STARGLIDER - CPC ‘OPTIONS

The following options wre availuble From the control sereen before each game,

1t Control Keyboard / Joystick

2 Define Keys

3 Cusor Type Moving 7 Fixed

4 Speed Control Keybouard / One Hand Mode
5 Sound On/ ol

6 See Top Scorés

7 Centering Both/ None / Y Axis / X Axis

<ENTER> to Stan Game

Control
This option defines whether the keybourd, or joysticks are used 1o comrol the

AGAV.

Define Keys
This option alfows you ta redeline all Keys used i the gae to your own scttings.

Cursor Type
floaung (they move i telation 1o the movement of the AGAV iself).

Speed Control

This option allows AGAY pitoly to choose between Normal and One Hand control.
In Normal made, you use the joystick for lefyfvigin/up/dowigise, and two heys for
uccelerate/deceleraw (or the keyboard for all funciions). Tn One Haod Mode, you
cin use the goystich (or the up/down/leliZnght Keysy as usaad, but when fue is
pressed followed by up ot down, the AGAY will acceletate or deceleraie,

Sound
This aption wras the sound o and ot

See Top Scores
This uption allews you 1o view the high-score table.

Centering
This opuion allows you to define the way i which ilie cross-hair sight auto-centres.,
I both is selected, the sight will move wwards the nuddle ol the screen. 1Y Axis

or XAy are selected, the sight will ouly be centred aony that o

5.
While the game is pauscd, you will e able 1o aller the palette 1o yeur own chaices,

Note: Quickshou Il type joystcks may preveat keyboard input. To overcome this,
YOU ity hatve 1 remaove vie fossiich when keybouard inga 65 necessary,
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Cassette \ $

. A To bank teft or right, increase or decsease altitude, and fire FIRE LASERS
ave ok mac . CrAPE MU ¢ ¢ LASERS
Il you have u disk machine, cutor TAPE. = lasers, use cither the joystick or the heyboard fn Nommal nude, .
Insert the casselis in the dataconiar and press CTRE-ENTER and use the keyboard 0 aceelenate and decelesate.

Diskette

tnsen side A of disk and enter RUN "SG When using One-Hand mode, you may accelerate and

decelerate by pressing FIRE combined with pitch up/down.

o

BANK
RIGHT

Once Joaded, you may redeline the keys and maoddes of control
by scleciing vatious oplions from the menu (see reverse).

Pressing <EN'TER> starts the game.

DECELERATE —___ v%
T

151033 INCREASE ALTITUDE



i i v




Introduction

Welcome to the Airborne Ground Altack Vehicle, the latest and most
revolutionary of the new range of two-seater fighter craft designed and
manufactured by Draziw Induslries, Novenias leading armaments company
for the past elght hundred years.

This manual is divided into chapters detailing most of the features of the
AGAV. However, because of the unique flexibility of the craft's dasign,
notably the ahility to upgrade and modify the weaponry, control systems,
and fual-fenders without needing to rebuild the craft from scratch, you
may need 1o refer to a number of addendum manuals, detailing particular
upgrades. These are available from Section 1.9.e of the Novenian Alliance
State Archive at Erkalon, or direct Irom your airbase Flight Commander.

You are reminded that this documen! is classified at LLevel 4.2, and is
therefore printed on anti-Holostat paper. Any attempt {o duplicate this
manual will result in auto-decomposure of the complete document, and the
simultaneous release of Kryplex gas, which will paralyse the nervous
systam of all known carbon based life-forms in the weslern spiral arm of
the galaxy.

Yrag Draziw,
Chief Designer, Project AGAV.
Stardate 3429.6.81.

Entering the AGAV
To enter the AGAV craft, follow the standard procedure:-

1. Il the AGAV plasma drive is in operation, press the switch marked OPEN
CANOPY , situated below the canopy rim (there is a swilch on both sides of
the vehicle). If the drive is inactive, release the safety catch and slide

back the blister canopy manually, using the handles on the rim.

2. Climb onto the wing and stand as far forward as possible, close to the
auxiliary oxygen port.

3. Place both hands either side of the rim of the canopy, and lift your legs
over the rim into the cockpit.

4. Lower yourself info the pilols seat.

5. Adjust the seat until comfortable, using the posture control switches
situated under the seat.

6. Fasten tha safoty harness.

7. Closa the canopy by pressing the small green button to your immediate
left (marked CLOSE CANOPY). If emergency power restrictions are in
force, slide the blister canopy forward, using the handles situated just
behind the pilot's seat.

The co-pilo! or instructor should follow steps 2 to 7, standing slightly
further back on the wing.



The AGAY Instrument Panel

Your AGAV has one of the most comprehensive compuler control systems
ever developed for a tighter craft. This means thal the pilot only has to
cancentrate on the vilat aspects of flying. such as navigation, combat, and
docking at repair stations for fuel and extra weaponry.

I. I M ] 1 J

The Instrument Panel consists of the following major instruments:-

A - LOCAL AREA SCANNER

This hexagonal screen displays the position of all objects within the
AGAV's range. The scanner can delect density and movement extremely
accuralely, to the extent of sensing the colours of each building, vehicle or
aircraft.

B - ENERGY LEVEL

This instrument shows a constant indication of how much energy the AGAV
has stored for its Plasma Drive Unit. Itis advisable to always keep the
enerqy lavel above 15%.

C - SHIELD STATUS

The Molecular Neutralising Force-Shields should NEVER be allowed to drop
below 10%, under any circumsiances. Shields are replenished when the
craft is repaired al a maintenance silo. The shields are al their weakest
around the undercarriage, therefore it is important that you never allow
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the AGAV to scrape along the ground during flight.

D - LASER CELL STATUS

All four Sapphire Il laser units are fed from the laser cell. If it drains
completely, your craft will be unable to fire laser bolts. The laser cell

can be refuelled at any Novenian airbase or maintenance sifo equipped with
a PosiLok recharger.

E - ALTITUDE METER

The allitude meter shows your current height. If it gets below a sale level
(usually 57%), the meter will flash rapidly and emit a sonic warning. You
are ramindad that it is an offence to fly low in a suburban area except in
times of military emargency, unless you have clearance from your Area
Commander.

F - VELOCITY INDICATOR
The velocity indicator displays the current air speed, up to 2550 urads.

G & H - BANK LEVEL INDICATORS

These twin indicators {one indicalor is affixed to each wing-tip) display

lhe lavel al which the AGAV is banking. The AGAV can bank to 45 degrees
unladen, although cameras or missiles will alter the maximum banking
angle. Both indicators should always display the same bank factor, unless
one ol the wings is severely damaged.

1 & J - PLASMA DRIVE STATUS DISPLAY

These waveform display units indicate various infernal values of the
Plasma Drive. As an AGAV pilot, you need not worry about these unless
they stop completely, or start moving in a reverse direction during flight.

K - SECTOR DISPLAY

The Novenian landscape is divided into 10,000 sectors, on a 100 x 100
matrix. The sector indicator will show the current X and Y position
ranging in value between 00 and 99.

L - MISSILE INDICATOR
The missile indicator shows the number of missiles currently on board.
The maximum number of missiles allowed at any one lime is two.

M - HEADING DISPLAY

This instrumen! displays the heading of the AGAV in relation to the trralya
Star {discovered hy Carrido Otnip in 2601.55.2) in accordance o the north,
south, east, west convention.
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Flying the AGAY

Please note that because thera are a number of different AGAV models
using a variety of pilot control mechanisms, you should refer to the
specitic flight control card which accompanies this manual.

Taking OH

Once all salely chacks have been completed, you may take off using the
following procedure:

1. Pull back on the control shoe to increase altitude.
2. Increase thrust and accelerale forwards.

The AGAV has a top speed of 2550 urads, enabling it to oulrun any sub
light-speed Alliance craft, as well as all Egron and Aruloid military craft
currently in service. It is quile safe to fly at full speed, as the computer
will monitor the plasma drive at all times, and modify the neutron
stabiliser automatically to ensure the plasma converler is always
operating within its safe range.

Flight Manoeuvres

If you have not had full training in ong of Draziw Industries comprehensive
flight simulators, you should familiarise yourself with the more frequent
manoeuvres required by an AGAV pilot. Ope of the most important
manoeuvres whan altacking land vehicles and escaping reprisal from a
nearby enemy is acceleraling, banking and gaining altitude in one smooth
oparalion. Likewise, whon at high altitudes, it is essential that you are

able to decelerate, change direction downwards, and accelerate towards an
attacking enemy target as quickly as possible.

When {lying at low speeds, the bank factor of the AGAV is 50 acute that
you will be able to turn by 180 degrees with extreme ease. Even at
maximum thrusi, the turning circle of the craft is very tight. The quickest
way to turn by 180 degrees is to decelerate to standstill, bank left or
right 1o the AGAV's maximum bank factor, and accelerate quickly away.

Landing the AGAV

The AGAV is fitted with all-terrain landing pads, enabling you to land on
any surface, including molten lava, acid rock, and the vas! Eriale fungi
reafs,

6

To tand on a surlace, bring the craft 1o level flight, and decelerate until

the computer cuts in and holds you in hover mode at zero velocily. Push
forward on your control shoe slowly untit you touch down. If you are
tanding on molten lava, do not be alarmed by the loud hissing sound of the
landing pads coollng the surrounding lava streams.

WARNING: During flight testing of the AGAV protolypes in the vast
Tranalua desert, it was found that flying at extremely low aftitude over an
induclive energy powerling resulted in the absorption of smalf amounts of
plasma snergy. At the time, this seemed unimportant, but as the mk.1
AGAVs were brought into service in urban areas, where high capacity
pawerlines were more commonplace, the full size of the problem was
realised. Daredaevil rookie pilots, trying to prove their aerobatic prowess,
decided that flying just above the ground at high speed belween the twin
towers at the beginning of a powerline and following the path untit
swerving to avoid the apex lower was a great test of skill. This resulted
in large amounis of volatile energy being abzorbed by the AGAVY's energy
storage pod, and subsequently overioading the neutron stabiliser and
inflicting fatal damage o the plasma drive. Attempts to refuel in this

way will result in severe action being 1aken by both the Novenian airforce,
and the Plasma Energy Corporation against all guilty parties.



Weaponry Sysfems

Tha AGAV's main weapon is the Sapphire Il quadpulse laser system. The
tasar is powered from a dedicated laser energy cell situated in the
noge-cone of the craft, diractly behind the Posilok refuelling nozzle.

Two laser cannons are situated under each wing of the AGAV, and each
group of tasers firg simultaneously.

The AGAV has two laser sight operation modes: fixed sights ensures that
the sight is always in the centre of the screen, requiring the AGAV to be
dirnctly inlina with its targat; whereas floating sightfs allows the sights

to move freely about the screen in the direction of the control shoe
movement.

The laser fire bulton has a rapid auto-repeat mechanism, enabling a target
to be hit many times at great spred. The Sapphire Il has an armour
piercing factar of 0.45 - powerful enough to destroy a vehicle with similar
armpur to an Alliance tank with only six direct hits, The laser coll has a
capacity for around 250 fult-power faser pulses and can be recharged by a
Posil_ok station at any Alliance airbase, maintenance depot or sito.

Some AGAV's (mainly carried on Interstellar Exploration Fleet Dredgers)
are fitted with short-range mk. 12 and mk.14 proton missiles. Please
relar to the Stale Archive ref, "Supplimentary Weapons 94/2" for specific
operation delails,

As a desperate measure, and provided your shields are sufficiently intact,
it is possible to intarcapt enemy craft and ram them if no other option is
aviilabln. For this to ba succassful, the anamy should have little or no
shield or force wall of its own.

—

Televislon Guidance System

The AGAV is fitted with a revolutionary new system: The VidiMon
remole-controlled television guided camera.

Using a high-definilion video camera, the AGAV pilot is able to transmit
pictures directly back to Military Headguarters at Qazalon City. An
automatic sliding visual display has been incorporated into the craft
which monitors the flight of the camera.

The camera's flight is started by pressing the LAUNCH button on your
keyboard console.

Once the camera has been launched, you can guide it using the normal AGAV
flight controls (the AGAYV itself will simply hover in its current position

under computer control). The plasma drive shauld be able to transpor! the
camera for at least twenly minutes. if the camera is not returned to the
proximity of the AGAV within that time, or if it is intercepted by the

enemy, it will self-dastruct. .



Docking and Malntenance Procedure

Routing maintenance checks are made on all Alliance craft, before and
after every flight. The AGAV has a major overhaul after every five flights,
or it any machanical or computer related faults are discovered.

During a flight, if you need to refuel the plasma drive, laser cell, or
replenish the shields you should establish a dalalink with the nearest
airbase and follow standard docking procedure. During a state of military
emergency, or if the AGAV has been damaged and is in need if immediate
attention, you may dock at an Alliance space siation repair silo.

The Alliance silos are vast underground chambers with a sloping entrance
building at ground level. The entrance hatch to the silo is marked by a
laser strobe which is easily detectablo by tha AGAV's Enhanced Vision
System. The silos are used to build and maintain all Alliance space
stations and large military air vehicles, but also have facilities available

for the AGAV. Not all space stations maintain geostationary orbit, so as
they approach the entrance, the silo will rotate to face the space station
using the NavSynch system, and then pull it in using its tractor beams.

The current docking procedure is as follows:

1. Establish a datalink with the Chief Engineer al the silo, and walt until
cloarance is givan, The silo will rotate to face you, and then stop, unless
you adjust your flight path. Manual flight into the silo is necessary, since
the AGAV is too small to be automatically pulled in using the tractor
beams.

2. Slowly guide the AGAV through the doors fo the silo. Keep the AGAV
cantral at all times, as hilling the door or a wall could result in major
structural damage being inflicted upon your craft.

3. Once inside the silo, your Enhanced Vision System should alter your
display so that only relevent sections of the silo are visible.

4. 1f you need to collact any new equipment, such as a replacement
lelevision guidance camera, or armaments for special projects (such as
sonic bombs, or Mk. 14 proton missiles), instruct the Chief Engineer to
deposil the equipment at an AGAV collection point, which is usually
situated near the centre of the silo.
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5. When the equipment is ready, fly towards the collaction point, where an
AGRO unit will lock it into place on the AGAV's fuselage.

