Enter trajectory >

‘Right twenty. Trajectory for Terra.’

‘Confirnmed >

‘Stand-by Main Drive.’

‘Main Drive standing by >’

She | ooked at M ke. ‘So far so good. Stand by Proton Drive.’

“Unabl e >’

‘ldentify fault.’

‘Unaut hori sed access not permtted >

‘ Advi se condition of anti-matter reactor.’

‘ St and- by >’

‘The reactor itself seens to be working. It's just that we can't contro
it.’

‘Then the break nmust be within the software itself.’

‘Let’'s try. Iris, full ahead Main Drive.’

‘Main drive activated. time of arrival Terra - 0322 hours: 15/ 4/ 2026 >

‘He was right. Six years on Main Drive. Iris, release interface with drive
conputer.’

‘Interface released. Al future input by keyboard only >

Cassi selected a large volunme from the drawer beneath the console and then
nmoved across to the drive conputer and typed ‘ END.’

The screen said; ‘Ready >

She typed ‘LIST PROGRAM PROCEDURES AND FUNCTIONS,” and the screen filled
wi th what appeared to M ke as a neani ngl ess junbl e of words.

‘LIST DRIVE. IN .’

A dozen rows of lines that set up all the initial variables filled the
screen and, one-by-one, Cassi checked themall, conparing the results with her
manual

‘LI ST DRI VE. SYS.’

Sane again. ‘Every line correct.’

‘LI ST PROTONDR. EXE. "’

Thi s one she checked extra carefully. Perfect.

M ke sat down and watched as Cassi checked every other procedure, listing
each in turn and maki ng conpari sons



Two hours and twice as nany cups of tea later, Cassi was still scratching
her head. ‘The programe is conplete. Everything checks out.’

‘Try and run it again.’

‘Ckay.’ She typed ‘ GO DRI VE .

‘ Ready >’

‘ CONFI RM STATUS. '

“Auxiliary Drive on Stand-hby >’

‘Main Drive Activated - Full Ahead >’

‘Proton Drive on Stand-by >’

“Him Still not working.’

‘What coul d he have done in so short a tine?

‘W were over there sone hours, renmenber, and he knew | would find out the
truth.’

‘*So he had enough tine if he knew what he was doing.’

‘But he doesn't.’

‘What do you nean?’

‘Father can use an on-board computer, of course, but he can't re-programme
one.’

‘ How do you know?’

She gl anced sideways at him ‘After nineteen years, | know There was no
need for himto know how to do it.’

“Why not ?’

‘Because all the general guidance was to designed to be controlled by the
mai n conputer on Mount....Aigoual. | think |’ve got it!’

“What ?’

‘Cast your mind back to that inquiry at the Director’s residence. Wy did
Wayfarer Two end up going to Androneda?’

‘Because no-one could override the main gui dance conputer on Earth.’

‘Exactly.’

M ke | ooked puzzled. ‘But where does that get us?

‘How did father slow the ship down when we returned?

‘I don’t know. You were there, not ne.’

‘W sinply shut down the Proton Drive and depl oyed reverse thrust. \What does
that tell you?’

‘ That sonewhere along the way he had found a way to override the Earth-based
gui dance conputer.’

‘Exactly. Wayfarer was only away for a nonth, Earth tinme, and therefore only
a fraction of the way through its originally-prescribed nmission - as far as

they knew on Orion. Therefore, it would still be assunmed to be under Earth
control .’

‘“Yet it wasn't.’

‘No, | was able to slow the ship normally, being unaware of any other Kkind

of intervention at the tine.’

“Hhm | wonder how your father made the break.’

‘He didn't do it with the normal mission software or | would have noticed
upon re-entry. There has to be a physical |ink sonmewhere. Sone way father
found whereby he could switch-out the Earth-based control of the drives.’

‘In other words, your father has now probably re-activated that switch so
that the conputer thinks it is under Earth Control from Mount A goual ?’

‘Precisely. And, of course, the operators wll have shut that programe
transm ssion down upon our return to Earth |last week. The drive conputer is
waiting for a signal which will never cone.’

M ke bent down to | ook under the console. ‘W nust find that switch.’

Both of them got on their knees and exami ned every inch of the console. They
took off the covers and inspected all the circuit boards but there was no
isolating switch that shouldn’t have been there.

Cassi got up from her knees. ‘It may not be a physical switch, of course. It
could be a software command accessed by a password of sone sort.’

“And we’ve got no chance of finding that. It’Il be like |looking for a needle
in a haystack.’

Cassi | ooked thoughtful. ‘Not necessarily. If he had been a programrer |
woul d expect sonething very unusual, perhaps even an obscure osbyte call in

machi ne code which would be very difficult to identify. However, he wasn't.’
‘ Then what ?’
Cassi sat down. ‘I don’t know.'’



‘So we're stuck here in slow notion.’

‘It looks like it.’

‘“WIl he go through with his plan, do you think?

She | ooked sad. ‘| guess so.’
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‘What do you nean?’

‘I mean, how do you think he will do it?

‘By using the test-tubes from Androneda.’

‘Yes, but how?’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps your friend, Jon, at that hospital in Bruxelles wll
hel p him’

‘But won't all that take time? He only has six years before we get there,
remenber .’

‘But don’t you see, Mke? |I cleared his nane so Earth will accept himwth
open arns as he is known and recognised from years ago. He will be a home-
comng hero this tine and will be able to dictate al nost anything he likes.’

‘The sane applies to yourself.’

‘Not at all. Father is still a human, despite his replaced organs and the
like. | aman alien. Doctor Pederson knows that, too. The people will probably
try to elimnate me like they did before.’

‘They didn't just try to kill you, Cassi. If that is all they wanted, G eg
could have run you down with his car or shot you with his gun. No, it was
inmportant to their plan that you should be totally discredited in the
process.’

‘1l don’t understand.’

‘What do you think the papers would say if it was reveal ed that you had been
beaten up whilst carrying on what they firmy believe to be your nornal
prof ession? The whole thing would cause world-wide hilarity for a few days,
the space programme would beconme a | aughing stock and, worst of all, no-one
anywhere, would believe anything you or your father had said.’

‘The General would stoop to that |evel?

‘To stop the peaceful exploration of space, yes. It’'s well know that he
woul d rather have those billions spent on arns and warfare. He has always
wanted Orion used as a battle-station.’

‘ Perhaps people like that deserve what father is doing.’

‘Produci ng this Androneda- human species, you nean?’

‘Exactly. It seens he might be doing the right thing after all.’

Mke smled. ‘A fellah called Hitler tried the sane thing eighty years ago.
He had the idea that he could produce a naster race which would better the
world.’

‘Did he succeed?

“Al nost .’

‘But if the schene was for the benefit of mankind, what was wong with it?

‘“You're beginning to talk like your father.’

Cassi | ooked down. ‘1'msorry.’

‘It didn’t work because humans have rights. Al hunmans, whatever their race.
And regardl ess of the good intentions of others.’

‘If this Hitler had succeeded, would the world have been a better place by
now?’

M ke shrugged. ‘Who knows? Unfortunately, there were a nunber of side-
effects to those who didn't belong to this master race. People who didn't fit
the mould were sinply externinated to make room for the others.’

‘Do you renenber this?

M ke |aughed. ‘I may be older than you but I'm not that ancient. No, | was
born fifty years after Hitler's day.’

‘But what father is doing is somewhat different. Andronedans are peaceful.

They woul d never kill to acconplish their ains.’
‘Tell that to the seventeen crew nenbers who didn't return from Myt hos.’
Cassi was silent for sone tine. ‘| wonder what really happened to them’

‘I thought you said they had died. Even your father said the Andronedans
experinented on them’

‘Wayfarer One’s data-banks just said that their lives termnated. It doesn’t
say how.’

“Or when?

She shook her head.



‘So they could have died naturally. Your father said he was there for
several vyears, don't forget. And there was a journey time of thirty-seven
years to add to whatever age they were before l|leaving. They would all have
been pretty ol d.’

‘You could be right but none of this is solving how we get back to Earth in
tinme to prevent ny father playing God with the human race.’

‘1"l bet he doesn’t see it that way. After all, if it works out, the world
will benefit.’

‘Eventual ly,’ Cassi said sadly.

They ate a little food while Cassi pored over the nmnuals sone nore.
Eventual |y, she finished up in the appendi x.

Her face lit up. ‘Just a mnute!’

M ke | ooked up. ‘What is it?

‘I think I’'ve found sonething.’

She typed ‘HELPUTILS and the screen listed ten lines of utility procedures.

‘I think I'"ve found out how he did it. Iris, Interface with Drive Conputer.’
There was the inevitable pause. ‘Interfaced > Proceed under voice control >’

‘Stand by Proton Drive.’

‘Proton Drive standing by >

“Activate Proton Drive.’

“Unabl e >’

Cassi smled a wy snmle and said; ‘Input override password.’

Iris responded as she expected. ‘Enter password —— >’

‘Gt him’ she said triunphantly. ‘I now need a four-letter word.’
M ke smiled. ‘I know a few of those.’

‘Tell me sone.’

‘I can’t imagine your father using nost of the ones | have heard.’

‘W have to start sonewhere. Four digits with a choice of twenty-six letters
and ten nunbers. That’s over a million and a half possible permutations.’

‘This could take forever.’

‘Not necessarily. It will have been sone code he wouldn't forget easily.’
‘Try Mars.’

‘MA-RS,’ typed Cassi.

‘Input error - Enter password —— >’
‘Hmém Base?’

‘B-A-S-E

‘Input error - Enter password —— >’
‘ Damm.’

‘D-A-MN.’

‘Hey. | didn't nean that literally.’
‘Input error - Enter password —— >’
‘MOON.’

‘Input error - Enter password —— >’
CL-U-NAC

‘I nput error Enter password —— >’

Wuldn't it be easier to contact Earth and get themto activate the drive
on our behal f?

‘It will take over an hour and a half for the nessage to reach Oion,
assuning they are listening and there are no tine differences. No, we're on
our own. Think of sonme nore words.’

They tried Beta, Zeta, lota, Juno, Qux, Lyra, Rhea, Gus, Lynx, Pavo, \Vela - every word,
pl anet, noon, star and constellation they could think of and the result was identical. ‘Input
error - Enter password >

‘Help me, Iris. Wio's side are you on, anyway?’

‘ Command does not conpute. Enter password —— >’

‘This could take a very long tine.’

‘Father had lots of tine to think about it. It was one very long journey to
and from Androneda.’

‘ The Androneda Burn.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Burn.’

“What ?’

“A four letter word associated with long distance travel to another planet
or stellar body.’

Cassi’s heart was in her nouth as she carefully typed ‘B-U- R N.’




‘ Password accepted. Proton Drive ready >

“Yi ppeeee!'!'!’ She threw her arns around M ke, kissing him frantically, and
he swung her round and round. Cassi shouted over his shoulder ‘Iris, Activate
Proton Drive.’

“Activating Proton Drive in ten seconds and counting >’

‘N ne >’

They sat down. ‘W did it.’

‘Ei ght >’

‘Better get strapped in.’

‘ Seven >’

‘WIl we make it in tinme?

“Six >

‘There’'s only one way to find out.’

‘Five >

“What will we do?

‘ Four >’

“I"1'l think of sonething when we get there.’

‘Three >

‘I certainly hope so.’

‘Two >’

‘I love you.’

& O.]e >l

‘I love you, too.’

‘Proton Drive activated. Advancing to |ight speed >

The whining of the nmotor increased to a crescendo as the two travellers were
pushed back into their padded seats by the G forces.

‘Hard left,” Cassi comanded and the big ship began to turn, struggling
agai nst the centrifugal force of the curve.

M ke | ooked at her with surprise. ‘Wat are you doi ng?

‘Using Saturn to give us a boost. Father didn't do that so we will hopefully
have a slight advantage.’

‘Wn’'t he be at Orion by now?

‘Not yet. Don't forget that he doesn’t know he's being followed and he wll
not risk light speed through the asteroids. | estimate he won't get there for
anot her hal f-hour or so.’

‘“You' re the boss.’

‘I don’t suppose you still want to marry ne after all this.’

‘COfF course | do.’

‘“Even if | aman alien?

‘Especially because you're an alien. | wouldn't trust anyone else with you.’
They | aughed as Wayfarer curved in under the rings and began to accelerate
rapidly through the upper limts of Saturn's atnosphere. The ship cane out

al nrost broadside on, going full-bore towards Jupiter. The l|argest planet in
the Solar System cane and went in less than twenty minutes, giving Wayfarer an
addi tional boost to Lum 6.

M ke began to look worried. ‘You're not going through the asteroid belt at
six tinmes light speed, are you?

Cassi gl anced sideways at him ‘You ve got to be joking. There'd be no room

to manoeuvre. |'m going around and over them'’
‘“Wn't that take |onger?
‘Yes, but maintaining this speed will nore than conpensate.’