6. To refuel your laser cell, fly towards the end of the silo, and slow down
o an almost stationary speed.

7. Align centrally with the Posilok Refuelling Point, and fly forward until
you lock into position. When your laser celi has been refuelied, the force
shields will be replenished, and any superticial damage will be repaired by
the AGRO androids.

While the AGAV is being prepared, you will be able to obtain food, liquid
inpul, medical treatment, or a place to sleep in the recreation sector of
the silo.

The Alliance Information Computers are installed at strategic places in
the silo, and provided you have security clearance, you can call up any
military or local information that is available to the Alliance using the
Interrogate Silo Computer option.

When the AGAV has been prepared, you will be escorted to the launch pad.
To faunch from tha silo, wait until an AGRO unil has started up the plasma
drive, When the drive reaches full power, press the button on the console
marked LAUNCH FROM SILO.

Once you have launched from the silo, accelerate slowly forward, bul do
not try to increase altitude untit your are clear of the siio.

11



AGAV Specliications

The main features of the AGAV are as follows:-
Piasma Drive

The retro-thrust plasma power units are a development of the Mk. 6
neutron fusiondrives which were used to great effect in the single-seater
GS20 fightar class craft. They have been subslantially redesigned lo
incorporate a neutron-siabiliser circuit, which has almost completely
eliminated the sponianeaus explosions occasionally experienced by
unforlunate G320 pilots who flew above plasma storms in the ionosphere,
against the advice of their Atmostal dala reports.

Molecular Neutralising Force Shield

These are the latest concepl in shield technology and have been developed
at great cost by the Irata University Molecule Research Unit.

Thea shields work by fusing all unstable molecular structures into an
intagral parl of the shield shell, tharefore minimising the destructiva

force of any solid matter coming into contact with the force shield. The
sneond advance in the shield design is in dealing with 1asar bolts, by
converting laser enerqy into sound waves. This is a great improvement
over {he energy-thirsty fission based shields used on all previous Alliance
units.

Laser Cannons

The AGAY class craft retain the tried and tested Sapphire Il 13ser syslem,
which has been fitled with a new longer-lasting laser energy cell, using

the new Posil.ok cell refuelling system now installed at all airbases and
oullying service depots. The originat duo-pulse unit has been modified to a
aquadpulse system for the first lime to take advantage of these
developments.

Communication Systems
The standard issue military two-way radio system has been fitted (o the
AGAV. A sub-stha data link, using the new NetCell cellular communication

system developed by Novenia Telecom has been added for remote tracking,
and other computer controlled operations.
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Computer System

The AGAV is the first crafl to have a ship's computer specifically designed
for a single craft. Draziw Industries have worked in conjunction with
Imperial Business Machines, o produce the P-CAT (Protoinielligence -
Communication and TransProcessor). The P-CAT is the pilots main
interface with the AGAV, and informs the pilot of the ships status at all
times using its inbuilt SynthaVoice circuitry, message projection, and the
ergonomically designed control panel instrument displays.

Because the AGAV has been designed as a low-flying attack and
reconnaissance craft for use in unchartered landscapes. there is no
computer controlied navigation system. The advantage of this decision is
that in the avent of the enomy gaining control of an airbase, they would be
unable to control an AGAV remotely, or follow its exact flightpath.

*The P-CAT development team have heen assignad to develop the computer
control systems for the newly-announced Sentinal Defence Initiative
(referred to as the "Sky Wars" program by the media), and will therefore
be unable to produce updated versions of the P-CAT syslem in the future.

Televigion Guidance Systems

One of the most important developments in the AGAV program has been the
VidiMon system.

VidiMon is a remote-controlied television reconnaissance systam,
consisting of a high-definilion video camera mounted on a miniature
Plasma drive unit, a result of 15 years research at the Hibbard Technology
Centre.

The AGAV pilot can launch the camera on a surveillance flight, lasling up
{o 20 minutes. A special conliol display has been incorporated into the
AGAV which is automatically activated when the camera is launched.

*N.B. Although early tests using the camera mounted on a short range

proton missile were unsuccessful, the option is still available for the
camera o be mounted on a lightweight remote guided weapon of some kind.
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Computer Enhanced Vigion System

Probably the most spectacular feature of the AGAV is the enhanced vision
syslem.

The greatest problem encountered by most attack craft in the past has
bren searching out tanks and armoured vehicles in built-up areas, in order
to destroy them. Tanks can easily hide behind buildings or under bridges,
and lake pot-shots at fighter craft.

The blister canopy of the AGAV is actually part of a complex display
systam. Rather than laoking at the outside world with standard infra-red
gogales, the canopy actually intansifies the normal lavels of backaround
gamma and x-ray radiation, and enhances the edges of all solid matter to
give a stunning translucent display of anything within its visual range,
even if objocts are behind solid buildings.

The inclusion of the enhanced vision system makes the AGAV the most
poten! seek-and-destroy cralt ever developed for the Alliance.

Pilot Contro! Mechanisms
The AGAV is unique amongst modern fighter craft in its conlrol
mechanisms. The pilot (and co-pilot) manoeuvre the vehicle using the

‘control shoe' situated to the right of the central computer console,

There is a spcondary control sysiem, used by the co-pilot or flight
instructor, consisting of a keyboard module, with a smaller control shoe.

In tha avant of a control-choe faiture, the AGAV may be completely
- controlled from the keyboard module.
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SUB-LEVEL

I,

Incterms of hi-tech nagtiness, the nnmanned sentine] ships had everything., Their
formidable armoury consisied of phofonic darts that could vaporise a small asteroid at
close range, and beam projectors that conld  vaporise a large asteroid at long range.
The ships also possessed foree shiclds capable of absorbing the kinetic energy of a
comet, and fraction beams that could drag an enemy ship to within range of a hattery
of Tusion grenade launchers Tor piccemeal demolition. In short, the sentinels were
extremely well-ecquipped to bring about & messy and violent lifestyle modification of
any would-be invader. To ensure that such intruders had a clear idea of the sentinels’
purpose, emhlazoncd on the sides of their hulls in huge, glowing letters was a message
written in the six fanguages of the inner galactic worlds. Loosely translated, it said:

HEALTH WARNING: DON'T MESS WITH NOVENIA.
2.

Fleet Commander Hermann Kruud sat in a swivel chair in the control room of
StarGlider One - the flagship of his invasion fleet --and stared with brooding,
bloodshot cves at the two sentinel ships that were centred in his hologram ficld.
Several billion miles beyond the sentinels, close to the warmth of the sun, was the
shining glory of the planct Novenia with its small moon. The planet was like a ripe
fruit that was abont to fall into Hermann's grasping, pudgy fingers. His cunning little
cyes would have gleamed with greed had not the picture before him been ruined by
the ugly outline of the sentinels,

Hermann's fanciful beliefs that he was handsome and swashbuckling tended to be
undermined by his appearance. e bore a striking resemblance to an clongated red
billiard ball thar had sprouted arms and lees. He was wearing enough medals (o
trigeer a Casparian magnctic space mine at long range and the amazing mobility of his
huge. bushy eychrows sngeested that they were capable of mating with each other.
Of alt the races of the inner worlds, the LEgrons were the most repulsive, and
Hermann, with his matted, unkept crimson beard was probably the most repulsive of
them all. Like his fellow Eorons, he had no sense of smell. This had the effect of
making the Lgrons nnpopular with those races of the inner galactic worlds who did
possess such a sense. Such attitudes did not unduly bother the Egrons; they
considercd themselves a loveable, peace-loving people and they maintained a
powerful batle flect on permanent alert, ready to beat the hell out of any planet that
said otherwice.

The sight af the robot ships, bristling with every device imaginable to make life
miscrable plus a few (that were not imaginable, made Hermann bang the arm of his
chair in anury frustration, The medals crowded across his chest jostled and jingled

like angry metallic insccts. Ile had promised the Imperial Prator of Egron that this
time there would be no more of what the Imperial Prator had described as
‘monumental cock-ups'. Hermann swore that this time he wauld conquer Novenia.

The trouble with the Novenian solar system was that it was smack in the centre of the
galaxy's fast unconquered spiral arm. Novenia was the stepping-stone to a gleaming
tendrit of stars with planctary systcrs populated by peoples who knew nothing of the
joys of being dominated by the Egrons, or the finer points of Egronian leadership
such as their skills in tax-cotlecting and genocide. The reason for this ignorance was
because the Novenians, well aware that they were a stepping-stone, had decided that
they had no wish to be stepped on. To back up this wish, they had huilt a huge flcet of
sentinel ships and had distributed (hem across the arm of the galaxy so that all the
approaches to Novenia were guarded.

Novenian ingenuity was reflected in the design of their sentinels which were
remarkably efficient at zapping anything that their onboard computers did not like the
took of. Successive Egron generals had discovered to their cost that what the sentinels
did not like the look of was just about anything that moved. After his last humiliating
expedition against Novenia, Hermann had decided that cunning was called for. He had
spent five years building a new invasion flcet. He was conlident that his revolutionary
new ships would get past the sentinels. Once through, the Novenians would be
powerless to resist. Their confidence in the sentinels was such that they had abolished
their home-based army and airforce many years before.

A nervous voice intruded on Hermann's thoughts, "Two sentinels dead ahead, sir.
Range one-five-zero.”

Hermann spun his chair and glared at the diminutive figuwre of the flagship captain.
“Idiot!" he roared, jabbing a finger at the hologram ficld. "Do you think I'm blind!"

"N-no, sir," the captain stammered. "It just that-"

"Have they detected us?”" Termann bellowed.  1is voice was like the thunder of
boulders hurled at a sheet of Klausian steel.

"Yes, sir. We're picking up some narrow beam radiations from their sensors.” The
captain hesitated and eyed the sentinels that were hanging in the centre of Hermann's
hologram ficld. The ships were swelling. 1t was possible to sce the faint halo-like
glow of their force shiclds and the squat muzzles of their projectors. "We'll be in
range of their projectors in five minutes.”

"So what? Hermann snapped, glaring suspiciously at the captain. "They won't use
them.”

"But our ships are thousands of times the size of real StarGliders,” said the officer
despondently. ‘T still say that the sentinels will notice the difference.”

"We're the same shape as the stargliders,” said Hermann complacently. "That's all
thase stupid robots are interested in - our conliguration.” 1is bushy cychrows



twitched. "Ts the fleet maintaining formation?”
"Yes, sir. A perfect vee formation.”

"Bungling idint!" Hermann roared, his globular bulk half-rising from its scat. "The
last thing T want is a porfect formation! 1 ardered a raggeed formation!”

“What T mean, sir,” the captain said hastily, taking a step back, "is that the formation is
perfectly imperfect - if vou sec what 1 mean.”

Hermann punched a control on the arm of his chair. The hologram replication licld
changed to an image of his invasion fleet. The twenty strange-Tooking ships were
strung out behind Hermann's ship in two uneven lines to form an approximation of a
vee-shape. Hermann relaxed. "You came close to having your head torn off," he
muttered.

The captain swallowed, said nothing, and avoided looking at the screen. Every time
he saw the invasion fleet, he suffered a loss of nerve, The contents of the ships were
formidable cnough: tanks. fighters, and combal (roops in sufficient numbers -to
concuer an entire solar system. 1t was the appearance of the ships that caused the
captain to wake up in a cold sweat during his night periods.

Al the ships in the invasion fleet were the shape of gigantic, dart-like mechanical
hirds complete with wings.

Hermann's fingers operated the optical sensor controls. The sentinels appeared
again. This time their image was much larger and they had been joined by two lriends
of a different design. Marked on the side of onc of the new arrivals was an ominous
sign in small letters that read:

I YOU'RE CLOSE ENOUGH TO READ TIHIS,
YOURE CLOSE ENOUGH TO SHARE AN
ON-GOING NUCLEAR FUSION SELF-DESTRUCT
EXPERIENCE,

Hermann snorted. " The fools think they can frighten us.” The captain opened his
mouth to say something and changed his mind.

Jets of plasma were stabhing silently (rom the four senfinels as they closed
purposcfully on the flect.

“Don't vou think it might be a good idea o activate the force shield, sir?” the captain
sugeested fentatively.

Hermann scowled and gave his chest an arrogant thump.  The medals jumped and
clinked. “The day 1 hide behind a force shicld is the day you can call me Meinser,” he
boasted.

“Besides - our shield won't be much use against their combined ficepower. Have you
ever tangled with four sentinels?”

"I pot involved with just one on your last expedition, sir” said the captain miserably,

Hermann's cunning eyes narrowed, He watched the sentinels intently. The scene was
duplicated in the control rooms of the other twenty ships. The images of the sentinels
were relayed throughout the StarGlider Meet for (he benefit of the thousand tank
crews of the Egron invasion army. Two thousand pairs of anxious eyes watched the
approaching sentinels, Jcicles of fear slithered up and down two thousand spines.

The gap between invaders and guardians narrowed. Hermann's bulk sank decper into
his chair.  Although confident that his ruse of war would work, he nevertheless
braced himself for the hammerblows (o the hull that would signal the need for a hasty
return to Egron in an emergency shuttle to report yet another 'cock-up' to the
Imperial Prator.

The gap continued to narrow but the sentinels made no hostile move.

The fleel passed the sentinel ships and the gap slowly widened. Hermann started
breathing again. After five minutes it was necessary to switch to the side scan sensors
to maintain a watch on them. After ten minutes they could be observed only by the aft
SCNSOTs.

Hermann chuckled delightedly and bounced from his chair. He clapped the captain on
the back with enough force to send him staggering. "We've done it! We're through!
By the pyschadelic pulsars of Panjundrum - we've done it!”

Before them in the hologram ficld was the uncluttered image of Novenia.
The ripe fruit was about to fall into Hermann's grasping fingers.

3.