‘“WIl you need Mars to help you?

‘No. It’s too small to be of any use. Anyway, it’'s on the far side of Sol
just as Earth is. The next planet we reach will be Venus, then Sol.’

‘“You're going to fly close in to the sun?

‘As close as | dare. | don't have to time for lengthy detours. W' Il just
have to take a chance on getting a little warmin the process.’

‘“You'll get nore than a tan if you get too close to Sol.’

‘There is another reason for doing it. The radiation fromthe sun wll nask

our approach.’
‘Coming out of the sun,’” M ke pondered.

‘What ?’
‘It’s what they used to do in wartine. Fighter aircraft would fly high,
between the sun and the eneny who wouldn’'t know a thing until it was too

|ate.’



‘Wayfarer is hardly a fighter plane, Mke.’

‘No,’” he laughed. ‘It’s a bolt of lightning out of the blue. They won't know
what has hit them’

‘It’s my father you' re tal ki ng about.’

‘I was referring to Earth people in general rather than your father in

particular. After all, the Wyfarers are not equipped with any form of
weaponry. W certainly can’t shoot each other out of the sky, can we?
‘Certainly not. | wouldn’'t stand for anything like that.’

‘Then how will you stop hin®?’

‘W nust get hold of those egg-enbryos or whatever they are. Wthout them
father is relatively harnm ess.’

‘He could still start a new race.’

‘I doubt it - he doesn't have the physical capability. | think he was being
optimstic when he spoke about what he could do for them Anyway, don’t forget
that when he last went to earth, he fell ill very quickly due to the pressure
differential and died not long after. Wat does he hope to acconplish in a day
or so?

‘It looks as if it all depends on those unfertilised eggs.’ He suddenly had
a thought. ‘You don't think he will try to cross-fertilise them hinself, do
you? Prior to |anding?

Cassi shook her head. ‘He won’t have the tine. He'll have his hands full on
the flight deck, |ooking after the ship single-handed. He doesn't have voice
command over his conputer so everything will have to be keyed in by hand. That
takes tinme so he will have to drive carefully to be sure of getting there in
one piece. He has cone too far to lose it all now on one rash manoeuvre.’

‘l guess you're right.’

She smled cheekily. ‘I know |I'mright.’

SOL grew large in the vision screen as they zooned towards the pivot-point of
the solar system Venus flashed by and they could see tiny Mercury in the
di stance as they headed inwards at full speed.

M ke turned to Cassi. ‘Can you pick up Wayfarer One’'s enission trail yet?

‘Not possible. The Alpha and Beta rays from the sun's electromagnetic
phot osphere obliterate even the renpbtest possibility of such a sighting.
Fat her coul d be anywhere.’

‘So it’s wait and see, is it?

‘I"'mafraid so. However, we won't have long to wait. At this speed, we shall
pass Sol in a few seconds. Earth is then only two and a half ninutes away.’

‘Aren’t you going to slow down at all?

‘“Not until | have to. | want to use surprise to our advantage.’

The tenperature inside Wayfarer Two rose rapidly as they approached Sol and
banked around the edge, as close to the chronosphere as was practically
possi ble. At one stage, Mke was sure that Cassi had miscal culated and they
were both going to wind up as toast, but they didn’'t and the sky ahead becane
suddenly clear and dark as the giant solar inferno fell behind them

‘Locate Terra,’ said Cassi to Iris.

‘Located. Do you wi sh for approach trajectory? (Y N >

‘Negative, Iris. Trajectory to pass Oion Base at one kilonmetre range.’

‘Confirmed >

‘At this speed?’ queried M ke.

‘l want to see what has happened before | confine ny options. At LUM 8, they
won't even see us pass.’

‘They’' || know t hough.’

‘Ch yes,’ she grinned slyly. ‘They’'ll know all right. Several seconds |ater,
the enissions fromthe Proton Drive will sent their sensors crazy and their
engi neers frantic, especially with nothing in sight.’

Iris bl eeped. ‘Enission ahead >

‘ldentify.’

‘\Wayfarer One >

‘W' ve found himagain. Iris, pass by at ten nmetres range.’

Wayfarer One was already well below |light speed and using reverse thrust on
final approach when Wayfarer Two fl ashed past and M ke instinctively ducked as
the dot on the screen grew rapidly and was past. Orion Base was a nere blur as
Cassi curved around in a wide arc and went around the Earth in less than a



second as gravity slowed them down. Wayfarer One was dead ahead.

‘Enmergency reverse thrust,’” said Cassi and the restraining straps bit into
their shoulders as the cruiser fell to below |ight speed. She reached out and
pushed a button. ‘Wayfarer Two to Wayfarer One. Do you read? Over.’

The voi ce cane back i mediately. ‘Cassi? Were are you?

‘Look at the forward screen.’

‘CGood grief! How did you get here?

‘How do you think? | used a burn.’

‘I didn't think it possible.’

‘Possible or not, if you don't stop soon we're going to collide.’

‘What do you mean, stop?’

‘Heave to, as they used to say in the navy.’

| can't.’
‘“You can and will. | can't let you go through with this, father.’
‘How wi || you stop ne?’
‘I will ramyou.’

“What? W' Il all be killed.’

‘So be it. Stop now, father.’

They saw the reverse thrust of Wayfarer One increase as Cassi continued to
sl ow Wayfarer Two until the two ships hung poi sed, nose-to-nose, as if Kkissing
in space.

A new voice cane over the radio. ‘Orion Base to inconming vehicles. You have
i nvaded Terran space. Please identify yourselves.’

M ke | ooked at his conpanion. ‘Wat do we do?

‘Not hi ng. See what father does, first.’

After a minute of silence, the voice cane again. ‘Orion Base to incomng
vehi cl es. You have invaded Terran space. Please identify yourselves.’

‘They’' Il launch nissiles,” warned the Mrshal. ‘Admral Burleigh has been
trained to shoot first and ask questions afterwards where the security of the
Earth is concerned.’

Cassi pressed the button. ‘This is MNavigation Oficer Cassiopeia Duncan of space
crui ser Vayfarer Two.’

‘One nonent, Oficer Duncan.’

There was silence until another voice cane over the air. ‘This is Admral
Burl ei gh. I's Commander Duncan on board?

‘ The Conmander is on Wayfarer One which is currently noored al ongside.’

‘And Marshal Hardy?’

‘Wth me on Wayfarer Two.’

‘ Commander Markham and his crew?’

‘M ssing, believed dead.’

‘l see. Stand by.’

‘Standing by, Admiral.’

The ot her channel crackled. ‘You didn't tell hin®

‘No, | didn’t. | came to stop you, not to shop you.’

‘What are you going to do?

‘Stay here until you agree to hand over the Androneda eggs.’

‘What are you going to do with then’

‘Take themto Earth.’

M ke | ooked at her sharply. Cassi shook her head to dispel his anxiety.

The radio said ‘ Wy would you want to do that?

‘To present themto the authorities in the proper manner.’

‘What do you nean?’

‘W will let the Directorate decide what is to be done with them’

‘You know that | can't do that. People like General Phillips will want to
see themdestroyed. | will do anything to prevent that happening.’

“ Anyt hi ng?’

‘Yes, anything. | didn't want it to conme to this, Cassi, but if you do not
go away now and let me go ahead with my plan, | wll have no option but to

destroy Wayfarer Two with you in it.’
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Cassi just sat, stunned, as her father’s words sank in. Everything else
pal ed into insignificance - the crew of the ships, the deceit, the abandoning
at Saturn, the threat to the world. He had physically threatened her |ife and
that's what really hurt.

‘He can’t do it,’ said Mke quietly. ‘He doesn’t have the nmeans.’

‘1 know that.’

‘He's bluffing.’

‘I don't care. | just don’t care any nore.’

‘He's deliberately trying to frighten you, can’'t you see that? Besides, he
woul dn’t harmyou. If he wanted that, he'd have done it three hours ago.’

‘That’s not the point. | really thought he | oved ne.’

‘He does, but he's just tenporarily out of his m nd about what he is doing.’

Her finger suddenly stabbed at the button. ‘Father?

‘Yes, Cassi.’

‘I"'mnot giving in. You are going to have to kill ne.’

‘Cassi, you are very clever at conputers and science, but you are totally
i gnorant about life. W' re talking about saving the entire human race from
itself.’

“You might be, but I'mnot. |I'mtalking about giving themthe sanme potentia

future but offering themthe opportunity to make their own choice. You cannot
inflict sonething Iike this upon themw thout consulting themfirst.

‘The hunman race is incapabl e of making such decisions.’

‘I think you may be underestimating the rest of nankind, father. They want
peace and security as much as you do.

‘No, ny dear. It is you who has got it wong. Take the Androneda Seed down
to Earth and hand it over and the eggs will al be dead in a very short tine.
Most Earth people want life all right, but only on their own terns. Wat | am
of fering nmankind is a chance for common people to live for ever, not just sone
selected few.’

‘By doing it your way, the whole human race as we know it will die out.’

‘Cf course, nothing can prevent that. Either way, with or wi thout the Seed,
this generation will die naturally.

‘Then the eggs nust be used for the future, to preserve life for the next
generation.’

They heard the Commander |augh. ‘You really are a naive little girl at
tinmes, Cassi. For the last century, experts and conservationists have been
sayi ng that mankind ought to think of the next generation. During the nineteen
eighties and nineties, scientists warned of the long-term effects of cutting
down the tropical rain forests, polluting the atnosphere and destroying the

Ozone Layer, but the governnents largely ignored them “ Think of your
children,” the experts said, but nmankind just carried on in its own sweet
way, and look at the result - so many beautiful cities now | ost under water
due to the greenhouse effect it produced.

‘But they will learn their |lesson, given tine.’

‘They have had the tine, but they don't learn at all. Apart from a few

groups of concerned people, everyone thinks only of him or herself. Business
peopl e pour waste products onto the land and into the seas, farmers poison the
rivers with chenmicals, even ordinary people just throw their rubbish into the
streets and ruin the environnent. Don't talk to ne about responsible people
caring about their childrens’ world.’

‘But how will what you are doi ng hel p?

‘ Andronedans didn't do that sort of thing. They devel oped the perfect way of
life in a peaceful and |oving manner.’

M ke butted in. ‘And yet you are prepared to nmurder your own daughter, one
of the generation you claim to be protecting, just to do what you feel is

right?

‘Stay out of this, Marshal. | don't expect you to understand, you are one of
them’

‘Listen, Commander. | have a daughter, and | would do anything to inprove
her world - except kill others.

“I"'m not killing anyone. |'m sinply replacing the next generation with a
better one.’

‘Don’t split hairs. 1I'll agree the world is not a perfect place. |I'Il even
agree that there is nmuch about it which needs changing. However, | cannot

agree that one person can enforce this kind of change upon them sonething



which is, when all is said and done, only right in his own view'’

‘W are wasting valuable time. This is not just my view - it was the view of
the greatest mnds on Androneda.’

‘It would be their view, wouldn't it?

‘Don’t condemm them too hastily, Mke. They opted to stay behind and die.
None of them would live |Iong enough to see the next generation to be born on
Earth.’

‘Sixteen of themtried it.’

‘True, but they knew they would not be able to descend to Earth itself and
produce the next generation naturally. That is why they deci ded upon the Seed.
My eight compani ons came along for one purpose and one purpose only - to get
nme honme where | could do the rest.’

“And where do | fit into the equation? asked Cassi suddenly.

‘You were ny insurance.’

‘I nsurance?’

“If anything happened to damage the eggs, you would live and the Andronedan
race woul d survive through you.’

‘But you seem prepared to destroy nme if | stand in your way.’

‘The race nust not be allowed to die out. Can't you see that? By introducing

themonto Earth, conditions can only inprove. |1’'d rather it be you, but if you
don’t agree, | nust use the eggs and see that they are fertilised.

‘“I"m not against them going to Earth, father. | sinply want to be sure that
everything is above board.’

‘It won't be if we do it your way. Only a select few will ever get to hear

of it. Mention living forever and politicians and other powerful individuals
will use the eggs, while mankind in general dies out. Wat you are suggesting
will only make matters worse.’

Cassi sat and thought about it for a while. ‘M ke?’

‘He does have a point. Your father has sunmed up human nature pretty
accurately.’

‘l see. Tell me the truth, is there no-one on Earth who can be trusted to
gi ve an unbi ased opinion as to how the Seed shoul d be handl ed?’

M ke smled. ‘To be perfectly frank, no-one that | can think of off-hand.’

‘CGood grief! What an outright condemation of humanity.’

‘I"'msorry. You did ask me to be honest.’

‘What do you think? Personally?

‘I can see good points on either side. In principle, you are totally correct
- manki nd shoul d be given the choice. However, your father is also right - the
privilege will be abused. O that | am absolutely certain.’

‘Ceft stick, eh?” She pressed a button. ‘Father?

‘Yes, Cassi.’

‘Whom do you trust on Earth?

He | aughed. ‘Very few. Jon Pederson, Professor Akherd, perhaps.’

‘Very well. Don’t go away.’ She switched channels. ‘Orion Base, do you read?
Cver.’

“1’"m here, Mss Duncan.’

‘Somet hing extrenely inportant has happened. | need an imediate meeting on

board Orion with yourself, the Director, Professor Akherd and Doctor Pederson
fromthe hospital in Bruxelles. Can you arrange that?’

K\My?i

‘Please bear with me. | am not exaggerating when | say that the future of
the entire human race is at stake.’

There was a full five seconds of silence. ‘Very well.’

‘Perm ssion to dock?

‘Granted. Bay Six, please.’

‘Thank you, Admiral. Iris, slow reverse thrust.’

The radi o spoke. ‘Wat are you doi ng?’

‘I amgoing to dock at Orion, father. | suggest you do the sane.’

‘Is this some kind of trick?

‘Not at all. | have arranged a neeting between ourselves, Admiral Burleigh,
the Director, Professor Akherd and Doctor Pederson. | reconmmend you | eave the
eggs on board Wayfarer One in a safe place. Mke wll guard the ship and

ensure that no-one gets aboard and interferes with them’' She | ooked across at
M ke who nodded his agreenent.
‘How do | know I can trust you bot h?’



‘Father, I'minsulted. W will not let you down, and | promse to fit in
with the mpjority decision as to the use of the Seed. There will be no
politicians present, so a decision can be reached strictly on the grounds of
sci ence.’

‘It seens | have little choice.’

‘Iris, one hundred and eighty degree turn. Prepare to dock.’

* CONFI RVED >’

M ke stood up. ‘He says he trusts you. But the point is - do you trust hin®

‘He has no choice, Mke. He cannot |and Wayfarer on Earth so he has to dock
at Orion.’

“Should | arrange a security reception?

‘No, he nust be able to trust us. You ve still got the gun you took from
Greg, haven't you?’

M ke | ooked shocked. ‘How do you know t hat?’

‘Mke, | love you. Please don't abuse ny love or treat ne like a conplete
i mbecile.’

He | ooked down. ‘I won't.’

‘Then guard the eggs wth your I|ife and await the decision of the
comittee.’

‘Very well, Cassi. You know best.’

She smled. ‘I'’mnot so sure about that, but | do feel | am doing the right
thing.’

‘ ORI ON BASE DI STANCE 0. 00000000023AU >

‘Dead sl ow.’

* CONFI RVED >’

They docked without a bunp and felt the clanps grip the hull firmy.
‘Shut down main reactor, Iris. Al drives to stand-by.’

* STAND- BY STATUS CONFI RVED >

She turned to her conpanion. ‘Well, Mke. W' re back.’

‘M ssion conpleted at |ast?

‘Or just beginning.’

He smirked. ‘You mght just have something there.’

‘“Well, it’s out of nmy hands now. |’'ve done all | can.’

He placed his hands on her shoul ders and kissed her briefly. ‘Cassi, don't
underestimate your capabilities. | have a feeling that much of Earth’s future
still depends on you. |I feel quite insignificant by conparison.’

‘Don’t feel that way. You are part of nmy future, whatever or wherever that
may turn out to be.’

WAYFARER One docked al ongside and Cassi net her father beside the airlocks.
Despite their recent disagreenent, along with threats, she spent a long tine
in her father’s arns.

M ke watched patiently until they broke off. ‘I wll personally guard the
ship for you, Commander. No-one will harmyour cargo, | promse.’

‘“You are a good man, Mke. | can't thank you enough.’

‘I have your daughter. | need no further thanks.’

The Admiral approached. ‘Good to see you back, Jim You,too, Mrshal.’ He
nodded toward Cassi. ‘M ss Duncan.’” H's arnms noved in gesture. ‘Wuld you care

to follow ne to the boardroon? The others should be ferried up within the next
hour or so.’

‘I will remain here,’” said Mke. ‘Wayfarer One nust remain in quarantine for
the tine being. Part of the ship has been contam nated,’ he lied.

The Admi ral |ooked concerned. ‘Are you okay, Jin®’

‘I'm fine,” he replied with a snmile at the Mrshal’'s ingenuity. ‘The |eak
didn't affect the flight deck.’

‘ God, good. This way, please.’

They were led to a canteen and fed well after which Jim was taken to the
boardroom to await the arrival of the shuttle. Mke nanaged to persuade a
couple of loyal security guards to relieve him and gave them strict
instruction not |et anyone aboard, no natter how inportant they were. Cassi,
on the other hand, was taken away by the Admiral’s personal assistant. She
spend a long tinme in the shower before energing, drying her hair.

‘I"ve dug out sone clothes for you,’ said Tara as she lay them on the bed.
‘“If you are going to live on Earth, you wll need sonething other than



overalls.” She put out sone skinpy white garnents Cassi did not recognised.
‘“You will also need these.’

Cassi frowned. ‘Wiat are they?

‘You really are from Androneda, aren't you?

Cassi smiled pleasantly. ‘Did you doubt it?

Tara | ooked guilty. ‘Everyone did at first.

‘What convinced you?' Cassi asked as she finished drying her hair

‘The way you took us for that little spin around Earth and then brought us

back to the exact sane position. No-one else | know could have done it so
accurately.’
Cassi dropped the towel. ‘Tell nme about these funny garments.’

Tara smled. ‘'These are what we call panties, or knickers, to use the slang
term They are like the bottom half of your |eotard.

Cassi grinned sheepishly. ‘I should have guessed.’ She slipped them on and
then held up the bra. ‘And this?
‘It goes around your chest. You will find that Earth gravity becones unkind

to you if you don’t wear one. It is sonmewhat cunbersone, but | suggest you get
used to wearing it.’

Cassi smled her thanks. ‘I wll.’

‘ Take whatever you want of these clothes. They have becone a bit of the
tight side for ne and |I've been neaning to take them hone for sone tine now.’

‘I wouldn’t exactly call you overweight, Tara.’

‘Maybe not, but Orion gravity seens to do horrible things to your waistline
after a while. These clothes are a size ten but | struggle with a twelve these

days.’

Cassi held up a couple of the dresses. ‘They are lovely. | hope there is
sonething to fit ne.’

‘There is bound to be. | wish | had your size and age again.’

Cassi laughed. ‘Tara, you sound as if you think you are old. You cannot
possi bly be nore than twenty-five.’

‘Spot on. Can | reconmend the nay blue skirt and top? It's not too flashy
and will nake you look less insipid. You can wear white when you ve got
yourself a bit of a tan.’

‘I will follow your advice,’” said Cassi as she did up the buttons on the
tailored top. ‘I can't thank you enough for your help.’

‘Don’t be silly. It’s the least | could do. Do you feel okay?

Cassi pulled up the skirt. ‘1 feel a bit draughty round the |egs.’

Tara put her hand to her face to prevent herself |aughing aloud. ‘You |l get

used to it. Good grief! You | ook sexy.
Cassi frowned. ‘Am | supposed to?
‘It must be the contrast with those drab overalls. Here, do your hair wth

this.” Tara handed the younger girl a brush. ‘Leave it long around your
shoulders. It will drive themall nad with desire.
‘I"'mnot entirely sure that’'s the effect I want to produce right now | have

a couple of hectic hours ahead of ne.’

‘Try these on,’ said Tara as she dropped a pair of navy shoes to the floor.
‘ Those heel s shouldn’t be too high for you.

‘ Thanks.’

Cassi wobbled a bit at first but, after walking around the roma few tines,
she got used to it.

‘I still feel breezy round the knees. Are you sure this is all right?

‘“You'll get used to the idea. You'll have to if you want to be acceptable on
Earth. Trousers on wonen went out with the last century.’

‘But does it have to be so short?

‘“Short? That's not short. It reaches your knees which is nore than skirts
used to in tinmes past. Wiy, in ny grandnother’s day, they used to wear them
hal f that length.’

Cassi was horrified. ‘How on Earth did they stay decent?

Tara smirked. ‘They didn't, nost of the tine. Those were the sw nging
si xties when everyone was encouraged to let it all hang out.’ She sighed. ‘Oh,
to be a tine traveller.” Her head cane up suddenly. ‘Here, you don't
think...?

Cassi laughed. ‘Definitely not!’



THE Admiral |ooked up as the three prestigious nen walked in and began to
shake hands all round. Coffee was served and, after the usual pleasantries,
they sat down around the big table. Two chairs were enpty.

‘Mss Duncan will be with us shortly. My secretary is taking care of her.’

As he spoke, the bul khead door slid open and all eyes turned towards it. Six
nout hs dropped open as the two girls stepped in and wal ked towards them

‘“Ww ' said Jon Pederson, which about sumed up the general feeling.

Tara allowed herself a sly smle while all eyes followed Cassi as she went
around the table, pulled back her chair, and sat down, trying not to show too
much leg in the process.

The Director cleared his throat. ‘Wll, we all seem to be hear. Can |
suggest that we conmence as soon as possible? | have an urgent neeting this
eveni ng.’

‘My apologies, M Director,” said Cassi quietly. ‘It is my fault you are
here. However, | suspect you will soon agree it is not tinme wasted. | suggest

you radi o Earth and postpone this other neeting.

‘But it is extremely inportant.

Cassi | ooked straight at himw th her big blue eyes. ‘Defer it!’

The room fell silent and you could have cut the atnosphere with a |aser as
he stared back at the smiling teenager who had defied him Everyone else held
their breath.

He held her eyes for a full nonment before saying; ‘Very well. Tara, please
make the call.

Tara breathed again and went to the phone while all eyes remained upon
Cassi .

She snmiled. ‘That’'s better. Now we can all relax and give this matter the
attention it deserves.’

‘What is it that is so inportant, M ss Duncan?

‘The future of the human race.’

M ke found hinself smiling in the stunned sil ence which followed.

The professor shuffled his chair back slightly. ‘1 recommend that we
di spense with the usual forrmalities and get straight into listening to what
our three intrepid travellers have to say. |, for one, amdying to find out

what has happened.’

No- one spoke for sone tine, each of them wanting soneone else to lead the
di scussion. In the end, it was Mke who spoke first. ‘Mght | suggest that as
the person least directly involved, | try to piece together sone of the
background? W have a proposition which needs to be discussed rationally by
scientific rather than political nmnds, and | feel that only by understandi ng
every facet of what has happened will we be able to nake a decision at all,
I et alone the right one.’

‘Anyone disagree?” asked the Director, feeling out of his depth for the
first tinme.

No- one argued. M ke stood up and wal ked right round the table before com ng
to rest behind Cassi's chair. He placed his hands on her shoul ders.

‘“Centlenen, we have before us a situation, an opportunity, which will alnost
certainly never occur again in the history of mankind. The events |eading up
to this point of decision are long and conplicated and | will be honest enough

to acknow edge that | understand very little of them However, of one thing I
am certain, a decision nmust be reached and it nust be reached here, in this
room |f not, the results could be tragic.

‘This sounds very om nous, Marshal,’ said Adniral Burleigh.

‘Not omnous, sinply crucial. You, Professor Akherd, have already reninded
the Directorate of the history of the Wayfarer progranme. Doctor Bartek also
filled us in last week concerning his anti-matter reactor. | have seen for
mysel f just what it is capable of and, quite frankly, | am astounded by what |
have seen in so short a tine.’

‘How far did you go this trip?

‘As far as Saturn and back.’

‘“I'n just seventeen hours?

‘Earth time, yes. In our time, we have been gone about a week.’ he sniled as
he remenbered what happened at Saturn. ‘Maybe |onger. Anyway, nore of that
later from Ms Duncan who can explain her theory far nore lucidly than I.
First, | think it is inportant that we accept the fact that Commander Duncan
did visit the Andronmeda Gal axy.



‘“Way can you call it a fact? asked Professor Akherd.

‘ Because Wayfarer One also went there. | have seen the electro-log recording
fromthe on-board conputer.’

‘We must al so see this.’

M ke nodded. *All in good time. For now, please accept that it is true. It
went to Androneda and Commander Markham and his crew died there.’

‘How did they die?

M ke |ooked at Jim ‘Like Commander Duncan’s crew, | believe they died of
old age. | have been given no reason to suspect otherw se.’

‘Then how did his ship return to the Solar Systenf? Were did you locate it?

‘W found it close to Saturn. Apparently, people from Andromeda tried to
travel here but died en route.’

‘How did they die?

‘“I'n nmuch the same manner as those whom you tried to ship to Earth. The
at nospheric pressure was too low for themand the sinply... burst apart.’

‘Did you find the bodi es?

‘No.’ He expl ai ned why not.

‘That’s what happened to the bodies of those who died on the shuttle.
They... dissolved within hours.’

‘That is one of the reasons why we believe you,’” added the Director. ‘Those
bei ngs were not hunan.’