Jaysan had been cxperimenting with fermented computer coolant fluid again and
conscquently did not respond to Katra yeiling in his ecar. She grabbed the comatose
engineer by an ankle and dragged him off his circular bed. The moon's fifty percent
gravity made the task easy. Jaysan groanced, sat up. and nursed his head. There were
cerfain after cffects as a result of excessive alcohol consumption that not cven the
brilliance of Novenian medical science had conquered.

“Jaysan!" Katra pleaded, hauvling him to his fect. "Wake up! Something terrible's
happening.”

Jaysan had been having a bad dream in which he was sober. He was reassured by the

stabbing pain in his temple that told him that it had only been a dream. Before he had
a chance to focus his eyes and check his limb coordination, Katra was half-pushing,
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halfpulling him to the door.
"Where we gain’? he mumbled when they were in the corridor,

Slaysan.” Katrowas unable to complete the sentence but she clung to his arm as
though frightened that he would escape.

"What's the matter?”

Katra stopped and turned 1o face Taysan. Por the fivst time he realised that she was
crving. "Katra? What is n?”

Katra brushed her blonde hair away from her eves.
"Novenia.” she said. her voice strained and unnatural, "Its being attacked.”

4.

Taysan stared ashen-faced at the central screen in the abservatory. His hangover was
forgotien. In the darkened gallery the astronomers and engineers that made up the
crew of Candiillo Base on the Novenian moon had been joined by their off-duty
collergies. Twenty men and women were gazing in silence at the awesome disaster
that was overwhelming Novenia - their home.

A black dust was spreading across the face of the stricken planct from the countless
flashes of the nuclear bombardment. Qccasionally a cataclysmic explosion would
elow and flicker in the more dust-choked arcas covering the planel. Jaysan became
aware of Katra's nails burrowing feverishly into the palm of his hand. He disengaged
her grip without taking his cyes off the screen Tor an instant. The thousands of black
clouds began merging into a single-opaque blanket that completely enveloped the
planct.

After ten minutes, the last of the planet's visible features were engulfed by the hellish
nuctear nivht.

Chiefl Exccutive Fram Halkeer was standing at the control panel. A small lamp
showed his gaunt features more pale and drawn than usual. He switched the opticat
sensors 10 infrasred, The sercen changed to a false eolour temperature map of the
Novenian surface. Ghasily crimson blotches, like spreading ink stains, were merging
into a single fiery discolaration that was gradually cavering the entire face of the
planct. During the display more of Candrillo’s personnel had crowded into the
gallery. Someone at the back was sobbing.

"So what's happening?” demanderd a vaice near the screen. Hatkeer shook his head as
though he were trying (o vid his senses of the unfolding horror. "Egrons are

happening.” he said bitterly. "What else could it be?”

"But what ahout the sentinels””

"The Egrons could never get past them.” Katra stated categorically.

Hatkeer gestured scathingly wi (he screen. "Then what the hell do you think that is,
Kat? A civil war? Anaptical iltusion?”

Katra was not convinced. She and Jaysan were responsible for intermediate servicing
and repair of the sentinels.

Those sentinels that could not be repaired by the primary deep space service stations
were returned to the workshops at Candriflo Base on the meon. U Candrillo Base
could not deal with them, the unmanned ships were returned to one of the four main
sentinel repair depots on Novenia. Like Jaysan, who was her assistant engineer, Katra
knew cvery circuit and microprocessor in the seatinels. She was certain that nothing
could get past them. "Are we gelling any radio and tclevision signals from Novenia?”
she asked.

"That's how we first knew something was wrong," Halkeer replied. "For a few
minutes there were a number of broadceast interruptions. Then they began to get
panicky - people saying they had problems. After that everything started to go dead.
Even the data stations have gone off the air,.. Now there’s nothing except low-power
signals that are mixing with cach other - probably from personal radios.”

"Can't the astronomers turn their radio telescopes towards Novenia?"  Jaysan asked.

"They can - but it will take time," said Halkeer blandly.
"The telescopes are designed for searching beyond this galaxy.” His gaze travelled
around the crowded gallery. "It seems that most of Candrillo's personne! are present.
In view of what's happened to Novenia, I'm declaring a state of emergency. I'm
assuming that the freight-pod despatches from home have now cecased therefore we
must conserve our supplics. I want all department chiefs to reschedule their
accommaodation needs so that we can close down as much of Candrillo Base as
possible. Single personnel will have to share quarters.”

"What about defending the base?” somcone asked.
“That's what T want to discuss with Kafra and Jaysan,” said Hatkeer. "Alright,
everyone. All normal duties are suspended. Everyone is to return to their quarters

and await further orders.”

The men and women turned and filed silently out of the room. Jaysan put his arm
around Katra's shoulders and stecred her towards the entrance.

“laysan, Katra!" Halkecr called out, motioning to the empty seats. "I want you (o
stay.”

Jaysan and Katra sat and stared at Halkeer. Their listless expressions told the chief
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executive that the enormity of the disaster that had overtaken Novenia had not fully
dawned on the couple.

Halkeer gestured 1o the serecn, “You dan't helieve that's the Earons” doing, do you?”

"No" said Jayvsan Oatly, “No Laron ship couid get past the sentinels, It is
impossible.”

“Then how do vou account for that?”
Jaysan's gaze went (o the screen for a fow moments. He shook his head.

"Well something got past the sentinels,” Katra observed.. "If it's not the Egrons, then
who?”

Halkeer touched his control pancl. The pictnre of Novenia swelled rapidly as if the
image was being transmitied from a spacecralt that was hurtling towards the planet al
an impossible speed. Katra felt dizzy hut was unable (o tear her eyes away from the
polluted atmosphere that scemed to be rushing towards her. The headlong dive
towards Novenia slowed and stopped.  The picture was close enough to show
individual hlack clouds - ohscencly billowing and rolling through the upper
atmosphere like unimaginable monsters.

“This is the highest resalution this telescope can give,” said Halkeer, "We'll have
better images when we've realigned the main telescope. Watch carcfully.”

Minutes passed. Occasionally a gap in the twisting clouds afforded a fleeling glimpse
of the Novenian surface - bleak, scarred and darkened.

"What arc we supposed to be waiting for?” Jaysan inquired.
“Just watch!” Halkeer snapped. "There!”

Jaysan's eyes flicked 1o the sereen. Nothing but the clouds.
"A bird!" Katra exclaimed in ;mmnir;hmronl.

Tavsan was incredulous, " would he impossible to see anything as small as a bird
even if one could survive that inferne.”

“Ttell you I saw a hird just before it disappeared into a cloud!”

"She's right.” said Halkeer. "1 saw several shortly after the attack started. Like you, 1
too thought it would be impossible (o see a bird - especially with this telescope. But
then, that depends on the size of the bird and the height it is flying at. T made a

recording of the obscrvation.”

The chief executive touched the control panel. The image on the screen changed (o a
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similar picture of Novenia. The clouds were less dense. "This was recorded an hour
ago,” Halkeer explained. "Tust before [ summened everynne in here. Watch the top
right hand corner. The recording will stow down astomatically. Watch carefully.”

p=d

A creature appeared -~ moving fanguidly through the clouds - its wings beating slowly.
“A starglider! Katra gasped.

Halkeer froze the image and used the controls to centre the strange creature on the
screcn. There was no mistaking the sleek, dart-like outline of a starglider; the most
extraordinary creature in the galaxy.

5.

Survival of the fittest is such a well-known rule of evolution that it is hardly worth
commenting on. Survival of the weirdest is a lesser-known rule but nevertheless, one
that holds equal sway throughout the galaxy. Evidence of its existence range from the
rubber-toothed elephant rats of Galtan Six - a creature that erases its encmics in battle
- to the electric chain-saw ecls that feed on the submerged forests in the primeval
oceans of Panjandrum. All the life-supporting planets of the galaxy have evolved at
least onc species that the other creatures inhabiting the same planet consider the
ultimate in way-out weirdness. The success of the weird creatures is invariably due to
an understandable reluctance on the part of the normal creatures to try-eating them.
Indeed, attempts to add to one's diet the electric chain-saw ecels of Panjandrum are
fraught with hazards that are utterly unique in the known universe.

Novenia's contribution to the galaxy's 'Believe it or Not' catalogue of
mind-mangling, farout fauna was the starghider - an extraordinarily large bird that
carly in its evolution had exploited the combination of Novenia's fow gravity and the
powerlul solar wind of the Novenian sun (o solve the problems of space travel. Tvery
ten years, the skics of Novenia wauld hlucken when millions of young stargliders,
responding to a mysterious signal that (riggered a mass migration, would desert their
parents and risc into the air in one vast and noisy flock. Using the thermals above
cquatorial volcanoes, they would climb in great spirals high into the stratosphere.

The stargliders’ powerful wings cnabled them (o gradually build-up to escape
velocitics in the rarified upper-rcaches of the Novenian atmospherc.  Two
circumnavigations of the globe were enough for the starglider flocks to achicve low,
sub-orbital flight, At that point, they would spread their enormous sccondary wings.
The solar wind acting on thesc outstretched appendages gently accelerated the
creatures on successive orbits to escape velocity.  The young stargliders survived the
rigors of space by shutting down their metabolic rate until each hird was virtually a
corpse. The clongated clliptical ocbit of the great mass of stargliders was the same
with cach new generation: a len year journey that took the creatures far beyond the
outer plancts of the Novenian solar system. Upou their return five years later, the
steadily increasing warmth of the sun had the effect of urging the male stargliders into
a Irenzied mass courtship Tor the beneflit of the unresisting female stargliders. The
result of this crazed expenditure of cnergy so near to Novenia was that the male
stargliders were (oo exhausted to make the necessary corrections for re-entry into the
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Novenian stmosphere. They all perished as thousands of tiny shooting stars - each
spent male body providing a short-lived streak of blinding white light across the sky
while the females made sale, gliding re-entries and so returned to the sanctity of their
parents” nesting srounds in the caquntorial hichlands, The majerity of the fomale
stargliders Taid cops immediately upen their return and  were, 5o 1o speak, left
holding the habies.

Such are the hazards of {ying and forcien holidays for the young.

Generations of arnithologists had heen unable to provide satisfactory explanations for
the stargliders’ extraordinary courtship ritual.  Theories ranged from the
imprabable: that the birds were oheying an instinct to migrate (o a planet that no
longer existed, to the implausible: that venturing into space provided the birds with a
cosmic ray radintion fix that helped overcome their yowthful inhibitions. The strange
birds provided continuous cmployment for hordes of wildlife documentary
hologram-makers. By the time the first sentinels were placed in position (o guard the
approaches to Novenia, study of the stargliders had developed into 2 major industry
with hotels, transportation systems and hologram processing laboralories springing
up all over Novenia to serve the needs of the documentary makers.

Disaster struck when a flock of stargliders returning to Novenia were wiped out by
two sentinels which mistook the birds for an invasion fleet. The public outcry in the
walke of the accidental massacre led to all the sentinels being hastily modified so that
their onboard computers would recognise the shapes of the stargliders and leave them
alone. :

6.

Flect Commander Hermann Krnud gave a bovish whoop and pulled StarGlider One
around in a ticht, hanking (e, Warpina the surface of the artificial starglider's
wings gave porfect control. As the airborne invasion control centre, StarGlider One
was supposed to stay out of the battle unless an emergency arose. but Hermann was
unshle to resist the temptation of pultting its massive firepower to destructive use. He
increased thiust. StarGlider One levelled out over the Novenian plain and swept
towards the smoking remains of what had ance heen the mighty citadel of Novenia's
central government complex.  The slow beat of StarGlider  One’s  ingenious
mechanical wines conveved i false impression of the machine's speed; forward thrust
was provided by streams of invisible particles spewing from vectared ports sl into
the machine's outer skin. Unlike the other twenty artificial staraliders that made up
Hermann's invasion flecl. StarClider One was [ast and highly manocuvrable.

Hermann thumhed the fire controls again and grunted in satisfaction as the photon
beams blasted the fast intact building into ruins. He immediately had to bank sharply
to aveid an cnergy tower. The needle-like structures dotted about the Novenian
landscape were the anly huildings Termann wanted left intact because they provided
the inductive encrgy for the planet’s underground transportation system.

The captain entered the contral room and stood near his commander. But not too
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near. Although the invasion was poing well, there was no point in taking unnecessary
chances.

Hermann's outbursts of exuberance could be as dan
signals from the fleet, siv,” said the captain respectiuily.

crous as bis temper. "Latest

Hermann took StarGlider One to a safe altitude just below the dense, swirling
cloudbase. "Well?” he demanded.

“"StarGlider Five and SrarGlider Nine report that their sectors have surrcndered,
sir”

"Excellent!” Hermann boomed. "It won't be long now before central government
capitulates. Any problems?”

"StarGlider Seven report that they're having difficultics in their sector, sir.”

Hermann chuckled throatily, "Just what 've been waiting to hear. Let's take a Jook at
them.” He increased speed and swung StarGlider One in a large, sweeping circle
above the devastated plain. Through the view ports could be scen burning points of
light betow - marking the funeral pyres of those Novenian buildings whose occupants
had had the temerity to oppose Hermann with smalj arms [ire.

A long, low building caught Hermann's eyc because it was undamaged. Also, it was
rotating slowly,

"What the hell's that?” he demanded.

The captain lollowed Hermann's pointing finger. "A sentinel service and repair main
depot, sir”

Mention of sentinels did nothing for Hermann's temper. "Why hasn't it been
destroyed?” he roared.

The captain cringed. "They're virtually indestructible, sir. They're built to contain
the farce of a nuclear explosion in case the repair androids have an accident with a
sentinel.”