‘No, they were not.’

‘Way did they conme?

Because their own planet was dying. Can you expl ain, Commander?’

Jim nodded. ‘Androneda is a galaxy not unlike our own. For a long tine, it
has been acconpanied by four other galaxies, tw of which were quite close
in.’

‘MB2 and NGC205," muttered the Professor in agreenent.

Jim nodded again. ‘For sonme centuries, these gal axies have been getting
closer and closer until, just recently, it becane certain that there would be
a collision. Wat would happen, no-one knew. The Andronedans, not too unlike
ourselves, were capable of limted space travel. there were four planets in
their stellar system capable of supporting life. Mythos was the snallest and
ol dest .’

‘This is the one you went to?

‘Yes, and Wayfarer One before ne. | arrived just after Henry Markham had
left.’

‘Left? For where?

‘To search for other habitable planets. The full extent of the danger was
not realised until Henry arrived. The Andronmedans do have one distinct
advant age over us. They live very nmuch |onger.’

‘ How nmuch | onger ?’

‘Virtually forever.’

‘Preposterous,’ said the Admiral. ‘Such a thing is not possible.’

‘l, too, thought it inpossible,” interrupted Mke. ‘But now | am convinced and
will prove it to you in a few nonents. Go on, Jim’

The Conmander wasn’t sure why the Marshal was so certain but he let it ride.
‘Thanks, Mke. | think you can see they had two problens; population growh and
i m nent danger of extinction.’

‘*So why did they need Henry and his crew?

‘They didn't. That’'s why they died on a tiny planet at the outer arm of the
Andronmeda Spiral .’



AEXIZION

The feelings around the table were m xed. For once, no-one disbelieved him
It was too fantastic not to be true.

‘“Way did Henry Markham do this for then?

‘Because they were a race worth preserving and Henry spent the |ast nonths
of his |life desperately trying to save them’

‘Did he succeed?’

Jim shook his head. ‘He tried. By the tine | arrived, nine nonths later, he
had been on three trips but w thout success. Henry was so determ ned sonething
shoul d be done for them that he sacrificed his own life and that of his crew
to try to save them’

‘What was so special about this race?

‘They lived in perfect peace and harnony. They fought no wars, had no
di sputes, concentrated all their energies into constructive rather than
destructive things.’

The Admiral was cynical. ‘Sounds idyllic.’

‘That is why it was such a crying shane that they, of all people, should be
the ones to die. If it was Earth which was doonmed to di sappear, the universe
woul d have lost nothing. In fact, it will probably be better off without us
and our warring ways.’

‘That’s a little harsh, Jim’' said the Director.

‘“Neverthel ess true,’ said the Professor quietly.

‘When you say that Henry sacrificed his life, what did you nean?

‘I meant he gave them Wayfarer One to use.’

‘For what purpose?’

‘To come to Earth.’

“What ?’

‘Wth their help, he programmed the on-board conputer to travel to Earth
with a crew of Andronedans who were to come as anbassadors, forerunners in
search of sonmewhere to live.’

‘He sent themto Earth?

‘ They had nowhere el se to go.’

‘But they would die.’

‘They didn't know that at the tinme. It was thought their bodies woul d adapt
to the change of environnent but they didn’t, as you know.’

‘“Way didn’t he cone with then®?

‘He was far too old. Mst of his crew had already died and he knew he
woul dn’ t make the journey back.’

‘But he was only a mddl e-aged nan.’



‘He was when he left Earth. He was ninety-odd when he died.’

‘But...’

‘My daughter will tell you about the time factor in a nonent. For the tine
bei ng, please just accept that they were there for sone tine.’

‘How | ong were you there, Jin®?

“Just over five years.’

‘Now you are joking. By rights you should be older than he was because you
canme honme and he didn't. You should be at |least a hundred years old.’

‘“But | am’

The Earthnen all stared at him

‘l said Henry helped the Andronedans in several ways. One way, | have
mentioned. The other way was that he donated his own body for research. As a
matter of fact, so did nobst of our respective crews. Wthout their help, what
was finally acconplished would not have been possible.’

‘Precisely what was acconpl i shed?

‘Several things. Firstly, through their research, a way was found to prol ong
my owmn |life by substituting replacenent organs and such like. It becane clear
that if they were ever to reach Earth, they would need at |east one hunman
still alive. | was chosen to be that one.’

‘But we still don't follow Wat good would you be to the survival of the
Andr onedee r ace?’

‘Personal | y? Not hing.’

‘ Then how...?’

M ke interrupted. ‘Tell ne, gentlenen. |If the Andromedans had survived, how
woul d they have been greeted on Earth?’

‘Wth open arms, of course. We couldn’t let themdie out.’

‘Even if they lived | onger than we did?

‘That shouldn’'t nmake any difference.’

‘No, it shouldn’t: but think about it, Admiral. Wthin a few generations,
there may well have been nore of themthan there are of us.’

‘Only if they multiplied very quickly.’

‘They did not want to do that. Wat they offered was the opportunity to mx
with us, to form in effect, a whole new race.’

‘A master race?

‘OF a kind, but one that could be established w thout anybody having to be
elimnated. They were not a fighting people and so there would be peace as
long as earth people didn’'t react against them'

The Director thought for a nonent and then asked the Conmander ‘What really
happened to Androneda?’

“As | said before, it was destroyed. Particles from the gal axy began to be
drawn off by M32 as it closed in, accelerating rapidly towards the end. The
notion caused it to spin and a vortex forned.’

“A bl ack hol e?” whispered the Professor.

‘Exactly. | only just got away in time. W had to fly pretty close to the
vortex, even then. It was a terrifying experience, | nmght add.’

‘There is still the nystery of the speed of the journeys, also the tine
differential.’

‘Cassi is the best one to explain about that. Al | can say is that it
happened.’

M ke agreed. ‘At first, | took the explanation with a very large pinch of
salt. However, having seen her in action, | now believe it as the only | ogical
expl anation.’

‘I think we will now hear this explanation, Frauline Duncan.’

Cassi sniled as she got to her feet and clearly and confidently explained
about tine dilation/conpression while the Professor made frantic notes. She
spoke of the characteristics of heated and cooled water, inertial nass in
notion, conplex energy transference and many things only the Professor
understood fully. An hour later, the others were confused and the Professor
was convi nced.

‘This is amazing,” he eventually said. ‘It answers so nmany questions
concerning relativity and notion. This infornmation wll revol uti oni se
astrophysics as we know it.’

‘Were the Andronedans so far ahead of us scientifically, JinP asked the
Di rector.

‘Not ahead, just different. They knew nothing of the internal comnbustion



engi ne, the wheel, the inportance of nmmgnetic fields. In fact, they had no
concept what soever of radio - sonething we take so nuch for granted on Earth.
| was able to teach themjust as nmuch as they taught ne.’

‘How was all this information recorded? Do you have books?’

‘l have one,’” said Cassi and she tossed a volume the size of a pocket diary
into the centre of the table.

The Professor eagerly picked it up and then began to | ook puzzled. ‘Is this
sonme kind of a code?

‘It was their language. It is a pictographic l|language simlar to ancient
Chinese but with a larger set of characters.’

‘ Then how was the bulk of the information stored?

‘In Iris. Every book ever witten, every theory and discovery made was fed
into the Iris of both Wayfarer ships so it would not be lost.’

‘Then we nust gain access to this data immediately so that it can be
studi ed.’

‘Not possible. First, you must |earn the Andronedee | anguage.’

‘How i s that possible?

‘Byytfgs haqqyrtws bgpzzidnrts gwa dithnnr,’ Cassi said phonetically.

‘CGood grief! What’'s that?

‘ Andromedan. Only | have total access to Iris.’

‘ You speak Andronedan?’

‘Cf course, M Director. Wiy shouldn't 1|7

‘But where did you learn it?

‘I didn’t. | amthe last |iving Andronedan in the whol e universe.’

The response was mxed. Mke grinned, the Professor |ooked very thoughtful,
the Admiral leant back in his chair with a sceptical |ook on his face, Doctor
Peder son stood up. ‘Gentlenen. Sone of you know nme already.’

‘O course,’ said the Director. ‘For those who don't,” he clarified, ‘This
is Doctor Jon Pederson of the Europa Central Physics Laboratory; advisor and
senior lecturer to the University of Biological Studies.’

‘Thank you, Alan.’ He wal ked around the room as all eyes watched him *Wat
only two other people in this room know is that | have met Mss Duncan
previously. One of those people is the girl herself and the other is Marshal
Hardy. Just a week ago, he brought her to ne. He told ne nothing about her,
simply asking for a thorough exam nation.’

“And what did you find?

‘I found that she is a perfectly nornmal hunman.’

The Admiral grinned. ‘There, what did | tell you?

‘Except..,’ continued the Doctor as if he had not been interrupted. ‘Except
in a couple of inportant areas.’” He went on to explain what he had found and
al ready revealed to the Marshal .

‘You are telling us that the girl is in fact superhuman?

‘“I'n a manner of speaking. One thing | can say for certain is that she is
definitely NOT an alien in the accepted sense of the word.’

‘Doct or Pederson,’ asked the Professor. ‘Wat, in your opinion, would happen
if Mss Duncan was to mate with a Earth-human and give birth to children?

‘It’s difficult to say. However, ny feelings, for what they are worth, are
that no-one would tell the children fromany others. They would be conpletely
nornal .’

‘No different at all?

‘Except they would not die, of course.’

‘“Not die?

‘Their inherent inmmune system would prevent it. Oherwise, they would be
i ndi stingui shabl e from anyone el se.’

‘What about their intelligence?

‘ Madenpi selle Duncan is highly intelligent, of course. However, that is to
be expected as she has been born of very clever parents and then brought up in
a virtually perfect environnent. Gthers who followed may not all be so...’” He
smled at Cassi: ‘Wnderful.’

‘Wuld Earth benefit fromher presence? said the Marshal suddenly.

‘Undoubt edly, M ke. For one thing, just think of the know edge she has.’

‘I nmeant genetically. Wuld human life inprove because of introducing the
Andr onedee Strai n?’

‘It would take years, maybe centuries, to nake any difference but ny opinion
is yes. Earth could only benefit from her presence.’



“What if there were others?

The Director frowned. ‘1 thought she was the only one.’

‘Bear with me, sir. Jon, what if there were a dozen like her, a hundred
even?’

The Doctor shrugged. ‘The process woul d happen much quicker, that’s all.’

“And for the good of mankind?’

‘Medically, yes. Cenetically, undoubtedly.’

‘What about norally?

‘If a peaceful manner is part of that genetic make-up, of course it would
benefit mankind. It has to.’

Jimsighed. ‘There will be those who will disagree.’

‘Inevitably, Conmander. Of hand, | can think of a few’

‘The question is, do we tell then’

‘I"'m afraid it is too late to avoid that. The whole Earth is buzzing with
news of aliens and flying saucers. |’ve never seen so nuch activity in all ny
life.’

‘Marshal ,’” said the wise old Professor who hadn’'t missed a thing. ‘Wat did
you nean when you said there could be others?

The room fell silent. Mke waited for Jimto start and Jimwaited for M ke.
It was stalemate. In the end, it was Cassi herself who explained. ‘Il believe
that the Andronedans thensel ves realised they could not |ive on Earth. Despite
their great know edge and intelligence, Earth's atnobspheric pressure was too
alien to them Consequently, wth the co-operation of the crew of the
Wayfarers, they developed the genetic capability of being able to reproduce
offspring in an incubated environment. From what | wunderstand, both femnale
Andr onedee eggs and sanpl es of male spermwere collected which could be used to
mx with their earthly opposites. Even though the people thenselves could not
come to Earth, through those seeds, their lives could be transferred and, as a
race, they could still live on.’

‘Way are you telling us this, Mss Duncan?’

‘ Because Wayfarer One now has those |ife-seeds and fermal e eggs on board.’

‘You are joking, of course.’

‘Admiral Burleigh, | do not joke about things like this. In an insulated
container, electronically nonitored and nmaintained at the right tenperature
and so forth, are the remains of a lost civilisation.’

‘“What will it take to bring themto |ife?

‘The fenale eggs will need to be fertilised with male sperm and then either
i npl anted inside a human wonb or incubated to birth. The male spermcells can
sinply be introduced into a hunan nother.’

‘As easy as that? Produce a whole new race?’ said the Admral sarcastically.

Her father cane to her aid. 'The alternative is that the Andronedae sperm can
be inplanted into the eggs but that would produce a race of Andronedans and,
therefore, defeat the whole purpose of what they and we have been trying to
achieve. Producing an alien race on Earth, however |ike us they might be,
woul d cause all sorts of political problens but by introducing themin this
way, it will avoid that.’

The Director shook his head. ‘I'mstill not sure...’

Cassi interrupted. ‘Do you doubt the truth?

‘“It’s not that. It’s...’