Hermann was about to (car the captain limb from limb but the hapless officer was
saved by Hermann's recollection of an carly inteltigence report he had received on the
huge depolts. There were four of the long, slab-like buildings on Novenia. They were
manned by ARAMASs -~ Automatic Repair And Maintenance Androids whose sole task
was (o repair and maintain the sentinels. The depots had not been considered a threat
thercfore Hermann's battle orders had been to lcave them alone. Determined to lay
some sort of blame on the captain, Hermann demanded:

“"Why is it rotating?"
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The captain struggled (o think up a plausible explanation for the depot’s curious
behaviour. e richtly suspected that if he told the truth and said that he didn’t know,
Hermann micht do something a tot more nnpleasant than merely stand on his fool,

“Welt? Hermann hellowed,
The captain pointed to a view port, “Look, sir”

Hermann spun his alobular body on its axis. StarGlider Seven had appeared through
the black dust. The huge assandt craft was the Targest ship in Hermann's flect. It lay
on the surface near an energy tower - ifs outstretched wingtips resting on the ground -
halding the cralt steady while a procession of tanks emerged through doors inits body
and teundled down ramps. Four Bute Tighters were wheeling about the sky, firing
impotently at a distant mountain peak. From the mountain, a low-cnergy thermic
laser projector was systematicatly punching rows of neat holes in the giant assault
StarGlider. Neither side scemied 1o be getting anywhere,

Realising that his repricve miaht be short-tived if the news from StarGlider Seven
was bad. the captain wisely sat in a spare scat as far from his commanding officer as
possible. Hermann brought his flagship to a hover and selected a communication
channel, "StarCilider Seven! he barked. "What's the problem?”

“An unfriendly mountain, siv,” the captain of StarGlider Seven replied.
"But the Novenians don't have an army and artillery, dammit!”

"You know that. sit. And [ know that. But they obvieusly don'(.”

The weary note in the captain's voice bore a slight hint of insubordination. Hermann
decided to deal with him tater. "FIH take care of them for you,” he said
magnanimounsly. Tt looks like a low-cnergy laser. Strange.  According to
intelligence reports. they don't have any sophisticated arms available - such as the
photonic darts they fit to their sentinels.”

With impeccable timina, the mountain chose that precise moment to fire a photonic
dart. The alarms detected the approaching missile and started sounding of [ - a shrill,
continuons note that was employed only to herald the imminent arrival of the most
dangerous weapon of all in the Novenian armonry. Termann swore as the ship's
automatic cvasion systems seized contral and snatched the energy controls through his
fineers. The maximum downward thrust that was suddenly applied sent StarGlider
One straight up like a high-speed clevitor, The captain closed his eyes and braced
himself for the ineviltable cxplosion. The small but deadly weapon detonated with a
fremendous unleashing of raw enerey some way heneath StarGlider One . The
expanding halt of the shockwave overtook the ship, striking it with sufficient force to
send it racking drunkenly about its axis. It was a series of aulomatic blasts from the
vectored thrust ports that prevented the rapidly ascending ship from going into an
uncontrolled spin.

"Missed!” Hermann bellowed triumphantly.
The alarms started howling again.
"The force shield, sir!™ the captain implored.,

Hermann was about to yell, "Never!” but changed his mind when he saw a second
missile streaking towards him. This time the protagonists holed-up in the mountains
were using an intelligent dart whose flight path matched the crazy gyrations of the
ship as the cvasion systems went to work, Hermann's sclf-prescrvation instinets took
precedence over his scruples abont using the force shicld.  He reached up and
frantically slammed home the force shield busbars. Blinding light filled the control
room as the dart detonated impotently against the energy cocaon of the ship's force
wall. Hermann swung the ship around until it was pointing straight at the mountain
and thumbed the controls that sent a nuclcar missile on its way. A flash of energy, a
rapidly expanding fireball, and the mountain ccased (o exist.

"Dammit,” Hermann muttered. Secing his captain's puzzled expression he added by
way of an explanation: "T wanted (o take some prisoners. Find out where they got
thase damned darts from. Qur intelligence was that they thad been banned on the
planet.”

The captain nodded understandingly. "Of course, Meinser.”

Hermann decided that once Novenia had capitulated, his boots would be administering
some disciplinary action fo his captain’s backside.

7.

Halkeer regarded Katra in astonishment, "You mean there's not one sentinel in your
workshops?”

Katra shook her head and glanced at Jaysan for support. "The fast one was sent back
to its station thirty days ago.”

"So you and Jaysan have been doing nothing all that time?”

"We've been busy checking all our lesting and servicing equipment,” said Jaysan
defensively. "We don't often get the chance. Look, Fram - even if we did have a few
sentinels, they wouldn't be enough to defend this base against a determined attack.”
"Tdon't think the Egrons will attack us,” Katra murmured.

Halkeer looked surprised. "Why not?”

"Why should they bother? They're not fools. They know that Candrillo Base has only
limited supplics. Eventually we'll dic anyway through lack of oxygen and food.”
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Bitterness hardencd Halkeer's expression, "Hried many times to persuade the Science
Resources Conncil to vote the facititics (o produce our ewn oxyeen and food,” he said
quictly. "Every time my requests v i
cheaper, they siid.”

~rejected. The monthly freieht pods were

Taysan broke the sifence that followed. "We will have to cafculate how long our
supplics will Tast”

“"T've alrcady done so,” Halkeer replied. "The environmental computer has given
three times scales, The strictest rationing system gives us three-hundred days.”

"Not too bad.” Javsan obscrved.

“That figure,” said Halkeer contemptuously, “is based on a calculation that thirty
percent of the personnel will dic within two-hundred days, leaving additional supplies
for the survivors.”

"Surely the spival arm worlds will belp us?” Katra ventured. "After all, it's them that
the Egrons are interested in. If's in their interests to see that Novenia docsn't go
under.”

“"Nonc of the spiral arm worlds are strong enough to take on the Egrons,” Halkeer
pointed out, "And as for Novenia going under - well - that's exaclly what's

happened.”

Katra punched the palm of her hand in frustration. "1 only we had something we
would hit them with,”

"And draw attention to ourscives,” Jaysan remarked. "A great idea, Kat”

The girt Mushed anarily. "Don’t you realise what's happening to Novenia?” she
snapped. "Look at the screen. Go on - fook atit!”

Jaysan was unperturbed. T realise only too well what's happening, Kal. T also realise
that there's ahsohitely nothing we can do about it”

8.

Katra burst into Jaysan's apartment and shook him roughly by the hair,
“Taysan - wake up!”

"Good grief - T am av !Flk(‘;! Legao, woman!”

"Getup.”
"We're not supposed to be up at this ime. Emergency regulations. Conservation of
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oxygen-"

Katra silenced Yaysan by throwing his coveralls at him. "Don'targue.”

Taysan was still fastening his coveralls when he followed Katra into the corridor. The
fighting had been reduced to a glow to conscrve Candrillio's energy cells. "Listen, Kat
- do vou mind-"

"Stop!”

The lights brightencd. Taysan and Kaira skidded to a halt. The speaker with the

commanding voice was Roff - onc of the astronomers. His stern face was watching
the couple from a view screen.

Katra treated the screen to a dazzling smile. "Hallo, Roff. It's okay - we know the
rules - it's just that we've thought of way of dealing with the Bgrons.”

"The emcrgency regulations apply to everyone,” said Roff severely. "I shall have to
report this.”

"Please, Roff." Katra pleaded. "We need len minutes to check Service Bay Twenty
then we'll return to our quarters.”

"You've not used that bay for years.”

"Well we'd like to see it now."

"T's been depressurised. You must return to your quarters.”

"Roff - please. All you've got to do is repressurise the bay for fen minutes. It's very
important. 1 think there's something in there that might be useful. Look - you can
wake up Halkeer if you like and tell him where we are, Only please repressurise the
bay.

Roff looked uncertain. "Who will take responsibility?”

"Twould if 1 kncw what all this was about,” said Jaysan.

"1t accept full responsibility,” said Katra determinedly, "Can we go now?"

9.

The doors to Service Bay 20 shid open with a foud squealing that spoke of neglected
runners. The bay was in darkness but there was enough light from the corridor to
illuminate a very small, ancient android that looked as if it had escaped from a
muscum. s short, pepperpot-like body consisted of several pairs of manipulator

arms that were terminated with a wide variety of specialized clcaning and polishing
tools. The largest pair of manipulators served as feet; a pair of medium-sized
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manipiatore sported rotary buffine mops and the smallest pair of manipulators were
clutching old-fashioned chemical discharge Hirearms. One gun was painting at Kalra
and the other was pointing ot Javenn.

“We may be old-facshioned by vour standards.” the android piped aggressively. "And
a0 are these cons, Bot they can sl Blow vour head ofFin the old-fashioned way if yon
take a step nearer.”

Katra sighed, "What ahout the v of robotics that forbids vou to harm a human
being ™

"It docsn't apply to souwvenir hunters,” the android replied promptly. "Shall we prove
it

"Kat” said Tavsan very calmly while apprehensively eyeing the android and at the
same time trying to peer into the darkness beyond the diminutive machine. "Will you
now please tell me what all this is about.”

"Wha and what are you. android?” Katra asked.

"We're an Android Guardian and Repair Officer for the world's Tast AGAV." said the
android with some pride.

Taysan looked baffled. "You're a guardian for the what?”

“Airborne Giround Attack Vehicle.” said Katra, "This is an AGRO unit. It's job is to
keep muscum picces in good order and to keep people off them. Correct, AGRO?"

"Correct.” said the android guardedly. "You two can clear off right now.”

"I promisc vou we're not souvenir hunters.” said Katra reassuringly. "Now please
put those enns away.”

“That's what the last fot said. Cauabt them frying (o make off with a boarding ladder.
we did.”

"AGRO - listen please. Can T eall vou Agro? Can we have some tights on please?”
"So long as vou don't move,” Agro warned.

"We promise not to move.”

Lights came on in the service bay. The arca was smaller than Jaysan expecled but it
was large enongh to accommodate the battered, stubbly-winged machine that was

jacked up on servicing trestles in the centre of the floor.

“Good grict.” Jaysan nuttered. gasping in astonishment. "What is that?”
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"Novenia's last fighter aircraft.” Katra replied. "It was sent here several years ago by
the National Aeronautical Musenm for restoration but the project was never voted a
hudget. 1t's remained here ever since.”

"And so have we,” said Agro petulantly. "Forgotten - that's what happened to us, We

work hard lor years withont complaint - guarding against souvenir hunters - and then
we're abandoned.”

"Atleast you weren't hroken up for scrap,” Katra observed.

"That would be sacrilege,” said JTaysan. "He must be a crude version of the ARAMA
androids that carry out the dangerous servicing work on the sentinels.”

Agro looked about as annoyed as it was possible for an android to look. "We're not a
crude version of anything, we'll have you know."”

"Can we move now please?” said Katra. "All we want to do is look at your fighter.”

Agro lowered his weapons. "All right then, But don't try to steal anything. 1l be
watching you.”

The antique android clattered noisily after Jaysan and Katra as they walked across to
the strange flying machine.

"Did people actualty fly in these things?" Jaysan asked.

"Fly and fight," said Katra. "lt dates from the days of the last civil war.”
"The goad old davs.” Agro added. "When people appreciated the value of
hard-working androids and didn't abandon them in lonely workshops.”

Jaysan climbed onto a wing root and moved forward o the plastiglas blister canopy
that was set well forward, close to the ncedle-like nose. "A two-seater,” he
commented.

Katra joined him. "More like a one and a half seater,” she corrected when she saw the
tiny scat behind the pilot's scat. Tt was slightly higher than the pilot's scat so that
forward vision was not impaired.

Agro climbed onto the opposite wing so that he could keep the couple under close
observation. "There's rest and toilet facilitics aft - in the fuselage,” he said, adding as
an afterthought: "All the fittings are screwed down."

"Cramped, no doubt,” Kaira obscrved.

"It was designed to remain operational for long periods without having to return to
base,” Agro replied indifferently.

17



"Agro - open thic cover thing.” Tavsan requested.

"Can't.” ca1d Agro.

"‘Dml'l argue with me, andrord. Open the canopy!™

"Twould it conld,” Agro retarted,. "The canopy mators don't work "
“Aren't yen supposed 1o look alter everything?”

Agro clicked a manipulator in annoyance. "We do our best ta keep everything clean.
Restoration is a job for you {ot, except that you haven't bothered.”

"Well we can't even think of restoring it untit we've had a closer look,” Katra
reasoned. "We're going to open the canopy.”

The android made no attempt 1o intervene as Katra and Jaysan tugged on the plastiglas
blister. They succeeded in sliding it along its corroded runners, A scent of mildew
wag released fram the fighter's tiny cockpit. Katra helped guide Jaysan as he lowered
himself into the pilat'sseat. He was surprised atits comfort. He ran a bew - lered cye
over the antiqguated instrument and control pancl.  Te bad read about the carly
machines that required a human interface but this was the first time he had cver scen
one.  The control shoe - a small mechanical mouse-like module - was located
comflortably by his right hand. e cupped his hand over it and moved it
experimentally on the control surface. Although everything was designed for case of
operation. including the array of analogue and graphic display instruments which was
angled towards him, the concept of such amachine - a flying machine operated solely
by a man - was wholly ontside his experience.

Agro pecred down at Jaysan, "Don't you break anvthing or steal anything”
android warned.

the
Katra was smaller than favsan therefore she had litle difficulty casing herself into the
tiny rear seat. "What's this seat for, Agro? she wanted (o know,
“Instructor or co-pilot.”

“How can it he when there's no conteals? Souvenir-hunters get at them, did they?”
"Na room Tor conventional contrals” Agro veplied.

"1 can see that” Katra retorted. "So what use was an instructor if he or she couldn't
waork the controls?”

"Pull the panel down in front of you.” Agro suggested. Katra unfolded a panel that
was tucked neatly into the hack of Javsan's scat. The pancl was a small keyboard
complete with its own-miniature visual display unit. To the right of the keyboard was
another control shoe - a miniature version with its own tiny working surface - in fact

everything that was needed for a secondary control system.

“All the pilot's controls are duplicated on the keyhoard or by means of the control
shoe,” said Agro.

Fhe shoe fitted snugly under Katra’s hand.  She moved it up and down
experimentally.

"Don't press its key," Agro warned.
"Why not?”

"It fires the lascr cannons.”

Katra quickly took her hand away from the shoe. She looked around the cockpit's
interior and marvelled at the ingenuity of the fighter's designers.

Meanwhile Jaysan was preoccupied with his controls. He singled out a small graphic
display instrument and pointed it out to Agro. “What's (hat"

"Air speed indicator,” Agro replied.

"How fast?"

"Five-hundred flat out in level flight.”

"Wow. And that one?" Jaysan pointed to another graphic display instrument,
"Altitude,” said Agro.

Jaysan leaned forward for a closer look al the instrument, “You mean that men and

women flew this thing closc to the ground at five hundred units without computer
control?"

"Men were men in those days,” said Agro tartly.

"But for how long, onc wonders?"

"There were occasional accidents."

"I bet there were.”

"t does have some computer-controlled systems,” said Agro defensively. "But the
whale point ahout these fighters was that they could be built quickly and simply, and

were casy (o fly."

With an effort, Jaysan mandgcd to close the canopy. As he did so, the view through
the plastiglas changed in an extracrdinary way: the walls of the workshop bccamc
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transparent - as i they hard beg
gricl,” he exclaimed.

vauddenty and unaccountably changed to glass. "Good

Katra conld think of nothing sensible 1o sy, She twisted in her seat. Albaround them
the walls of the workshop were transparent. They could sce could see right through
them (o the sun-bicached. airless foothills that sweronnded Candrilto Base. Some of
the out-lying domes that were part of the base were also transparent.

"What's the matter?” Agro catled through the canopy.
Javsan tooked np at the rohot. The internal linkage of the android's manipulators

were clearly ontlined through their onter shells. “Katra.” said Jaysan weakly. "1
swear I'm never going to touch that coolant fluid again. Am [ imagining it or can 1

e

see through everything?

“You're not imagining anything.” said Katra grimly. "It must be something to do
with the canopy. Let's get it open”

Agro made no atfempt to assist the couple when they yanked the canopy back.
Lverything abruptly returned (o normal. The walls became opaque again.

“What's the matier with you two now?" Agro inquired unsympathetically. "Scen a
chost?”

“Almost.” said Katra. “We could see right through you just then. And everything
clse.”

"We've alwavs seen through people.” said the android sourly. "They make promises
that they never keep and they invent silly things like force walls.”

“It was like cverything was suddenly made of glass,” said Jaysan.

“Gamma ray image-infensilying canopy,” said Agro boredly.

Jaysan stared at Agro, "Wha(?”

“This fighter is a ground attack vehicle,” said the android patiently, "Correct?”

"Well - yes,” Favsan agreed.

“Pesiened 1o seek out and destrov the enemy on the ground. Tanks can hide
anvwhere. Between high buildines. In tuonels. Anywhere, Therefore all the Jater
Alliance AGA Vs were fitted with canopics like this one. Sensors around the rim of the
canopy intensily the normal level of backaround gamma radiation and X-ray
radiation andd convert normal images into Iranslucent images on the inside of the

canopy. There was no hiding from an Alliance AGAV.”

“Briftiant.” Katra breathed. climbing out of the cramped seat and stretching her lithe
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body. "Just what we need.”

Jayzan fooked sharply at her, 17 you're thinking what T think you're thinking, then |
think vou'd better forget 10"

"It's a glorious chance for us to hit back at those murderers!”

"Tt's a glorious chance 10 get ourselves ingloriously killed,” Jaysan retorted, hiking
his legs over the cockpit rim. "1 know all about glory {rom the hologram movics.
Glory is a health hazard. People get killed messing about with it."

"We're all going to be kitled anyway!™ Katra retorted angrily.

Agro watched curiously as Katra and Jaysan jumped down from the fighter's wing. It
had been a long time since he had heard humans arguing. It gave him hope for the
future. Peace was excruciatingly dull.

"No - we're not going to be killed,” said Jaysan emphatically. "We're going to dic.”
"What's the difference?” Katra countered.

"All the difference in the world, Kat. Dying is swallowing a morphon pill and drifting
off to sleep. Dignified. Getting killed means being splattered all over the landscape.
Undignified.”

"You're a coward, Jaysan.”

Jaysan considered. "If an aversion to being splattered is being a coward then - yes -
I'm an abject, cringing coward.”

"T agree with Jaysan,” said a voice.
The couple wheeled round. Halkeer was leaning casually against a bulkhead. It was

obvious that he had been there for some time. He strolled across to the fighter and
studied it with interest.

"We collect souvenir hunters,” Agro warned as Hatkeer strolled towards the fighter.

"1 happen ta be in charge here,

said Halkeer, "P'd forgotten all about this thing.
What sort of state is it in?”

"Dreadful,” said Agro, trundling forward. "Wec've tried Lo keep it clean, But you lof
were supposed to restore it And what have you done? Nothing.”

"We've got all the facilitics to rebuild it,” said Katra enthusiastically. "We can fit it
with the latest laser cannons-"

“You're not (o muck about with its specification,” Agro interjected. "This is the last
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fiohter-"

“

"Listen, A Katra snarled, ronnding on the adroid.

"You don't know what's going on so shut-up!”

Agro was about o start arguing but Halkeer held up his hand for silence. "Even if
vou could make it operational, how is it powered?” He fooked questioningly at Agro.

"Vectored plasma drive.” the android muticred. "There's a rechargeable energy pod
underneath. Luckily it's fully charged because T don't suppose any of you lot
would've bothered to recharge it it wasn't.”

Hatkeer pecred at the streamlined pod that was suspended beneath the fighter. 1
doubt if anyonce knows how to recharge such things these days,” he observed. "They
need a lot of indnctive energy.”

e

This fighter is exactly what we need to fight the Egrons,” said Katra vehemently.

Halkeer raised an cychrow, “Isit, Kat? 1Us an aircraft - not a spacecraft. How would
you get il to Novenia?”

"Simple)” said Katra defiantly. "We've got some external liquid fucl boosters we
coud fit to it - the type that we use to refurn seriously damaged sentinels to Novenia.
Two should do the trick plus a few directional thrusters.” She rapped the fighter's
skin. "This looks like Terculanium alloy - so it ought to withstand re-entry
temperatures.”

"Now look,” said Agro. "Yon can't go messing about with this fighter's specificafion.
1t has to be restored to its original condition.”

Hatkeer gazed thoughtfully al the tiny craft for a few seconds. He shook his head.
"I'm sorry. Katra, If you stood even a slight chance of destroying all the StarGlider
ships, Td say okay. Butyoudont. Not with this thing. Onc obsolete fighter against
twenty of those things-"

"Oh - for God's sake! Katra protested angrily. "We've got to fight!”

"What would he vour flight duration on the charge in that energy pod? Ten minutes?
Fiftcen minutes?”

Katra refused to be deterred. "Maybe we can {ind a way of recharging the pod when
we're on Novenia, At least give us the chance to try!”

Halkeer flushed in irritation, "Please sce sense, Kat. To keep a thing like this

operational needs ground hackup facilities. Depots. Repair androids. There's
nothing on Novenia now. The plancet is finished. Wiped out.”

22

"1 stitl say we've got to try!” Katra shouted.

Hallieer contralled his tomper, "There's something clse vou've forgotten.” he said,
Leoping his voice calm. "You'll need Hquid oxygen for the boosters. As much as |
admire your spirit, Katra - Py not going to shorten the lives of cveryone on
Cindrillo Base <o that this thing can be fuctled for a spaceflight. I'm sorry, but my
decision is final.”

10.

The following cvening, just before the sleep period, Katra wandered into the
obscrvatory and found Roff on duty. The junior astronomer spared her a brief glance
and returned to his study of a monitor screen that was showing a picture of Novenia.

"You got me into (rouble over your nacturnal wanderings last night,” he said
moodily. "I hope you're not planning anything {or tonight.”

Katra sat in an empty scat heside Roff and stared at the screen. Novenia was a grey,
featureless ball hanging in space. A secmingly dead world. "Have you got the main
telescope aligned on Novenia yet?"

Roff gestured to the screen. “That's 1"

"Can 1 take a closer look?”

"What's the point?”

"Please.”

The astranomer could think of no good reason for objecting. Also, he was not averse

to Katra's company. He gave a resigned gesture at the screen. "Help yourself

Katra slid her finger along the resolution touch pad. The planet raced towards her.
Dust clouds filled the picture.,

“Not as much dust as yesterday.” she commented.

Roff shrugged. "It's seltling. But it4l still be like night on the surface. LEven at
midday. Maybe alittle light but not much.”

"Hardly a scientific observation for an astronomer,” said Katra, increasing the
resolution until she could sec ground details through the dust clouds.

"What's happened to Novenia is hardly scientific,” Roff retorted.
Kaira focussed the image on a tall needle-like structure.

I'here's an intact energy tower!” she exclaimed.
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“They're all intact.” Rolf commented. "The Egrons will need them, of course.”

Katra was silent as she roamed the screen aver the Novenian surface. She paused (o
examing the ruing of o city hefore moving on. A long, Tow building caught her
attention. She froze the imuge. "A sentined repar depot!”

Roff planced at the sereen, " that what they are? We wondered why the
left them alone.”

~grons had

"They probably couldn’t destroy them that casily if they wanted to. There's four of
them. Really massive in case of accidents. Flallo - it's turning.”

"We've noticed that all four of them are.” said Rofl.

"Any iden why ™

Katra frowned. The huilding had turned ten degrees aboul its axis since she had first
seen it "AH the depots have a realignment capability so that sentinels can be
relaunched in the divection of their station without having to use up too much energy
on course corrections. But I've no idea why the depots should be turning now."”

She tightened the image so that the depot could be scen as a large close-up. Tt was
possible to distinguish a number of small craters on the otherwise featurcless surface
of the curious building.

"Looks like the Egron tanks have had a go at it and given up.” RofT observed.

“"How many tanks are there?”

"Ahout a thousand at the last count. Probably more. Plus around twenty walkers -
huge machines that scem (o keep the tanks supplied we think, They also seem (o
sprinkle fixed missile launchers all over the planel’s surface. We've also logged a

number of Egron Bute fighters. some Skim fighters. and a few Dianomic shutties.”

Katra «at staring at the screen for some moments without speaking.  She stood
suddenty. "Thanks, Roff.”

The astronomer was about to sav something but the girl had gone.,
"No." said Halkeer firmly.

Katra flushed angnly. "You've got no excuses now, Halkecer. The repair depots are
unharmed. The chances are they're still operational and-"

"The chances are that they're not!™ Halkeer interrupted. "I repeat - 1 am not allowing
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you to go ahead with this crazy scheme under any circumstances.”

"So we just sit around and do nothing?”

"While there's life, at least there's hope.”

Katra regarded the chiel executive in contempt. "What hope, Halkeer? You think that
someone or something is going to come to our rescue? Well you can forget it. We're
on our own. The only help we're going to get is self help. We've got to oppose the
Egrons now. 1f we don't then the rest of the spiral arm worlds will fall one by one."
Halkeer was a poor judge of character. He thought that Katra's passion stemmed from
boredom. He decided to buy time by offering her a ray of hope. "I'll tell you what Ul
do, Katra," he said after a few seconds of contrived deliberation. "Find out all you
can about the fighter. About its capabilities - cverything. We must have some

documentation on it somewhere. Then report to me and we'll review the situation.”

“"Why don't you form a commitlee,” was Katra's sarcastic comment. She didn't stay
long enough to hear Halkeer's reply.

12.

"I don't know anything about any documentation,” said Agro sulkily when Katra
confronted him in the workshop.

Katra took a threatening step towards Agro although she had nothing to threaten the
android with. "Listen, junkhecap - I've just checked the consignment records. The
fighter was delivered with a flight operations manual. Now - do you find it or do |
have you chopped into small pieces for recycling?”

Agro considered.

"Extremely small pieces,” Katra emphasised,

Agro trundled across fo the fighter. He opened an inspection cover and removed a
tattered booklet. Katra eagerly snatched it from him.

"Careful! 1t's the only copy left!”
"We'll make duplicates,” Katra called over her shoulder as she headed for the door.
“To sell 10 souvenir hunters?”

But Katra had gone.



13,

“Thanks (o my briltiant strafegy, the povernment of Novenia captiufated two honrs
ago, Q) Michty Prator” Hermann boasted. "There are still a few rebels halding out -
isolaled pockets of resistance but it is onty a matter of time now before the eollapse is
total. I now have several armoured land squadrons dispersed across the planct, The
army is in confrol”

The tmage in the hologram (ield before Hermann was of an Egron nearly as ugly as he
was.

"Excellent. Excellent” said the Tmperial Prator, looking well-pleased. "What about
the base on the moon?”

Hermann shrugged. "Without supplics - they will eventually perish.”

"And the communication and transportation systems are intact?”

“Perfectly intact, siv, [ eave orders that they were not to be destroyed.”

The Prator grunted in satisfaction. "You have done well, Hermann. Novenia will be

our advance hage for our rule of the spiral arm worlds. There will be the usual
rewards for vou. of course.”

Hermann howed. "It has been my privilege to serve you, O Mighty One.” He had
visions of a triumphant procession through the broad avenues of Pratorville.
Cheering crowds. Girls throwing themscelves at his feet. Flowers., More medals, and
a year's free supply of Dreadnaught Megaburgers.

“"Very well, Hermann, You may order the return of the flect to Egron.”

Hermann bowed again. 71 shall consider it a great honour to report our glorious
victory to you in person, esteemed one.”

"Your StarClider One is the most powerful ship in the fTeet, is it not?"

"The smallest but the most powerful, O Mighty One,” Hermann confirmed, sensing
trouble.

"Then you must remain. 1 will feel happicr if we maintain an air presence on
Novenin”

One of Hermann's hearts skipped a beat. "But there are the Bute fighters and the-"
"Obsaolete and not designed 1o operate in an atmosphere,” the Prator interrupted

dismissively, "No buts, Hermann, Our {inal weapon in the destruction of any planet
is to provide it with an Egron civil service. A StarGlider must remain behind until
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the fleet returns to Novenia with an administrative system.  The most powerful
StarCGlider of them all. Your StarGlider.”

14.

Katra burst into the observatory. Halkeer was facing the giant wall screen. He turned
when the girl rushed in.

“That's no way to conserve oxygen,” he said reprovingly.

"H's true?” Katra gasped, clinging to a console to get her breath back. "The invasion
fleet is leaving?”