‘What ?’
‘ The possi bl e repercussions.’
‘Mght | be so bold as to suggest gaining a consensus of opinion anong the

present group. At least then we will know where we stand.’

‘ Consensus on what, precisely?

‘Three things, if | read the situation correctly. Firstly, what we have
said. Do you believe it? Secondly, do | get the opportunity of living a nornmal
life on Earth? Freedom to marry and raise children? Thirdly, what do we do
with the Andronede Seed? Do we announce its existence to the world or
i ntroduce the eggs quietly and let the Earth inprove itself gradually over the
next couple of generations?

‘There is a fourth,” added her father. ‘Do we, as responsible scientists,
opt out and let politicians or, God forbid, religious |eaders, decide for us?
‘“I'f I mght nake a suggestion,’” said Doctor Pederson after a nonment of
silent contenplation. ‘It would seem very obvious to ne that we nust answer

the last question first. If we eight here are not qualified to decide, then it



i s pointless discussing anything nor reaching any concl usions.’

The Admiral frowned. *'Eight?

‘Cf course.’” He smiled as he | ooked around. ‘I may only be a doctor but |
can count that far.’

“You woul d include ny secretary?

‘Cf course. | haven't examined her as closely as | have Mss Duncan but |
surnise that Tara is a wonan.’

‘But she is not a scientist.’

‘No, but she does represent the human race, perhaps better than the rest of
us. | propose that she be consulted and that her opinion or vote is of equal
value to the rest of us.’

‘What say the rest of you?

A majority agreed. Tara beanmed. The Admiral sighed. ‘Very well.’

‘So,’ said the Director. ‘Are we qualified to make a decision or do we refer
the matter to others?

The agreenent to deci de was unani nous.

‘May | nake a suggestion? said Commander Duncan.

‘Cf course, Jim’

‘I'f Tara would issue each of us with a sheet of paper, we would answer the

three questions anonynously and submit them to Tara who will summarise the
results for us.’

“Why Tara?’

‘ Because she is probably the | east opinionated anbng us.’

“Al'l agreed?

They did and sheets of paper were handed out.

The Director addressed them ‘Let’s make sure we understand what,
specifically, we are recommending. The first question is - did Jim Duncan

visit Androneda and do all the things he said he did? The second concerns the
future of Mss Duncan. Wat do we want to happen to her? The third is about
the seeds. Wat do you want to happen to thenf? Before we start, do you agree
these are the nain questions to be answered?’

They all did. They all wote. They all submitted them to Tara who coll ated
them and read t hem t hrough before nmaki ng one or two notes.

At the Director’'s nod, she began. ‘First question - is what we have heard
the truth? Answer - we are exactly divided. Four of us believe, four do not.’

‘That’'s interesting,” said Mke. ‘I presune that Cassi and her father
believe their own stories. | certainly do, so that |eaves only one other

person in this roomwho fully believes they are telling the truth.’
The Director ignored him ‘The second question, Tara?
‘Wth one exception, all of us agree that Mss Duncan can go to Earth and

|l ead any lawful lifestyle she |likes and can have as many chil dren she w shes.’
‘That’s conforting to know,” said Cassi a little sarcastically.
‘Thirdly, the matter of the eggs. The opinion is varied and | can only

sunmmari se. Four of us say they should be given every opportunity to devel op on
Earth. Three of those four say that the race should be absorbed into humans so
as to benefit mankind. Two of them say their existence should be advertised as
widely as possible, giving both the advantages and disadvantages of
integrating them into our conmunity and the other two argue that because of
possi ble resistance, the seeds should be introduced quietly and without
announcenent .’

‘What about the other four, Tara?

Tara swal | owed. ‘ They say the eggs should be destroyed i nmediately.’

‘The results do not conpute,’ said Cassi instantly.

‘ How do you nean?’

‘Three of the story-believers also want the eggs protected and then used.
The fourth believer may not, of course, believe enough to want the Andronmedans
on Earth. The paradox is that at |east three who disbelieve also want the eggs
destroyed. That is illogical.’

‘111 ogical?

‘“If father and | have lied, then the seeds are not from Androneda at all,
and are therefore conpletely harmess. Either we have nisunderstood the
inplications or, if | read the situation correctly, three of you want to

ensure you elinmnate the Andronedee Seed conpletely and deliberately handi cap
the future devel opment of the hunan race.’
‘The results were to be anonymous, M ss Duncan.’



‘I am not asking for the guilty ones to own up, | am sinply asking if |
understand the results correctly.’

‘I think that you have sumred it up very concisely,’ said Mke seriously.

‘Then, | mght ask, what are you going to do about nme? If you are prepared
to destroy the eggs, will | suddenly di sappear one dark night? WIl you foll ow
the General’'s exanple and try to have ne raped and then left to bleed to
deat h?’

The Director’s mouth dropped open. ‘Wat?’

Cassi smiled. ‘You nmean you didn't know?’

‘I had no idea. Wen did this happen?

‘When Mke and | were in Paris.’

‘I didn’t think he would go to those |lengths.’

‘I caught the man at it,’ said M Kke.

‘He was attacking her?

‘Nearly. | only just caught himin time with a hypo full of “ tell and
die. "’

‘Good grief!’

‘So what happens to the eggs? pronpted Cassi.

The Admiral smirked, thus conveying to those in any doubt what his vote had
been. ‘CQut of all the options, the greater choice is to destroy them’

Cassi | ooked straight at him ‘1 can’t let you do that.’

“What ?’

‘They are ny brothers and sisters. | will not |let you destroy them’

‘But the majority decision...’

‘There wasn’t one,” Mke pointed out. ‘The decision to destroy or to

preserve was equal .’

‘Ah, but the choice to preserve was a divided one.’

‘Now you're splitting hairs, Jonathan, and it is beneath you.’

‘As the senior officer on Orion...’

“Bul I'!”

“What ?’

‘l said bull. Neither | nor nmy nen report to you and if you try to go near
that ship, ny nen have orders to prevent entry at all costs.’

‘I could override that order,’ said the Director quietly.

‘Yes, sir. You could.’

Everyone watched the Director to see what his answer would be. Cassi didn't
wait. Standing once nore, she wal ked around the table and stood next to him
All eyes turned to her. Slowy and deliberately, she took out her pocket
calculator. Instead of pressing keys in the nornmal way, she held down one
button and spoke into it. ‘lris, activate nmain reactor.’

Everyone sat stunned. Cassi handed the “ calculator” to the Director. ‘What
does it say?’

The Director’s voice trenbled as he looked at the small screen and then
spoke. ‘It says “ Main reactor activated. Critical mass in nine mnutes and
forty-five seconds.” ' He | ooked up. ‘The seconds are decreasing.’

‘M ss Duncan,’ snided the Admiral. ‘Wat are you trying to do?

‘“If ny brothers and are to die, so are you.’

‘Die?

‘CfF course. What do you think will happen when Wayfarer Two's reactor goes
critical with no-one on board to control it?

He snatched the handset out of the bewildered Director’s hand. ‘G ve ne that
thing. I'Il stopit.’

‘I don't think so, Admral. It is progranmed to accept only nmnmy voice
pattern. Iris will sinply ignore yours.’

‘1"l get on board and pull her plug.’

‘First, you nust get the Director to authorise access to the ship, then you
nmust persuade security to let you aboard. After that, you will have to get
through two airlocks and a closed bul khead and get to Iris in..." She |ooked
over his shoulder. *Under seven mnutes.’

He gave it back to her. ‘Shut it down!’

‘“Not until you agree to preserve the Androneda Seed.’

‘But the vote...’

‘I nconcl usive and subject to sonme dispute, | believe.’

‘I change ny nmind,” said Tara suddenly. ‘I’'m sorry | let you down, Cassi.’
She faced the Director. ‘I want the Seed preserved.’



‘It’s too late,’” said the Admral.

“If it is then | mght as well use my last couple of mnutes telling
everyone about what you tried to do last night.” She lifted the radi ophone
fromthe wall. ‘In fact, | night as well tell everyone on Earth, too.’

‘That’ s bl ackmail .’

‘That, ny dear ex-boss, is what | would rather call self-preservation.’

‘ Ex- boss?’

She nodded. ‘1 resign. | have decided | would rather become the nother of an
alien than work for you any |onger.’

‘Two minutes,’ said Cassi.

‘Can you shut down using that comunicator? said the Director.

‘CfF course. Alternatively, | can take us all for a spin around Earth while
you make up your minds.’

The Admiral put his head in his hands. ‘Ch, no. Not again.’

‘Agai n?’ said the Professor suddenly.

‘M ss Duncan | ocked her ship to Orion and towed the base into orbit.’

Pr of essor Akherd suddenly | ooked very interested. ‘Wen was this?

“Just before she left to find Wayfarer One.’

He | ooked at Cassi. ‘At what speed?’

‘Light speed,’” said Mke. ‘I was there.’

‘Let me get this straight. You took Oion Base around the Earth at |ight
speed?’

‘Yes.'’

‘What was the tinme conpression?

Cassi’'s eyes lit up. ‘Two hours and forty-two m nutes.’

He | ooked at the Director. ‘Not only do I now fully believe her, | want
those eggs used - as soon as possible. Such intelligence nust be preserved at
all costs.’

‘Privately or publicly? asked Cassi.

‘I don't care. Just shut down that anti-matter reactor before we are all
reduced to cosnic dust.’

OINITOZITION

Cassi took the communicator from the Admral. The tiny display read
‘“Critical mass in five seconds.’” She pressed a key. ‘lris, nain reactor to
st and- by.’

‘Confirned main reactor standing by >

Cassi sniled. ‘Thank you, gentlenen, Tara. Now all we need to decide is what
we do with the eggs. Do we informthe world or introduce themquietly?

‘How could it be done quietly? asked the Director.

‘I could arrange that,’” said Jon Pederson. ‘At ny clinic, there are dozens
of operations perforned each nmonth to produce birth by artificial

insem nation. Many of the nothers will be glad of the possibility of having
children who will be highly intelligent and have prospects of living forever.’

The Admiral still argued. ‘But is it ethical?

‘CfF course. As several of us still don't believe they are from Androneda
anyway, | shall treat themas if they were nornal hunman eggs.’

“But what if they contain disease or sonething?’

‘I think you will find the screening process at ny hospital is second to
none since the AIDS epidenic during the nineties. Seeds or eggs which are in
any way unsuitable will be rejected, yes Admral, and destroyed, as would any

donated from Earth humans that were found to be contam nated.’
‘What now convinces you it is the right thing to do?

‘The attitude of Mss Duncan. She was willing to die herself to try and
protect the eggs. If she was an alien of some kind, | would not have been
i nfluenced. However, as | have said before, she is not. If cross-nmatching

humans with the Andronmedee seed produces people like her, then I am all for
it.’



‘Is it to be done quietly or publicly?

‘In my opinion, quietly,” said the Doctor. ‘Each parent chosen wll, of
course be inforned and given to option to choose. Qther than that, we nust not
risk mssing out on the opportunity of a lifetine.’

‘“You really think this is what it is?

‘Cf course,’” said Jim ‘Imagine what it would be Iike to find a lost tribe
of Aztecs or Incas. This is no different.’

The Director |ooked around the room ‘Any strong objections, provided both
the distribution and the results are nonitored?

There were none. He closed his notebook. ‘Very well. The seeds wll be
transported to Earth and distributed from Bruxelles. WII you see to it,
Doct or Pederson?

‘“I't would be nmy pleasure.’

The Marshal stood up. ‘Wth your pernission, Alan, | will go along to ensure
security is nmaintained.’
The ol der man nodded. ‘As you wish, Mke. | leave the nmatter conpletely in

your safe hands.’

‘I would rather remain on Oion for the time being,’ said Commander Duncan.
‘I am not yet ready for another dose of Earth atnobsphere and would like to
stay where | can gain access to Wayfarer so | can reduce ny environmenta
pressure if need be.’

‘“WIl you ever be able to return to Earth, Jin®’

The Commander shrugged. ‘Who knows? It took two years for nme to adjust to

the heavier Mthos atnosphere. Perhaps it will take the sane tine to adjust
back. Alternatively, | nay have to stay in space for the rest of ny life.’
THE Andromeda Seed was taken from Wayfarer One by Jon Pederson and transferred
to the shuttle. Mke and the Director also went and, within the hour, the
shuttle departed for Earth. Cassi stayed behind and took Professor Akherd to
meet Iris.

The | earned man touched the conputer gently as if it was alive. ‘So this is
where the data is stored.’

Cassi nodded. ‘Al of it. | would reconrend dissemnating it gradually. It
has been divided up into logical groups and can be accessed either
sequentially or by subject.’

‘“You are willing to release this information to us?

‘Cf course. That was the whole point of ny father bringing it back to Earth.
W offer themlife, we get their know edge.’

‘It seenms odd, sonmehow, to hear you speak of humans as “ we” and Andromedans
as “ they” .’

Cassi laughed pleasantly. ‘I never saw Mthos, Professor. | was born in
flight, remenber? When | was a child, | thought of nyself as Andronedan, |ike
the other crew nenbers who di ed. However, all | have ever experienced has been
human. | feel like a human, think like one. | am hunman.’

He smiled a little. *What will you do?

‘I want two things. To help you to get the data you need, and to marry
M ke.’

‘And have chil dren?’

She nodded. ‘1 hope so.’

‘“WIl you tell then? About Androneda, | nean.’

‘Only if I have to. | want themto live a normal life, not as freaks to be
observed |i ke microbes.’

‘You are a very wi se young lady, do you know that? You will be sadly nissed
in scientific circles.

‘Not a bit,” Cassi said with a laugh. ‘Iris has far nore to offer than |.’

He sighed. ‘Iris may have the information but, alas, she does not have the
beauty.’

THE Earth shuttle | anded at Europoort where the Doctor and Marshal were met by
an anmbul ance to take them and their precious cargo direct to Bruxelles. Tara,
determined to | eave Oion Base forever, asked to go with them and, within the
hour, the anbul ance was at the hospital

‘Are you sure we are doing the right thing?" asked the Marshal as the two
men carried the insul ated contai ner between them

‘Do you have doubts, M ke?’



‘I don't have any at all. | just want to be sure that you have none.’

‘I will nmonitor the whole thing personally. | can see no snags.’

‘May | ask a favour?' asked Tara as they entered the regul ated storage area.
‘Cf course. Do you need a lift sonewhere?

‘Not yet. | neant what | said on Oion. | want to be inplanted.’
‘Wth mal e Andronedee sper n?’

She nodded.

‘You are sure?

‘“Very sure. | want to do everything | can to nmake this plan succeed.’
‘“Very well. How soon would you like to go ahead?’

“ Now? Toni ght ?’

‘Toni ght?’ both nmen said together.

‘Does that cause a probl en?’

Jon | ooked at Mke. ‘Not necessarily. It wouldn't take long for a sanple to
be checked out. To inject it would take but a few mnutes provided your
menstrual cycle is in the right phase. Alternatively, we could extract an egg
from your ovary and fertilise it externally before replacing it into your
wonb. That, of course, would take |onger.’

‘I want to go ahead as soon as possible. This is very inportant to ne.’

THE Anerican replaced the phone and |ooked at his colleague who sat in the

arnchair opposite him ‘That was the Admral. It is tine.’
The other nman rai sed his eyebrows. ‘The Strain eggs are on Earth?’
The senior man nodded. ‘lI’ve just heard from Oion. They came down by

shuttle and are now on their way to Doctor Pederson’s hospital in Bruxelles.
The shipnent is being guarded by the Marshal in person. You know what to do?

‘CF course,’” the younger man said as he checked the action of his new
automatic pistol. ‘Don’t worry, GCeneral, | have a personal score to settle
with Mchael Hardy. Neither he nor his precious eggs wll be alive by
nor ni ng.’

CASSI led the Professor back to Orion where she saw himto the shuttle.

‘I will send ny assistant to you tonorrow, nmy dear. He will bring a portable
dat abank so as to start the transfer of information. | am very grateful for
all your help.’

‘It was nothing, Professor. Let us hope mankind can benefit fromthis.’

He smiled. ‘There is no doubt about that.’

‘I will be here to help your assistant in any way | can.’ She shook his
hand. ‘I now need to see the Adniral to find out where | can sl eep tonight.’

They parted and Cassi began to wal k back down the long circunferal corridor.
At the large door, she paused and found it ajar. Frowning, she stepped inside.
The room had been Tara's reception office but was now deserted until a
repl acenent could be found. The door to the Admiral’s office was closed, but
she could hear a raised voice fromthe other side. She was about to turn away
when one word caught her ears. Going to the door, she listened.

‘“Very well, Ceneral,’” the voice was saying. ‘I will do what | can.’ There
was a silent pause as the reply was given before he said: ‘Just nake sure no-
one knows about it. If the Director finds out it was nme who told you, we'll
all be in real trouble.” There was a further pause while Cassi |istened
intently and then; ‘Don’'t worry, General. You deal with the eggs, 1'll nake
sure the girl neets with a serious...accident.’

Cassi didn't hear the rest. She was running as fast as she could back down
the passageway towards the shuttle bay. It was not only her life she was
preserving, she had to protect the eggs at all costs. By the tine she reached
the dock, the shuttle had gone. Frantically, she |ooked around her. Wayfarer,
she said to herself, | nust get to Wayfarer.

She took out her conmunicator. ‘lris, state condition of main reactor.’

‘Mass critical >

‘Prepare to activate Main Drive.’

‘Main Drive standing by >’

The whole corridor was deserted. Cassi dropped her comrunicator into her
pocket and slipped off her shoes. She had to pass the Adniral’'s office to get
to Wayfarer’'s launch platform and she wanted to it with the |east hassle.
Carefully and quietly, she walked in her bare feet and held her breath as she
passed the doorway. The big sphere of Terra was bel ow her as she ran across
the central hub. As she started down the passageway to the launch area, a
voi ce called behind her. It was Admiral Burleigh. Cassi ran.



‘“Stop that girl!’ he shouted and his voice echoed around her as the airlock
came up in front of her

A security officer grabbed her arm ‘I'msorry, Mss. | have instructions to
| et no-one aboard either ship.’

‘But my father is on Wayfarer One.

‘Nevertheless, | must ask you to wait here until | have cleared it with the
Adnmiral .’

She | ooked around and could see the officer in question walking towards
them Cassi ducked and the security nan was taken conpletely by surprise and
al rost et go of her. On her haunches, Cassi spun round and leapt into the
air, wenching herself free as the man’s armwent further than it was designed
to go. He cried out with pain and Cassi leapt for the airlock. By the tine it
opened, the Admiral was right behind her

She turned and held up her communicator. ‘One step closer and Iris puts
Wayfarer into Main Drive and you know what that neans.’

“You woul dn’t dare.’

‘Iris. Activate Main drive. Slow ahead on rotational trajectory.

‘Confirnmed >

The Admiral’s eyes went wide open in terror and he fought to keep his
bal ance as the fl oor beneath hi mbegan to nove.

Cassi stepped towards him ‘Release the clanps on both ships when | give the
word or I'll tear this place apart.’

She didn’t wait for his agreement but turned and entered the airlock. As the
door swung cl osed, she watched his dark eyes staring at her with deep hatred.

Cassi sat in the pilot's chair and buckled on her seat belt. She pressed a
button. ‘Father, it’s Cassi.

The reply was al nost inmedi ate. ‘Were are you?

‘I"'m on Wayfarer Two. W have been tricked. The Adnmiral has been in
communi cation with the General who is going to destroy the eggs.

“What ?’

‘1 suggest you start up the notor and get out of here.’

‘\Where are you goi ng?

‘I"'mgoing to Terra.’

‘Cassi, you can't do it. Wayfarer is not designed to land on Earth. You'l
crash and be killed.’

‘I don't care. | nust try to save them’

“I1"1'l come with you.’

‘No, father. You nust save yourself. Get sonewhere out of nissile range
until | contact you again.’

‘“What if you are killed and | don’t hear from you agai n?

‘Then renmenber that | |love you and do whatever you need to do to preserve
the information in Iris. One day, Earth m ght be ready for us.

‘Cassi, take care.’

‘I will.” She switched channels. ‘Adnmiral. Release clanps on both Wayfarer
One and Wayfarer Two i nmmediately.’

“What if | don’t?

‘Then | will take Orion with ne.’

She felt the shudder as the clanps cane open and the vibration stopped as
the big ship broke free. In the vision nonitor, she saw her father’'s ship
drifting away while his reactor warnmed up

“Activate Main Drive,’” she instructed Iris.

‘Confirned. Trajectory? >

‘ Eur opoort Launch Conpl ex.’

‘“Unable to land >

‘Iris. Do as you're told or I'll switch to nanual .’

There was a pause. ‘Trajectory confirmed >

Cassi smled. Iris was al nost human after all
THE car rolled alnost silently along the autoroute and Greg hummed as he saw
the lights ahead. He dialled a nunber on his car-phone. ‘W are just entering
Bruxell es now. | should be at the hospital in ten m nutes.

“You know what to do?

Greg smled to his rough-1ooki ng conpani ons. ‘You bet.’

JON Pederson | eant over the figure on the hospital bed. He smiled. ‘Ready?



Tara nodded. “Yes. It will work, won't it?

‘I think so. The sperm has been checked out and your body is ready to
receive it. In about ten mnute's tine, with a bit of luck, you wll be
pregnant .’

CASSI tensed inside Wayfarer Two as the ship entered the atnosphere and the
tenperature began to rise.

‘Hal f reverse thrust.’

‘Confirned. Speed 25,000 kph >’

‘Reduce speed to 5,000 kph. Miintain present heading but spiral down to
di ssi pate heat energy.’

“Confirnmed >’

The superstructure groaned as Wayfarer Two applied reverse thrust and began
a wide circling over Europe.

Cassi pressed a button. ‘Wayfarer Two to Europa Launch Control. | am about
to attenpt a | anding at Europoort.’
Landi ng not possible. Reroute to Orion Base Station.’
Landi ng at Europoort essential. Please confirmarrival of shuttle.’
Shuttle just arrived.’

Request you detain Professor Heinrich Akherd there until | get down.’
‘You cannot |and. | repeat, you cannot |and.’
“If | cannot land, then |I must crash into the sea. Ask the Professor which

he woul d rather have me do.’

There was a long silence as the speed gradually dropped. Cassi renenbered
her father’s words. ‘Wayfarer is not designed to land on Earth.” Then she
renenbered that Wayfarer had | anded once before. Not only that, it had taken
of f agai n.

The radi o spoke. ‘Professor confirns that it is vital that the ship is not
brought down in the sea.’

Cassi grinned. ‘1 knew he'd say that. Ask himto get Doctor Pederson on the
phone immrediately. | will talk to himwhen |'m down.’

‘cood | uck, Mss.’

‘Thanks. Iris, replay sequence for |anding on Mythos.’

‘ Commenci ng sinmulation >

Cassi watched the playback of her father’'s attenpted |anding at Androneda
with interest and, suddenly, she knew how it was done.

“Full reverse thrust, Iris. Rotate through ninety degrees.’

‘Confirmed >

Time and notion seenmed to stand still as the big ship turned broadside on
and began to slow rapidly and fall towards the surface.

‘“Activate Main Drive.’

‘“Main Drive activated. Earth contact in two minutes >

‘ Speed?’

1000 kph and droppi ng >

‘Increase Main Drive.’

‘Confirned. Speed 800 kph >’

‘Nice and easy, Iris.’

‘ Command does not conpute >’

Cassi laughed. ‘And here’s nme thinking you were intelligent.’

Conmand does not conpute. Danger >’

I dentify.’

Earth contact in one mnute >

I ncrease Main Drive. Decrease fall speed to 100 kph.’
Confirmed. Danger >

Identify.’

‘Earth contact in thirty seconds >

‘ Decrease speed to 50 kph.’

Cassi heard the whine of the drive as it fought to slow Wayfarer and to keep
the ship upright.

‘ Danger >’

‘ldentify.’

“Unknown structures bel ow >’

“Full left retro.’

‘ Confirned. Danger >



‘ldentify.’
‘Earth contact ten seconds and counting >

Ni ne >’

| ncrease Main Drive.’
‘Ei ght >
‘“Main Drive at maximum> Falling too fast >
‘ Seven >’

VWhat should she do? If she activated the Proton Drive now, she would spread
strontium90 into the atnosphere for nmiles around and she couldn’'t do that.
She woul d have to go for a hard | andi ng.

“Six >

‘Activate Auxiliary Drive.’

‘Five >

“Activating Auxiliary Drive >

‘Four >’

‘Three >’

‘Two >’

‘Rate of descent 20kmih. contact imm nent >’

Cassi hel d her breath.

The massive jolt was acconpanied by the sound of tearing netal as the drive
shi el ds crushed and buckl ed under the weight of the cruiser. Cassi’s eyes went
wi de as Wayfarer Two swayed slightly and then cane to rest at an angle. One
thing was certain: if her ship was ever to fly again, it would need nmjor
surgery first.

She sighed with the relief at being down safely. ‘Iris. Cut all Drives. Shut
down reactor.’

‘Confirnmed >

The Professor’s voice came over the radio. ‘Wll done, Frauline Duncan. |
have Doct or Pederson on the line from Bruxelles.’

‘Tell himthere is danger. The Admiral has betrayed us and is working with
the General to destroy the Seed.’

‘One nonent .’

Cassi unfastened her belt and dropped from the chair which was at an
unfam liar angle. She didn't feel at all graceful in her skirt and top but
managed to |land ninbly on her feet.