Halkcer nodded (o the screen. "No doubt about it.”

The main telescope's optical sensors were sct lo medium gain so that the whole of
Novenia's dust-shrouded globe was visible on the screen. Moving against the
background of the planet’s swirling, polluted atmosphere was a formation of twenty
of the mighty artificial stargliders.

“They started lifting off from the planet a few minutes ago,” said Halkeer, adding
bitterly: "Obviously the first phase of their invasion is complete. Radar sweeps show
that they've feft behind a number of tanks and other land vehicles to continue the dirty
work,"

"What about aircraft?” Katra quericd.
"A small airforce consisting mainly of Bute fighters and Skim fighters,
“But no StarGliders?”

Halkeer shook his head without taking his eycs off the screen.
of any being lelt behind.”

There's no radar trace

While Halkeer was speaking, the formation of Egron ships began accelerating
rapidly. The fleet arched over the farside of Novenia's curvarure and disappeared. Tt
reappeared a few minutes later travelling even faster. As one, the entire formation
reached escape velocity and vanished off the edge of the screen. Halkeer changed the
range scale so that Novenia appeared as a smaller disc. The Egron ships were a
cluster of dots moving away from the planet at an incredible speed.

"No real aircover,” Katra murmurcd thoughtfully to herself as she watched the
screen.

“The Bute fighters are veal enough,” said Halkeer, guessing what was coming next.

"But they're spaceeraflt having to operate in an aimosphere. They won't be able to
opcrale at maximum cfficiency. Correct?”
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Halkeer looked doubtful. “Perhaps. Dut those tanks are certain to have massive
firepowcer and there's a ot of them.”

"That wasn't your abjection hefore” Katra retor "1 gave you a report on the
fiohter. You said that it didn't have cnoneh firepower to tackle the StwGliders,
Maybe von were right. Well the SerCliders have gone.”

The chiel exccutive could think of nn!hmv to say. Realising that he was hesitating,
Katra plunged in. "Fram look at me.”

Halkeer's eyes went to the the determined younga woman standing befose him.

"Is worth a ey, Trame fsnt it 27

Halkcer turned away fram Kawra and stared at the image of Novenia, The once
bright, shining planct was now a grey mansoleum of despair h(mglmY dqeclcdly
against a backdrop of stars. Te nadded. "Yes," he said at length, “IUs worth a try.'

15.

"Tt's not worth my life,” said Jaysan categorically.
Katra was scathing. “Is that alt vou think of?”

"As it's the only one I've got - yes.”

Katra threw down the fighter's operations manual, "We're going to rebuild the
fighter vsing the latest faser cannons and guided weapons.”

"What about Halkeer?”
"Halkeer's in favour.”

Tavsan siched. "Three guesses as to who won't be.”

"Never,” Agro declared. "Never. Never, Never.”

Jaysan checked that Katra and the andraid were crouched safely behind the makeshift
shield. He toek careful aim and Tired the laser cannon. The energy lance struck the
rack face at the far ond of the gallery. The rapid mehting liberated gases within the
rock that cansed a deatening explosion, A rain of debris showered around the trio,
Larger fragments ricacheted off the steel shicld. Whenall was quicl, Agro cautiously
elevated a manipulator thal was provided with o camera eye and wlvcycd the smoking
crater in the rockface.

"Wow."
Jaysan and Katra stimightened up.
"Weapons have improved since you were a diode, eh, Agro?” said Jaysan, grinning.,

“Just a touch,” the android grudgingly admitted. "Bul will they be any good against
souvenir hunters?”

"I put them right off,” Katra promised.

"And force walls? You've no idea how well equipped souvenir hunters are these
days."”

Jaysan hesitated and decided to be straight with the android. "Two laser cannons by
themselves? No.”

"Ha!"

"Even so, you've no objection to them being fitted to your fighter?” Katra pressed.

"I didn't say that.”

"But you're going ta?”

"You promise to restore the fighter to its original condition afterwards?”

"If there is an afterwards,” said Katra.

Jaysan scowled. "That's what 1 adore about you, Kat - the way you set about boosting

the morale of your troops.”

17.

Tt took all Jaysan's concentration to steer the hovering fighter the length of the scrvice
bay. A slow blecping from the instrument pancl spelt out his progress so that he did
not have Lo take his eycs off the approaching target - a sentinel laser cell recharging
point.

"Looking good... Looking good..." said Katra's voice in his helmet.

The long needle-like probe of the fighter's nose moved nearer to the recharging
point. The crossed hairs of the canopy’s head-up sight dipped below the target. The
bleeps slowed. Too fow. Using delicate movements of the control shoe, Jaysan eased
the nose up. The bleeps became faster. e teased the control shoe forward. The
ighter crept towards the docking point with agonizing slowness. Out of the corner of
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his eve he saw the gradually shrinking column of the instrment that indicated the
charge candition of the main enerey pod. Hovering or very slow flight whereby no
Hitwas provided by the wings made heavy demands on cnergy.

The crossed hairs were centred on the target. The bleeps increased in speed and
pitch.

"Nearly there! <aid Katra excitedly. Jaysan could sce her running forward and
staring up at the fichter's probe as it closed purposcfully on its target. faysan slowed
the fighter shightly and altowed its momentum to close the gap. The biceps pulsed
rapidly. There was a soft jolt as the recharging point's mechanical fingers seized the
probe and lfocked it home. The bleeps hecame a continuous note that cut out after a
few scconds. There was a hissing sound. Jaysan fooked at the instrument pancl. The
column that showed the taser cell's contents climhed to a maximum reading and the
hissing stopped.

“Laser cell condition - onc hundred percent,” announced the fighter's computer.

The probe was disconnected {rom the recharging point. Jaysan experienced a fecling
of immense relief at the way the madification to the fighter had worked. The laser
cell could now he quickly recharged in any of the four repair depots on Novenia using
exactly the same technique that was used for the sentinels, He set the fighter down and
opened the canopy.

"Sixty scconds.” said Katra, climbing onto the wing. "Not bad.”

"We'll have to do better,” said Jaysan. "The hovering puts a heavy drain on the
encrgy pod.”

Katra nodded. "Mayhe afier our first visit to a depot, they'll be able to modily their
facilitics to suit the lighter?”

“"Maybe... But we can't count on it. We don't even know if any of the depots are still
under Novenian controb.”

18.

Katra, Jaysan and Agro watched as Halkeer waltked around the fighter. The chief
executive tricd not to laok too impressed. The transformation since he had last seen
the tiny vehicle was remarkable. The battered skin was now smooth and gleaming.
The makeshift trestles were gone: the fighter was now sitting squat and business like
on a new sl of undercarriage legs, and the laser cannons fitted to the wings were the
latest type vsed on the sentinels. Attached to cach side of the fusclage were two
jettisonable Tiguid fuel boosters and their fuel tanks.

"You've worked hard.” Halkcer commented. 1t was the nearest he was likely to get 1o
a compliment.
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“"We did most of the work," Agro claimed testily, "on (he understanding rthat the
fighter is restored to its original specilicatinn afterwards.”

Halkeer ignored the android. e pointed to the underside of the wings. "You'll
mounl the missiles st of alf?”

"No,” said Jaysan.
"Why not?"

"For the best reason in the world. We haven't got any. Our last batch were fitied (o
the last sentinel we sent out.”

"So the laser cannons will be your only weapons?”
"Yes. But we'll be able 1o collect missiles lrom the repair depots.™

"It seems to me,” said Halkeer mildly, "that you're gambling heavily on the chances of
the depots still being under Novenian control.”

"A calculated gamble,” said Katra.

For a moment it Jooked as if Halkeer was going (o raise objections. Instead he asked:
"When will you be ready to feave?"

"We'll need another two days to take her outside and hoist her into position on the
service tower,” Katra replied. "Then another two days for the final tests and checks.”

Halkeer nodded. He had already inspected the makeshift but workmanlike service
tower that the craft would be launched from. "We'll organise a farewell party for
you," he said,

"No," said Katra firmly. "When we lcave, we want 1o leave without fuss, fireworks
or farewells.”

19.

Had Hermann not been a high-ranking officer he would've had his own cabin because
when Hermann slept, no-one clse did.  His thunderovs snores amounted to an
intimidating audio frequency force wall that deterred all but the very brave. The
captain of StarGlider One was not particularly brave, but circumstances - the fact that
Hermann was not answering the alarm system - forced him to enter his commander's
cabin.

The captain drew a deep breath and managed a few tentative 'sirs’ during the periods
of tranquility between cach hellow and the next. A sharp tug on Hermann's beard
required courage but it did the trick.

31



"Whadder want?” Hermann demanded, sitting up suddenly and glaring at the captain,

"I'my sorry to disturh vou, sir, but we've had a repeat of an object leaving Candritio
Basc on the moon.”

“"What sort of abject”?”

"We don't know sir. We've lost track of it The radiation and the dust particles in the
stratosphere are making long range tracking difficult.”

"A sentinel?”

"No, sit. Tt was much too small.”

e

Then what's the idea of waking me!™ Hermann roared. "1t's probably an unmanned
instrument package they've sent to take a ook at what's left of their beloved planet!”

With that, Hermann flopped back onto his bunk and tried to go back to sleep, but not
before he suggested to the captain an undignificed, unhygenic, and uncomfortable
storage place lor the report.

20.

Agro gave a convincing demonstration of the sheer bloodymindedness that androids
were capable of by squeezing himself into the space aft of the fighter's cockpit and
- refusing to budge.

“Agro," said Katra patiently. "You won't enjoy it. The souvenir hunters we'll be
taking on arc armed with tanks and lasers and all sorts of things that go bang.”

“"We don't care,” said Agro defiantly, wedging his potlike body more firmly into

place. "Where this fighter goes - we go. And we've yet to meet a souvenir hunter that
we couldn’t handle.”

"We're not taking vou," said Katra firmly. "And that's the end of it."
Agro clamped a manipulator tightly to the fighter's main spar. " You wanna bet?”

"Agro,” said Katra, speaking slowly and carefully.
we're going (o Novenia with vou on board.”

21.

Fhere is absolutely no way that

The journcy following lift-off from Candrillo Basc had taken an uneventful eighty
hours. The fighter had behaved magnificently and now Novenia lay immediately
before Jaysan and Katra. At first they were too preoccupied to fully comprehend the
magnitude of the terrible destruction that the Egrons had caused. Tt was only when

———

they had jockeyed the fighter into an orbit around Novenia that they had time to panse
and stare. Occasional gaps in the great dust clouds alforded fleeting plimpses of the
devastated surface.

There was a note of degpaic in Katra's voice when she linally spoke, "Even if we do
win Novenia back, how many Novenians will be left 1o rebuild it?”

"One problem at a time.” said Jaysan.

"Standby for de-orbit burn in thirty seconds,” the fighter's control computer voice
warned. "All operations now under flight computer control.”

The tiny thruster rockets that had been attached to the fighter's skin fired briefly,
turning the craft through one hundred and eighty degrees so that it was moving
backwards along its orbital path. There was a jolt when the main rocket motor fired.
The effect of the continuous burn was a reduction in spced so that the fighter lost
height. It spiralled down into the upper reaches of the Nevenian atmosphere. The
buffeting, gentle at first, gradually increased until the shaking scemed likely to tear
the fighter apart. There was nothing for Katra and Jaysan to do except remain
harnessed in their seats while staring ahead at the incandescent, shrieking air that was
threatening to burn through the cockpit canopy.

"What's going on?" demanded an indignant voice behind Katra.

Katra gritted her teeth. "You promised to remain silent, Agro.”

"We want to know what you're doing to our fighter. We demand an explanation.”
“"We're re-entering the atmosphere. Now shut-up.”

Agro eyed the cherry-red glow that was burning around the canopy. He decided that
it wasn't being caused by souvenir hunters and that perhaps it might be a good idea to
keep quict.

Ll

The fighter was the nucleus of a fireball plunging through the Novenian atmosphere,
Although Katra and Jaysan had been confident that the fighter could withstand the
stresses of re-entry, it now secmed that it was only a matter of seconds before their
aircraft disintegrated. The nerve-wracking buffeting cased off. After another
minute the bright red glow around the canopy was dying away.

There was a muffled explosion that shook the fighter. "Boosters and fuel tanks
jettisoned,” the computer reported.

The external booster rockets had done their job. The force of the explosive bolts sent
them tumbling away from the fighter. The deafening roar of tortured air subsided
and became the soft moan of the slipstream around the fighter's canopy. There was
nothing to see through the plastiglas blister except dust particles whipping past at an
incredible speed.



Taysan saw the control choe move. He cupped his hand over it and for the first time
felt the tremors cansed by air moving over the wing's control surfaces. Suddenly the
flieht instrument pancl was illuminated. Al the instruments wore picked out in saftly
alowing coloured Hehts,

Behind hin in the cramped instructor's seat, Katra cased herselt into a more
comfortable pocitinn, A ved Hehtwinked ather fram her keyboard, Her tiny sereen,
a duplicate of the main screen in front of Jaysan, was devoid of detail apart from
Novenia's curving horizon.

"You now have manual control,” the computer advised. Taysan pulled gingerly back
on his control shoe. The fighter's nosce lilted and he felta stight increase in his weight,
He turned to the left. His bady shifted in his scat and suddenly he understood the
meaning of the old expression ‘to fly by the scat of your pants™.

Once again the fighter was aircraft. It was responding like an aircraft.

The battle it had never heen designed to fight was waiting for it far below on the
darkened surface of the devastated planct.
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FIRST LEVEL

1.

The recordings of the Novenian surface that Katra and Taysan had studied were no
preparation for the shock of secing the destruction close to. They remained silent for
some minules, reluctant to intrude upon each other’s thoughts. Jaysan levelled out and
cruised towards some ruins that had once been a city. They were in the daylight zone
and yet it was like night below. He followed the city's rubble-strewn central avenue,
using the gaunt remains of buildings as relerence points (o get the feel of the fighter.
The transparency of the ruins caused by the canopy's imaging cffect added to the
ecrieness of the scene.

"She's handling well," said Jaysan at length. "You'd better try out your controls.”