‘Mss Duncan. |I'm afraid we are too late. The General sent nen to the
hospital to collect the eggs while the Doctor was in consultation with a
patient.’

“And M ke? Were is Mke?
‘Doctor Pederson regrets to informyou that the Marshal has been shot whil st
trying to prevent the theft and is nowin a critical condition.’

CASSI stared at the console for a long time with frustration, sorrow and anger
vying for first place in her enotions, before switching off and heading for
the hatch. Unfortunately, the floor was now a wall and the wall with the hatch
was the floor. Consequently, the hatch counter-bal ances did not work at that
angle. To get out, she would have to |lift a hundred kil ogrames of titanium
agai nst Earth gravity. Kicking off her shoes and hitching her skirt right up
to her waist, she placed one bare foot each side of the |ock and, grasping the
| ever, hauled on it with all her strength. It would not budge. The flexing of
t he superstructure upon |landing had twi sted the hull slightly and the door was
firmy jammed. Cassi sat down and stared at it. Wat could she use to help
her? Wayfarer was keel ed over at about ten degrees and if the w nd cane up,
the whol e thing could topple over and not hing could save her then

I nspiration canme suddenly and she reached for a small panel beside the door.

‘Pressurise or evacuate? (P/E) > said the small screen.

‘E,’” she stabbed and the punps began to draw air from the flight deck. She
knew it would take alnpst three mnutes to cause a total vacuuminside and she
woul d be dead | ong before that. She just hoped that the air pressure which had
been so alien to her father and friends from Androneda woul d now assi st her by
pushing the door fromthe other side. After a mnute, her ears began to sing
as she strained on the handle and struggled for breath in the reduced
at nosphere. Gradually, the air pressure dropped, her senses swam and her
strength began to fade. She didn’t even have the power to turn off the punps.



As she sat down heavily, there was a creaking followed by an al m ghty bang as
the hatch flew back and smashed against the wall which was now her floor.
Cassi was glad she had had the foresight to position herself on the opposite
side to the hinges. If she hadn't, she would have been squashed fl at.

The air was sweet as it flooded in and she reached out and turned off the
depressurisation wunit. She could feel the ship swaying slightly on its
precari ous base as she |ooked over the edge of the doorway. The corridor,
normally horizontal in flight, was now vertical below her and to go through
the hatch would nmean a drop of a hundred netres. Cose-by the left of the
corridor was the wall of the cabin. An idea fornmed in her mnd.

Careful ly, she slipped her legs out over the edge and | owered herself until she hung by
her fingertips and started to gently swing. Faster and faster, she swing until with a
cry, she let go and flew through the air to land with a thud up against the cabin
bul khead. Wnded, she rolled over and stared down the long tunnel bel ow her. Sonehow, she
had to get down to the main airlock and, for the sake of the others, had to do it wthout
delay. The airlock was on the opposite side, ten feet away, so she carefully |owered
herself until she was opposite to the big doorway and, with a deep breath, |aunched
hersel f across the gap.

Had the ship been upside down, she would have made it. Unfortunately, the
handl e noved as her hands gripped it. Instead of holding her weight, it
rotated through ninety degrees and the door swung open with a sickening crash,
al nost di sl odging her grip to fall down the |ong tunnel.

Slowmy and stiffly, Cassi hauled herself over the edge, got to her feet and
stood on the wall of the airlock. The sign below the flashing green |light said
“ pressure equal - pull lever to open” . (Obediently, she pulled the |ever and
t he outer door swung open.

Unlike the shuttle which has a doorway at ground level, Wayfarer’'s hatch was
just below the nose-cone. Therefore, instead of being close to the surface, she
was still a hundred netres up in the air and the wind was icy cold as it blew
around her bare legs. In the darkness around, lights of all colours flashed at
her as several vehicles arrived. Wile she watched, a searchlight cane on and she
was silhouetted in the harsh light. She | ooked down. It was a |ong drop. Now what
do | do, she asked hersel f?

Inspiration came after a few mnutes and she went back inside and slowy and
carefully clinbed down the inside of the corridor, holding tight to whatever
she could grip. Her hands were slippery with perspiration but, eventually, she
came across what she had been looking for. Just beyond the | oading bay,
i medi atel y above the drive mai ntenance area, was the external access hatch to
the engines. Carefully, she opened it and clanbered through. It was pitch
bl ack but she knew that the ground could be little nore than twenty netres
bel ow her. She could just make out the bottom rim of the engine cow ing which
was jagged and torn where it had tw sted upon | anding.

Cassi thought for a nmonment. She could, of course, sinply sit and wait for a
fire engine and its |adder to cone and find her. Instead, she sinply | owered
hersel f through the opening and dropped into the darkness.

AIOE ANA AEATH

General Dwight Phillips |ooked up as the door opened. He smled. ‘Any
troubl e?’

‘Not enough to stop us,’” said the other nman who stood a l|arge insulated
contained on the floor. ‘I'"m afraid the Marshal tried to play the hero as |
suspected he might. Unfortunately for him there were four of us and only one
of him’

‘I's he dead?’ asked the General with a noticeable |ack of genuine concern.

‘I didn’t wait to find out.’

‘Probably just as well. Did anyone see you?

The younger man sniled. ‘No-one still alive. Did Jonathan get the girl?

‘I don't know. |I've tried a fewtinmes to raise Oion on the radi ophone but,
for some unknown reason, | can’t get an answer. | hope everything is all

right.’



‘“What could be wong? Surely even he can’t bodge up a sinple job Iike
throwing a girl out through an airl ock.’

‘ Per haps Commander Duncan interfered.’

‘Il doubt it. The Admiral’'s got too many loyal nen up there who will obey
wi t hout question. Grman and Smithers have done plenty of this kind of thing
before.” He indicated the insulated box. ‘Do you really think these things are
wort h anyt hi ng?’

‘l have no idea and don't really care. Al | got from Jonathan was a frantic
message to say they nust be taken fromthe hospital and destroyed at all costs
before they are used to benefit mankind. Benefit mankind, indeed. Who do they
think they' re kidding?

The phone rang. ‘Yes?

It was his secretary. ‘There is a wonan on the phone for you, General. She
says it’s personal and highly inportant.’

He sighed. ‘Another conplaint about helicopter noise, | expect. Ckay, put
her through.’
There was a clicking and then ‘ Good afternoon, General Phillips.’

The hairs rose on the back of his neck as the general leant forward. Geg
| ooked confused but sinply watched.

‘What do you want?’ he said hoarsely.

‘I believe you have sonething there which belongs to ne,’ said the famliar
Voi ce.

‘I don’t know what you nean.’ He covered the handset. ‘Get Susie to put a
trace on this call.’
‘Surely you haven't forgotten already,’ said Cassi. ‘Your nen only stole it

an hour ago.’

‘“What is it that you want?’

‘| propose an exchange.’

‘ Exchange? What do you nean?’

‘The eggs in return for ne.’

‘For you? What would | want with you?

‘I must be of sonme value, dead at least, or you and the Admiral would not
have gone to such lengths to try and di spose of ne. The eggs you have in your

possession are not yet fertilised. Wen they have been, they wll have sone
intrinsic value. Until then, they are worth nothing to you. I, on the other
hand, amstill alive.’

‘“No deal .’

‘Then | make you a promise, Ceneral. If those eggs are destroyed, you are
finished.’

‘Are you threatening ne, young | ady?’

‘Not at all. | am of a peace-loving race. | sinply foresee the natural
outcone. By the way, | understand that you have lost a certain space station,

one which is essential for your military conmmunications.’

He | eant forward. ‘Wat do you know about that?

‘Everything, General. | know where Orion is but | also know that you cannot
contact her by radio and that a shuttle will be unable to dock there. For the
time being, Oionis in ny hands.’” The line went dead.

The secretary entered. ‘The call cane from Europoort Launch Centre.’

‘How the hell did she get down to Earth? And why have | still not heard from
Oion?
‘I keep trying,” said the secretary. ‘But all | get is static. Mjor

St evenson from Engi neering nuttered sonething earlier about his believing that
Oion was rotating and consequently unable to keep her transmitter dish
aligned. But that can't be true, can 1t?

The General |aughed nervously as he renenbered what Cassi had said. ‘Oion?
Rotating? | don’t think so, Susie. Let ne know when you get through.’

‘Shall | take care of the girl? asked Geg Witson eagerly after the
secretary had gone.

The Ceneral nodded. ‘You' d better. And quickly, before this all backfires in
our faces.’

CASSI put down her phone and the Professor stared at her. For several mnutes
she paced the room deep in thought.
‘You won't really risk harming all those people on Orion, will you? he said



eventual ly.

‘No.’” Cassi said firmy. ‘The station is only rotating very slowy so they are
perfectly safe. But General Phillips doesn’'t know that.’

‘May | take a |l ook at your cal cul ator?

‘Certainly.” She took it out of her pocket and handed it over.

He turned it over in his hands. ‘Ingenious little toy.’
‘Beta designed it for ne when | was very small and taking |lessons fromlris.
It meant | could sit in ny room and communicate directly with the conputer

wi thout having to clutter up the flight deck.’

He | ooked serious for a nonent. ‘Could you contact Iris from here?’

She nodded. ‘I1f | had to. It has quite a range for such a snmall device.’

Inspiration dawned on the older man. ‘So all those facts and figures you
produced at the neeting were...?

‘Straight from the conmputer,’” she agreed. ‘You asked me so | sinply asked
Iris. You see, Professor Akherd, it is Iris who is the genius, not [.’

MARSHAL Hardy groaned as he tried to sit up but firm hands pushed hi m down
agai n.

‘You nust rest, Mke,’ said the Doctor. ‘W’ ve nanaged to get the bullet out
but you've lost a lot of blood.’

‘ The Androneda Seed?’

John | ooked sad. ‘The General’'s men took it, I'mafraid.’

‘But | don’'t understand why. Wat can they possibly want with those eggs? |
must get to Europoort.’

‘Relax, Mke. It's all a bit of a nystery right now The Professor rang from
the launch area and | told hi mwhat had happened.’

‘How di d those nen know where to cone for the Seed?

‘There nust be a |eak.’

‘But there were only the few of us present when the matter was discussed
aboard Orion.’

‘Then one of them nust have told the General.’

‘But who?’

‘Wll, there aren't many alternatives. | didn't, you didn't and neither
Cassi nor her father woul d have done.’

“And Tara has been with us the whole tine,’ M ke added.

‘So that |eaves the Director, unlikely as he wants to pronote the space
programme and this is his great opportunity for himto justify it to the whole
worl d; the Admiral, an unknown quantity; or Professor Akherd - or both.’

M ke | ooked thoughtful. ‘By the way, where is Cassi now?’

Jon | ooked suddenly ill. “She is wth the Professor.’

CASSI | ooked up at the knock and the Professor shrugged as one of the nen
unl ocked and opened it. The Director walked it with Natasha Ral entov and Hans
Bart ek.

‘“Well, ny dear,’” the senior man greeted. ‘I think you had better tell us
what it is you are up to. There nust be a representative from every newspaper
and TV station in the world outside, waiting for you.’

‘1 know,’ she said. ‘Il called them’

‘You call ed then? Have we not had enough adverse publicity al ready?

‘I think it is high time we brought certain things out into the open.’

‘“But it will ruin the space programme.’

‘You didn't need ne to do that,’ she said quietly. ‘Between you, you managed
it all by yourselves.’

‘What do you want ?’

“An opportunity to speak to the world, to put the case for Androneda.’

‘To stop the exploration of outer space? Permanently?

‘On the contrary, M Director. If the Androneda eggs are to be used, the

popul ation of Earth will grow rapidly after the next generation. W only have
a few years to get organised and find additional planets on which to live.’
“And you think that by holding this press conference, you wll achieve
t hat ?’
Cassi smiled. ‘1 know | wll.’

M KE Hardy stirred restlessly in the hospital bed as Jon Pederson discussed



anti-natal matters with Tara Dinsdale. The television in the corner chatted
quietly to itself as the young child played with the knobs. The news began.

‘Tonight, there is news of a startling discovery which has amazed scientists
eart hwi de.’

Tara |ooked up and frowned as the newsreader continued his warmup. Jon
turned up the vol une.

A reporter was speaking. ‘This is Peter Cavannah for International Network

News speaking direct from Europoort Space Centre. As you will know from recent
news-flashes, the Europa Corporation’s manned survey ship Wayfarer Two
returned to Earth-vicinity just six days ago. | now take pleasure in being

able to tell you that Wayfarer One has also been located and we can finally
reveal the full truth of the matter.’

‘Daddy! Look! It's a spaceship,’ said the little girl as her father forced
hi nsel f up onto one el bow.

The recently-arrived Margaret Hardy had not lied. Behind the newsnman was the
bul k of Wayfarer Two, keeled over at an angle where it had recently | anded.
Lights flashed, men ran around trying to make it safe as the voice droned on

until - “And now over to Erika Clark at the Europa Flight Centre itself.’
The scene changed to the interior of one of the buildings. A fair-haired
woman was speaking. ‘Good evening. | have with me Al an Thonpson - Director of

Europa Corporation, Professor Heinrich Akherd of the National Space
Laboratory, Natasha Ralentov of the Oion Base Committee, Doctor Hans Bartek
who desi gned the propul sion unit for the Wayfarers and M ss Cassi opei a Duncan,
daughter of Janes Duncan who is M ssion Commander of Survey Ship Wayfarer
Two.’

CASSI felt her first twi nges of apprehension as the caneras roved and showed
the distinguished faces to the invisible audience. One by one, FErika
qguestioned each of the scientists and gained for her viewers the overall
picture of what had happened. It seenmed odd to Cassi to hear these |earned
peopl e, sonme of whom had opposed her father in the beginning, now telling his
story as if they had believed it all al ong.

Eventually, the interviewer and her caneras came round to Cassi. ‘Mss
Duncan, am | correct in saying that you were not, in fact, born on Earth?
Cassi nodded. ‘1 was born on board Wayfarer Two.’

‘What of the others? The ones who died? Were they also born in flight?

‘No. They actually canme from Androneda itself.’

“And did they intend to conme to Earth and take over from us?’

‘Certainly not! They were not capable of reproduction and they would have
been still alive today if they had been allowed to remain on board Wayfarer as
had been originally intended.’

‘Then if these Andronmedans were not going to come to Earth, how did your
father propose to save their race?

‘Wayfarer Two carried their genetic patterns in tw forms. Fenal e eggs which
could be fertilised by nale human sperm and sanples of Andronedan sperm that
could be used to fertilise Earth wonen.’

‘To produce a m xed race?

‘That was the idea. The Andronmedans were a people who did not argue or fight
and who could live to a very old age. However, they did not want to take over
Earth for thensel ves.’

‘“Woul d this resultant nmix benefit people on Earth?

Cassi nodded. ‘ Most definitely.’

‘“You must understand that nmany viewers will be sceptical as to the benefits
fromthis mx. How can you be so sure that the result would not be sone kind
of nonster and that human |ife would not be threatened?’

Cassi drew in her breath. ‘Because | am such a hybrid. My nother was
Andr onredan.’

Erika smled. ‘And you would seem perfectly normal to nme.’ She turned to
face the canera. ‘The qualifications of the experts around this table are
i ndi sputable. Professor Akherd, is such a fantastic journey really possible?

The Professor sat back in his chair. ‘l have done several calcul ations based
upon Mss Duncan’s theories and it does nmake sense.’

“And the Proton Drive, Doctor Bartek? Is it capable of such speeds?

The designer shrugged but the interviewer was not to be put off so easily.



“I'f | understand the situation correctly, Doctor Bartek, your drive was
designed to double the speed of the craft so as to take advantage of certain
pl anetary alignnents.’

‘That is correct.’

‘But Commander Duncan, and we assunme Commander Markham before him far
exceeded this speed. Wiy was that?’

The inventor, clearly enbarrassed, nunbled some unconvincing expl anati on but
the interviewer now had a bone and she was going to worry it until it produced
neat .

‘Doctor Bartek does not know,' Cassi interrupted.

The roomfell silent as all the cameras suddenly zoomed in on her.

‘He does not know?' asked the excited Erika.

Cassi shook her head. ‘The Proton Drive was never tested prior to the launch
of Wayfarer One.’

‘Not tested? How can that be?

Qut of the corner of her eye, Cassi saw a novenent near the doorway. The
lights were bright and it was difficult to make anything out in that area but
she was sure she had not been mi staken.

‘I think, wth respect,” the Director was saying. ‘The natter was not
entirely the fault of Doctor Bartek. A considerable anobunt of pressure was
pl aced upon himto produce such a drive with limted tine and vastly inferior
fundi ng.’

“Way is this?

‘Because our respective governnments, in their w sdom have repeatedly cut
our budgets over the years in order to continue to fund sophisticated weapon
systenms to destroy rather than to build. Mich of our own scientific work,
therefore, has been done voluntarily. If it was not for the dedication of nen
such as Professor Akherd and Doctor Bartek, we would still be sitting here
| ooking up at the noon, thinking it was nade of cream cheese.’

‘The sane is true in ny country,’ said Natasha Ralentov as Cassi watched the
shape nove again. ‘Al along, politicians and mlitary |eaders have not seen
the i nmportance of such research.’

The shape noved again. It was a nman and he was trying to get into a position
where he could see themall clearly.

“And is it really worth it? asked Erika. ‘I amtold that such space travel
does cost a considerabl e anount of noney.’
The Director answered her. ‘ But the results are worth it. | f

this...accident...had not happened, a far-off civilisation would have been
wi ped out conpletely and we would not have the opportunity presented to us
right now. '’

Cassi stiffened. It was Greg Watson and he was surreptitiously noving behind
sonme equi pnent, trying to get closer. She could see that he had sonmething in
his hand - sonmething netallic and very like Mke's gun but with a |onger
barrel.

Erika Cark was speaking to her. ‘And where are these eggs of which you have
spoken?’

Cassi’s brain whirled. She had to stop him but she also had to protect the
eggs. She had to think of a way to persuade the General to give them back
wi t hout | osing face.

‘The eggs are quite safe,’ Cassi suddenly found hersel f saying.

She | ooked around and saw that the scientists were all staring at her in
di sbeli ef.

‘How do you know this? asked the interviewer as Geg raised his arm to
fire.

‘Because Ceneral Phillips is looking after them for me. Doctor Pederson had
al ready checked the eggs at his hospital in Bruxelles but it seenmed | ogical
that a second opinion would be advisable, especially if the investigation
could be carried out under the direction of someone who had been responsible
for opposing the space progranmme fromthe outset.’

Cassi saw Greg hesitate, uncertain. Now the whole world knew of the eggs and
if the General destroyed them he would be placed in an extrenely enbarrassing
position, just as she had predicted.

“And the result? said the interviewer as if fromdown a | ong tunnel.

Cassi | ooked straight at Geg. Wuld he take the bait? ‘I spoke to the
Ceneral just a few mnutes ago by tel ephone and he confirns that the results



were negative. In fact, he has officially declared the eggs to be perfectly
saf e and beneficial for mankind and has al so agreed to fully support the space
programme in the future. | understand fromhimthat the eggs wll be returned
to the hospital within the hour.

Greg was clearly confused. Had he swallowed it?

Cassi faced the caneras and disarmngly smled her sweetest smle to the
watching billions. ‘I think the General should be publicly comended for such
a positive change in attitude.’

GENERAL Dwight Phillips watched the programme finish and then stood up,
shaking his head. ‘Well 1’1l be dammed.

‘“What is it, sir? said the secretary.

‘Susie, ny dear. It seens | am about to beconme a world hero. Get Grnman in
here at once.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Hi s henchman appeared al nbst immediately as the General |ooked down at the
i nsul ated container and ran his fingers over the lid.

‘G rman, take Smithers and get this box back to the hospital imediately.’

‘But...?

‘“Inmedi ately. And whatever you do, don't go and have an accident along the
way. '’

A nurse was changing Mke's dressing a little later when Doctor Pederson
entered. ‘Feeling better?

‘Il feel damm sore and you know it.’

‘Never mind,” Jon said with a smle. ‘Il have a couple of visitors to cheer
you up.’

M ke groaned as they helped himto sit up and the pain washed over him as he
gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. \Wen he opened them Jon and the nurse
had gone. In their place were the two people he loved the nost.

‘Hel | o, daddy,’ said the younger one.

M ke smiled at her and then | ooked at the ol der one. ‘You take sone terrible

risks but |I love you for it.’
‘I had to try,’ said Cassi
‘I just got a phone call from the Director. It seems you succeeded. The

governnent has agreed to fully support the continued exploration of space. On
top of that, the eggs just reappeared out of the blue, safe and sound.’

She smled. ‘I'"mglad.’

‘G ve us a kiss.

‘Only if you hurry up and get better.’ Cassi |leant over the bed and their
lips net.

“Auntie Tara,’ said Maggie excitedly as a newconer entered. ‘Cassi’s Kissing
my daddy.’

Cassi turned and smiled at the dark-haired girl who |ooked flushed with
excitenent. ‘Tara. How |l ovely to see you again.’

‘I"ve got sonme good news,’ Tara whispered as the girls enbraced briefly.
‘1" mgoing to have a baby.

Cassi stood back in amazenent. ‘You nean...?

Tara winked at her. ‘A very unusual kind of baby.’

‘You are very brave.’

‘Nonsense. Lots of people have babies.’

Cassi smiled. ‘Yes. But not one as special as yours. Father will be very
happy.

‘“What is he going to do now?

‘First of all, he's going to play “ catch” with Oion. After that, he wll
start visiting nearby stars to try to find habitable places on which to |ive.

‘“But | thought the planetary alignnment was no | onger suitable.’

‘It doesn’'t matter any nore. Wth Doctor Bartek’s Proton Drive in Wayfarer
One, the possibilities are endless. He can get to the edge of the Sol ar System
and even visit other stars if need be, and bring back whatever data is
needed.’

‘But he could be gone for years at a tine.’

‘Only by his own time-scale. By Earth tinme, Wayfarer will be away for very



short periods.’

‘ And Vayfarer Two?’

‘Once the databanks have been tapped and anal ysed, the ship will be repaired
and re-launched. Doctor Bartek mentioned sonething about fitting tenporary
solid-fuel boosters to enable it to defeat gravity just this once.’

“And you? What will you do?

‘Me?’ She turned to ook at the invalid. ‘That depends upon M ke.’

‘Before he can do anything at all,’ Jon Pederson said. ‘He must recover and
that means lots of rest. So, if you |ladies have finished...?

‘Conme on, Maggie,’ said Cassi, holding out her hand to the young child. ‘I
think it’s time you showed ne where you live.’

‘ Goodbye, daddy,’” the child called with a wave before acconpanying Cassi
down the corridor.

‘You are a very lucky girl to have a father like that,” Cassi said as they
entered the lift.

Maggie’'s eyes went wide with pleasure. ‘My daddy is very clever, you know.
He goes into space.’

Cassi acted all-innocent. ‘Does he now? He nust be really clever to do
t hat .’

‘W saw you on the telly tonight.’

Cassi smled. ‘Is that so? Wuld you like to be on telly one day?

“l don’t know. Whuld | have to m ss school ?’

‘Perhaps. In the nmeantinme, you and | are going to have to get to know each
other. Wuld you |ike that?

Margaret Hardy hesitated. ‘I think so. WII daddy be coni ng hone?

‘Your daddy will always be at home from now on. He told ne that when he is
wel |l again, he's going to start a new job here at Europoort so we can all live
t oget her.’

“1'"d think 1'd l'ike that.’

‘In the neantime, | need to learn all about life on Earth. WIIl you teach
me?’

The little girl nodded with pride as the |lift doors opened and they stepped
towards the car which was going to take themhone. ‘I like you, Cassi.’

She stopped suddenly. ‘Tell ne, is it right what daddy said? Are you really
going to be ny new numy?’

THE BEI'INNINI

Conmander Janmes Duncan once again released the clanmps from Orion after Cassi
had hel ped himto correct Orion’'s position. She had also re-programmed Iris so
he could interface with the drive console. Then it would respond to his voice
control .

‘Activate Main Drive,” he said with a smle at the recollection of the happy
faces he was | eaving behind on Earth.

The wedding had been beautiful, and he had flown to Earth just for the
celebration. Hs Ilittle girl had |ooked so happy and so had the two
bridesnmaids in blue, one tall and smling, the other young and still confused
by the sudden changes in her life.

‘Main Drive activated > responded Iris and Wayfarer One began to nove out
of orbit.

Cassi had been right - he could not live on Terra. This is where he
bel onged, out in space. Who knows what worlds are out there, waiting to be
di scovered? M ke and Cassi had been allocated a house on the coast near to
Europoort so they could pop up and see himeach tine he returned to Orion. He
woul d | ook forward to that.

He set course - first stop Jupiter to take sone sanples of the upper
at nrosphere and then on to Saturn. Except for the androids who assisted wth
runni ng the ship, he was al one at |ast.



He sat up straight and then smiled. Unclipping his seat belt, he stood up
and left the flight deck. It would be an hour or so before he would need to
slip through the asteroids so the ship was quite safe until then.

Down the long corridor he strode purposefully, to the tiny laboratory at the
end where he went over to a small box of electronics. Instead of resting
quietly until needed, the incubator humred to itself as the |I|ife-support
nmonitor registered a tiny heartbeat. He lifted the lid and | ooked inside. In
his nenmory, he was thrown back twenty years and he realised that history was
cheerfully repeating itself.

Jim Duncan sm | ed. Yes, he was alone. But not for nuch | onger.
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