Katra found that the need to concentrate on flying was a welcome, i momentary,
distraction from the appalling destruction. She used her control shoe to gain height.
Twin energy towers - their transparcacy giving them a ghost-like quality - nudged
onfo the horizon. She flew around the structures in a tight, banking turn. A line of
glowing points of light leading from the towers across the plain to a third tower
marked the route of an underground powerline.  She was about to practice
straight-line flying by following the lights when she saw the glass-like outline of an
Egron tank.

"leave it,” Jaysan warned. "We necd some flying practice.”

It was sound advice but Katra ignored it. THer hatred welled up and erupted. She
arrowed the fighter straight at the unsuspecting tank and fired as soon as the crossed
hairs of the graticule sight were correctly aligned on the target. The lasers stabbed
out from the fighter's wings and converged on the armoured vehicle.

"Pull up!” Jaysan yclled.

The explosion rocked the tiny fighter. Debris from the tank hurtled past the canopy -
miraculously missing the aircraft.

"Well at least they're vulnerable to sentine! lasers!” Jaysan yelled, twisting around in
his seat to keep the wrecked tank in view.

"What's going on?" demanded an aggrieved voice from aft.

"Shut up, Agro!” Katra snarled.

A Bute fighter appeared on the horizon. 1ts delta shape become visible as it banked



towards the itruder.
"Katra - no,” said layzan uneasily.

Katra ignoted him and poshed the fighter's nose hard down. The aircraft accelerated.
Her expression was faut with concentration; knuckles white from the tightness of her
erip on the control shoe. The Bute fighter swelled in the sights. The pilot seemed
more intent on investigation rather than attack. His curiasity was his undoing. Two
flashes of tight and the Bute fighter disintegrated. This time she remembered to haul
the shoe back. The fighter Hifted its nose and roared into the darkened sky, fcaving the
debris of the Bute fighter raining onto the plain.

"You know something?” Katra observed as she levelled out. "This could be fun if it
wasn't so deadly serious.”

Jaysan glanced at the energy pod indicator. His eyes widened in alarm. The energy in

the pod had dropped by 20 percent. A few minutes of hard manoeuvring had cost
them a fifth of their encrgy reserves.

2.

Hermann rolled red-cyed and belligerent into StarGlider One’s control room. The
news he had just received in his cabin had not made him a happy man. )

"When did this happen?” he demanded.

The captain swallowed ncr\'o.usly. " About five minutes ago, sir.
"Two tanks?"

"Four now, sir."

"Four!”

“And a Bute fighter.”

"What!"

e

- The captain Tooked miserable. "The reports came in a few scconds ago, sir.”
Hermann's jaw jutted. He thrust his face close enough fo the captain for him to be able
to map the veins on his commanding officer’s nose. "To lose one tank is unfortunate,”
said Hermann with remarkable restraint. "To lose two tanks smacks of carclessness.
And to lose four plus a Bute lighter..” his voice suddenly became its customary
hellow., “Llis downright, court-martial-offence stupidity!”

"Maybe they hit mines, sir,” was the only useful thing the captain could think of to
say. [twas o comment that further inflamed Hermann,
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"Mines! The Novenians are like us - a peace-loving people! They don't ga scattering
mines about their own planct! Hermann paosed and regarded the captain with
considerable foathing, "Didn't any ol the tanks say anything before they stopped
broadeasting?”

"Nothing, sir. One sccond a continuous stream from their data-links. The next
sccond - nothing.”

Hermann brooded for a few moments. "Alright. You'd belter send a general alert to
all units. Tell them to report anything unusual. Anything - it docsn't matter how
unimportant it may scem.”

3.

Like the first and second blasts, the third laser blast Jaysan fired had no effect on the
walker; the concentrated blows caused jets of molten metal to lare off the walker's
ftank but the huge, ungainly machine, striding across the plain on two massive
mechanical legs, continued on its way,

"And again!™ Katra urged.
"IU's useless!™ Jaysan shouted over his shoulder. "The thing's indestructible!”

"AGAIN!

Jaysan wheeled the fighter and fired for a fourth time. The blasts hit the centre of the
walker's hody, producing more of the spectacular silvery fountains of molten metal.
The walker wobbled stightly and started firing back at the fighter. Two bolts of
cnergy slammed into the aircraft, Jaysan fought to regain control.

"Damage - ten per cent,” intoned the computer.

Jaysan swore softly and sheered clear of the walker's arc of fire. The walker dumped
an automatic laser silo on the plain. The silo’s multiple-barrelled turret immediately
started firing at the fighter but the shots went wide.

"1 tell you, Kat. we should leave those walker things alone. They're too heavily
armoured. Let's stick (o tanks.”

"We can't afford 1o leave anything alone,” Katra retorted. "Anl the longer those
walkers are left alone, the more time they have to drop those sito things all over
Novenia.”

A silo that Jaysan hadn't seen fired at the fighter. The blast tore a section out of the aft

compariment which triggered some foud complaints from Agro. Jaysan spun the
fighter around, aimed it at the silo and disposed of it before it could shoot again.
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"Damage - filteen pereent.” the computer stated.

Javean waw that the enerev pod was down to Gty pereent.

“Listen, Kat - this is ¢razy, We were wrang to start fighting as soon as we arrived.
We should've Tacated a repair depot first and made sure of our supplics before doing

anything else”

Katra laaked at the instrument pancl and nodded. "Okay. Jaysan - let's find the
ncarest depot. T we ect some missiles, maybe we can zap those walkers.”
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SECOND LEVEL

1.

Sentinel Service and Repair Depot 4 was turning slowly about its axis. To conserve
the encrey pod’s charge. Jaysan set the fighter down on the ground ncar the depot.
He plugged in his vox-operated headset, switched the radio transceiver to very low
power and punched out the monitoring frequency used hy the repair depots.

"Depot Four. This is AGAV One. Do you copy?”

He had to repeat the call several times belore there was a responsce in his headset. To
Katra's and Jaysan’s delight, a voice answered: a voice that sounded incredulous.

"Roger AGAV One. This is Chief Engincer Napia returning. We copy you fine.
Sorry about the delay. We couldn’tidentify your configuration at first. Have you
escaped from a muscum? Go ahead.”

"We'lt explain when we've docked. Have you run a'voiceprint ident on me?”

"Sure we have, Jaysan. Can't be too careful with our friends around.”

"Permission to dock, Napia?”

"Go ahead. We're opening the doors.”

"A prablem,” said Jaysan. "Can you turn off the spin?”

"Sorry, Taysan. The neutron pulse at the beginning of the attack knocked out our
alignment controllers.”

"Damn,” Katra muticred under her breath.
"Okay, Napia, Wc'll sync in with the spin.”

"Good luck, fellers,” Napia replied. "You'll have 1o dock manually with the lascr
charging paint. You're too small for the (raction beams to handle.”

"

"Don't worry, Napia. We've been practising.

“"Okay. We'll clear with you now. We don't like transmitting for too fong in case we
draw attention {o oursclves.”

Jaysan switched the transceiver off and glanced at the energy pod indicator. ™
percent,” he remarked sourly. “About ten minutes flying time.”

Thirty
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"What does it matter? Katen asked. "We'll pick up a recharged pod in the depot.”

A tank oppeared on the horizon, Testaried toosing of f at the exact moment that Jayzan
increased thrust and Lifted,

The manocuvring that was necessary (o dispose of the tank cost another five percent
of the encrey pod's charge.

Taysan swung the fighter towards the depot. He lost height until he was tevel with the
doors that were set into the end of the long, low building, and began the
encrpy-consuming task of synchronising the fighter in a circular flightpath so that the
doors were framed steadily straight ahead. The crazily spinning horizon made Katra
close her eyes. With delicate movements of the control shoe, Jaysan cased the fighter
closer to the vawning doors. The manocuvre was every bit as difficult as he had
expected: he had to fly sideways while very close to the ground and at the same time
take account of the decreasing angular velocity as the fighter approached the centre of
the depot’s turning circle.

Agro peered over Katra's shoulder, saw what was happening, and wiscly decided that
this was not a good time to register complaints.

After several corrections and over-corrections that {urther depleted the encrgy pod,
Taysan finally steered the hovering aircraft through the depot's doors without hitting
anything,

Normally the depot dealt with sentinels on an assembly line basis: the robot ships
entered the huilding at one end and were moved along, nose to tail. by traction beams
while an army of repair andreids carried out the necessary servicing. The last
operation - near the exit - was recharging the sentinels’ laser cells. Now the building
was empty of ships.

Jaysan ignored the watching androids as he guided the fighter slowly along the length
of the building towards the laser cell recharging point. The bleeping started; slowly
at first and gradually increasing in tempo as the nosc probe approached its target.
Taysan cased the fighter forward. The probe locked with the filling point. The bleeps
merged into a continuous note that cut-ont automatically as the laser cell was refilled.
Androids swarmed under the fighter and held it in position. some of the specialized
units made an immediate start on the repairs. Jaysan cut power and noticed that the
encrgy pod was indicating a 25 pereent charge.

"What's going on”" Agro demanded. "We've aright to know.”
"Somce androids are repairing the fighter,” Katra replied. "If you interfere with them
in any way, they'll be instructed to chop you into small picces for recycling,

Understood "

Agro's silence suggested that he understood perfectly. Taysan reached up to release
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the canopy.
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“"We were under continnous attack from the tanks for tweo days,” said Napia, pouring
Katra and Jaysan another drink. The three were sitting in the chief engincer's
apartment.

“The StarGliders were the worst - a few more blasts in the same place and they would
have broken through. After they'd cleared off, the tanks and the Bute and Skim
fighters teft us alone.”

"How about the other three depots?” Katra asked.

They're okay,” said Napia. He looked curiously at his two guests. "You really think
you can take on all the Egron forces with that museum piece?”

"We've already destroyed six tanks and a Bute fighter," Jaysan pointed out.

"And the walkers?"

"How important are they?" Katra asked.

Napia finished his drink. "Damned important. There's not :n:iny of them but they
carry supplics to the tanks and (hey seem to be indestructible - like the StarGliders.
And they drop small silos all over the place.”

"How do you know they're indestructible?”

"Becaunse we threw everything we had at them.”

"Missiles?"

Napia nodded. "We used our entire stock. Useless.”

Katra looked alarmed. "So you can't supply us with missiles?”

"One,” said Napia.

"One!™ Jaysan exclaimed, sharing Katra's alarm.

"Sorry." said Napia. "That's the fastest our replicators can produce them. 101 be the
same with the other depots.” The engineer hesitated. "There's another problem.
Your cnergy pods are an old pattern. We don't have any replacements.”

"Fair enough,” said Jaysan. "You can recharge the existing one.”

"There's a problem. Our inductive rechargers were phased out a few ycars ago when
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the Mark 10 sentinels were brought into service.”

Jaysan stared at »

"What ahaut the other depots?™

The engincer Jocked down at his drink. "Same thing.  None of us have pad
rechargers. Al we can do for you is refill your faser coll, let you have one missile at a
time, and carry out repairs. That's all any of the depots will be able (o do for you."

"But the pod was showing only a twentyv-five percent charge when we arrived,"
Jaysan protested. "Only a fow minutes flying time.”

"I'm sorry.” said Napia, "But that's what you'll have to leave with,”

3.

The energy pod indicator charge was showing 20 percent by the time the {ighter had

cleared the depot,

Katra gave Javsan the heading for the Novenpian Industrial Muscum. Jaysan turned
sharply to avoid an encrgy tower near the depot and sct the fighter on course for the
muscum.

Both of them knew that their chances of finding a pod were slim enough. And their
chances of finding a fully charged one were virtually nil,

Two tanks opened fire on the lighter. Their Jaser bolts jolted the tiny crafl. Jaysan
was tempted unleash the one missile that the fighter was now armed with but the
problem of their dwindling cnergy reserves was more pressing. Three minutes later
they were circling the ruins of the muscum. A close inspection was not necessary;
nothing could have survived the mindless destruction that the Egron tanks had

~wrought. Jaysan set the fighter down to conserve energy while they discussed their
next move.

"Allwe candois hole up in a depot,” Jaysan reasoned. "Given time, maybe we can
build some sor of recharger for the pod.”

"It amounts 1o a defeal,” said Katra bitterly.

Jaysan rcached up and squeezed her hand that was resting on his shoulder. "At least
we'll Tive to fight another day.” he said cheerfully.

The fighter tifted and resumed its journey back to the depot. 1t was as they llew
across the thread of underground powerline markers that Katra nolticed something
unusual.

“laysan - what did you do then?”

"Nothing. Why?”

S
N

|

Curn around and (ly back the way we've just come.”
"We're down (o ten porcent.”

"Please, Jaysan."

Jaysan pulled the fighter around in a circle and flew back in the direction of the
museum.

"Waltch the energy indicator when we fly over the powerline markers,” Katra
instructed.

The line of coloured markers swept by under the fighter. As they did so, Jaysan
noticed the energy indicator give a slight flicker. Katra gave an excited shout. "The
fighter's aperations manual!” she yelled. “There was a warning in it tclling pilots not
to recharge their energy pods by flying low along powerlincs! Maybe the inductive
ficld from the powerlines between the energy towers is strong enough to-"

Katra never finished the sentence: her body was hurled against her restraint harness as
Jaysan wrenched the fighter around. He dived towards the energy tower and levelled
out above the markers.

Katra gave a cry of delight when the energy indicator kicked to a slightly higher
reading. "As low as you can, Jaysan!”

Taysan lost height and sicadied his course so that the markers were a blur disappearing
precisely under the fighter's nosc.

“Pull up! Pull up!” warned the computer, "Too low! Too low!”

The energy charge indicator began climbing,

"I's working! It's working!" Katra whooped.

The fighter was skimming so close 1o the ground that not for an instant could Jaysan
tisk taking his eyes ofl the straight line of lights that were streaking towards him like
glowing bullcts.

"Sixty percent!!” Katra yelled. "Seventy!”

Jaysan tricd increasing height slightly,

"Seventy. It's constant,” Katra called out. "Fly as low as you can!”

Jaysan gingerly eased the control shoe forward,

"Eighty!”
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Tavsam's face was lined with concentration. Tt neaded the most delicate of movements
on the control shoe to maintain height, The slightest slip and they would crash into the
desert.

UNiney pereent!™ Katra was ¢lose 1o hueging herself in excitement. And then her

vaice wie o panic-stricken sheiel, "aysan! Pufl up! Pall up!”

Boih Jaysan and Katra simultancously jorked their respective control shoes back, The
thrust of scveral G-farces rammed them inio their seats. There was a sickening
shudder that racked the fighter as the needle-like tip of the energy tower ripped
through the underside of the fusclage.

"Agro!” Katra yelled., "What's the damage?”

"Vandals!™ the android shouted. "You people have no idea-"

"Seems okay,” said Taysan, waggaling the wings experimentally as he levelied out.
“A splitas long as me!” Agro yelped.

"A pity vou dide't fall out! Katra retorted. She would have continued the dispute but
was much oo excited at the realisation that they had solved their energy problem.

The destruction of the Tgron forces could now start in carnest.
“"Imbecile!” Hermann roared at the ashen-faced tank commander who was framed in

the hologram field. " You mean to tell me that you let something out of a muscum
wipe out an cntire squadron!™

"Sir” said the tank commander calmly. “Our tanks are no match against a fighter - no
matler how old it is. We're designed to fight ground forces.”

“"Excuses! P'm onot interested in your pathetic excuses! T want that fighter destroyed!”

The tank commander was not so eastly intimidated as the captain of StarGlider One,
"So do we, siv. But with respect, it was you who said that we would not have (o
contend with an airforce.”

"Adrforce!” Hermand expladed. "You have the impudence to call one miserable lump
of muscum junk an airforce!”

"Ts in the air and it uses force)” e officer answered. "Therefore it's an airforce.”

"And like all airforees it also uses ground support facilities.” Hermann barked.
depots. Have you destroyed them all yet?”

I'he
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“No, sir. As [ said in my last report, the depots are built to withstand the most-”

“"And I've got the facilities to have vou brought up here avd hanged!™ Hermann
thundered. "Destrov those depots! That's an order!”

5.

The walker was indestructible. Even the one television-guided missile had failed to
stop it. On the sixth attack. Jaysan aimed for the main joint between the machine's
huge, ungainly body and its leg. The sustained burst of laser fire produced the same
results as the previous attacks: explosive gouts of molien metal that had no affect on
cither the machine's progress across the blackened plain or the uncomfortable
accuracy of its return firc. The walker's armour seemed o be total - it had no
Achilles heel.

"We'll have (o cancentrate on the tanks and silas,” Katra reasoned as Jaysan lined up
the fighter for a seventh attack.

"One more.” Jaysan multered.

At that moment an unlucky shot from the walker hit the fighter's lefthand vectored
thrust port and unbalanced the aircraft's flight.

"Damage nincty percent! Land! Land! Land!™ urged the computer.
Luckily the reeking fighter was close to the ground. Jaysan had just enough control to
pilotit behind an outcrop of racks so that they could not be raked by the walker's fire,

The fighter dropped heavily on its landing pads,

laysan mouthed a onc-ward expletive. "We're going to have to take a look at the
thrust port before that thing's upon us.”

Katra quickly broke open an oxygen tablet pack, swallowed one of the tablets and
gave one (o Jaysan. The tablets released oxygen into the hloodstream at a controtled
rate so that they could venture out onto the surface without having to breathe the
poisoned atmosphere.

Jaysan pulled the canopy open and jumped to the ground. One glance was sufficient to
assess the damage: the adjustable lonvres that controlled the direction of the main
engine's thrust were buckled inwards, jamming them so that they could not be turned.
“Not too bad,” said Katra, joining Jaysan. "About ten minutes?”

"About that,” Jaysan agreed.

Katra scrambled onto the wing and yelled at Agro to pass the toolbox. "One
problem,” she said to Jaysan. "That walker's going to be on top of us in five minutes.
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As il to confiem her statement, the walker opencd fire. The bolis of enerey from the
ginnt machine’s fasers chewed alaree tump out of the rocky outcrop. Jaysan peered
around the rocks and saw to his dicmav that the (owering walker had increased speed
and was stnicding porposefully towards their position. 1 was close enough for him to
hear the creak of its machinery.  Boulders ware crushed to dust beneath the
pulverising tread of its hnge aeel fect. The rough ground it was crossing did not
affect its pace: the walker was desianed o travel over any terrain,

Jaysan and Katra wrestled frantically with the buckled Jouvres - straightening them as
liest they could with prybars. Two of the louvres resisted their brute force efforts.

“Can®help?” It was Agra, standing on the wing, looking down at the sweating couple,
Samchow the android had obtained a fircarm,

"Tell us how far away that machine is.” Jaysan panted.
Agro eyed the swaving walker. "What is it?7 A souvenir hunter?”

"Probably.” Jaysan gasped, while he and Kaira strained together to straighten the last
and most stubborn louvre.

Agro gave the androidal cquivalent of a warcry and jumped to the ground. Before the
couple could stop him. he raced around the rock and galtoped towards the advancing
‘walker - the manipulators hie used {or walking seemed to spin like wheels as he sped
across the plain, raising twin clouds of dust in his wake.

"Too late to worry ahont him,” Katra panted as she and faysan threw their combined
weight on the prvhar.

The buckled Touvre still refused to unbend.

“"Useless! Jayvsan snarled in angry frustration. He pulled a handgun from his holster
and clambered onto the outcrop. Katra was beside him as he threw himself down,
They fired in unison at the walker. Their blasts of energy flared impotently on the
huge legs. The ground shook in harmony with the pounding footsteps of the
monstrous machine, They stared in amazement at Agro. The tiny android was stifl
heading straight towards the walker - in no way intimidated by the apparition’s tower
bultk. The walker ignored Agro as it continwed (owards the fighter's position.
Another blast from its lasers had a vanishing effect on a chunk of rock very near to
where Katra and Jaysan were lving prone. Debris showered around them. By now
Agro was virtially underncath the colossus and was firing upwards at random. The
walker's crew suddenly realised what was happening and directed their fire
downwards but the tiny machine adroitly dodged their energy blasts. Suddenly the
android vecred. He seemed (o dart between the machine’s legs. The pall of dust made
it difficult for the couple ta see exactly what was happening, but Agro appeared to
lose his balance. His pot-like body rolled over several times. his manipulators flailed
wildly, and a steel foat descended Tike a mighty industrial press to crush the android
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into mechanical oblivion,

Then the impossible happened: suddenly there was a dull roaring sound from deep
within the machine.  The motion of its legs ceased. Without warning its body
suddenly split open. Flames ceupted into the black sky followed by geysers of
burnine debris. The walker teatered on its legs and collapsed - throwing up a huge
cloud of dust that scemed (o race towards Katra and Jaysan like a charging tidal wave,

The couple stood and stared without speaking as a series of minor cxplosions
disintegrated what was feft of the walker's body.

There was silence. The only movement was the settling dust. Something caught
Katra's eye. She tugged at Jaysan's arm and pointed to where a small pot-like shape
was materialising out of the dust like a ghost: a very angry and very battered ghost.
They watched in amazement as the shape drew ncar. It waved an accusing
manipulator at them.

"The next time we have to deal with a souvenir hunter,” said Agro petulantly, "You
might at least have the decency to lend a helping hand.”
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THIRD LEVEL

1.

With remarkahle self-control Tlermann resisted the femptation to fly into a rage when
he heard that one of his indestructible walkers had been destructed. g alien cunning
asserted itself. From the pictures transmitted by the walker before its demise, he now
had a clear idea of what he had to deal with,

And that idea made him an unhappy man,

He was deflinitely up against a fighter.

“Okay - ge it was a muscum picce. But how many other muscum picces did the

Novenians have? Mayhbe there were dozens of the antiques being prepared for

service: bases being made ready; pilots undergoing training; underground munitions
plants turning out weapons, bombs and all sorts of things that would make him even
more unhappy.

Hermann checked himself. His imagination, limited as it was, was running away
again. Theve was only the one fighter. As for bases - well - there were the sentinel
depots and they'd soon be finished of . Weaponry? From reports is seemed that the
fighter had only Tazer cannons.,

Hermann's imagination took off again: mayhe that was the impression that the {ighter
wished to give? Obviously its destruction of the walker was the result of the Novenian
resistance movement being forced ta reveal their possession of a secret weapon, It
was ohvious that whoever they were, they hoped to entice his StarGlider down from
the safety of its orbital station.

Hermann bravely decided to resist such blatant provocation by remaining in orbit
around Novenia, After all, as commander-in-chief, it was his duty to avoid cxposing
himsclf to danger so that he could continue with the vital co-ordination of his
subordinates on the ground wha were, of course, prepared and paid to dic for him. Tt
would be churtish of him to steal thewr jobs and their glory.

He advised all his around forces of the amazing sacrifice he was making on their
behall and requested them to continue sending him information on the strange
fighter's behaviour,

2.

The instrument panel showed that the fighter's energy pod was fully recharged. To
Katra's relief, Taysan pulled up in a steep climb. The needle-like crown of the encrgy
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tower sank out of sight heneath the fighter. Katra hated the dangerously low, fast
flight botween the towers to recharge the ped. Once they were at a safe height, she
resumed her argument with Agro,

“Listen, Agro. We're all in this together. You've a duty to tell us how ven destroyed
the walker.”

"And you had a duty to help us,” Agro retorted. "And did you? I it hadn't been for
us, that souvenir hunter would have stripped this priceless exhibit down to the seat
padding.”

At that moment Jaysan spotted another walker. The fighter wheeled.

Katra kept her voice calm. “Jaysan. What are you doing?"

The fighter dived towards the walker.

"What does it look like?”

"But you don't know what you're doing!”

"Nor did that perambulating tin tyrant. But be didn't make out so bad.”

"Who are you calling a tin tyrant?" Agro demanded, elevating a manipulator so that
he could peer over Katra's shoulder,

Jaysan pulled out of the dive and aimed the fighter straight at the walker -
approaching the pounding legs low and fast.

"Weird,” Agro mutiered.
Katra wanted 1o close her eyes.

"Okay, android.” said Jaysan calmly. "Do you tcll me how to hit that thing or do the
million bits that you're about to become end up in a sonvenir hunter's collection?”

3.

“You're certain about this?" Hermann barked, confronting the hologram image.
“There's no doubt about it, sir." the tank commander replied. “It's definitely using
the inductive energy from the powerlines to refuel. Twice now we have observed it

flying very low between the encrgy towers. You've got to let me destroy the towers.”

“That's impossible,” Hermann declared. "We'll need energy to consolidate our hold
on the planct. Rebuilding the towers will take too long and will be too cxpensive.”
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"Which means that darmned fighter will be able to recharge whenever it needs to,” said
the tank commander curtly.

Hermann's eyes narrowed.  "Why is it that you haven't destroyed it when it's
preoccupied with this refucling””

"Becavse it Hies too fow and (oo fas( sir”
"Because you can't shoot straight you mean!” Hermann thundered.

“We're shooling very straight.” said the tank commander evenly. "In fact I've never
heard of a bent laser beam.”

Hermanns's nostrils flared. "1 you're being insolent, by the-"
“I'm being straight with you, sir.” said the tank commander patiently. "lf you won't
Jet me destroy the towers, at least let me concentrate my tanks and fighters along the
powerlines. That way we might stand a better chance of hitting the fighter. And
there's something clse we could try as well.”

4.

Jaysan circled the smoking wreckage that had once been a walker. The machine had
been of different design from the first walker - they had called it a stomper - but the
methad of dealing with it had been the same. He turned in his scat and grinned at
Katra. "Easy. huh?”

“Like we once said,” Agro muticred. “"We've never yel come across a souvenir
hunter that we couldn't handle.”

"Let's find another one,” said Yaysan, "1 enjoyed that.”

Two lascr blows struck the fighter. Jaysan wheeled the afrcraft around and spotted
the two Skim fighters immediately. They were doing what they were good at: firing
while skimming low over the surface. Jaysan dived towards them, expecting them to
separate and attack him from different dircctions. To his surprise, the Skim fighters
wheeled sharply away and disappeared over the horizon.

“It doesn't say much for the quality of Egron pilots,” he commented.
“And our instruments say a lot for the state of this fighter,” Katra replied. "The laser

cellis nearly exhansted and we've ot forty percent damage. Time we returned to a
depot.”

Thirty minutes later, with a recharged laser cell and rearmed with a television-guided
missile. the fighter was back in business. Except that its customers secried to be no
longer inferested in the fighter's business. The tanks had vanished. Apart from the

fixed silos, which were relatively easy to disposc of, there was no sign of the tanks or
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the walkers. Even the fighters had vanished. The darkened plain, with its glowing
specks of radioactive dust, was deserted.

"Climb," Kafra suggested.
The fighter climbed.

Jaysan peered ahead and conld sec nothing. He shook his head in bewilderment.
"What do you suppose has happencd to them?"
A movement near an cnergy tower caught Kaltra's eye. She touched Jaysan on the
shoulder and pointed. The fighter turned. Beyond the tower several tanks and
hovering Bute fighters could be seen. They were positioned so that they could bring
maximum firepower to bear along the powerline between the energy tower and the
next tower - its pointed tip just visible above the horizon.

“That's the trouble with teaching them a lesson,” Katra remarked bitterly. "They
learn from them.”

“The energy pod's down to thirty percent,” said Jaysan. "We can't fight all of them
and recharge the pod.” :

"Let's sce how many we can knock out using ten percent of the charge,” Katra
suggested. "At tcast they're close together now.”

Jaysan dived the fighter straight at the nearest tank. This time instead of fire from one
ground vehicle, he had to contend with laser blasts from two of them. The first tank
exploded just as the second tank scored a hit that caused 25 percent damage. Jaysan's
return fire went wide as he pulled the fighter sharply around to pick off two Bute
fighters.

The rapid manoecuvre had drained power from the energy pod at an alarming rate.
Another tank had appeared and took up a commanding position near the line of
illuminated markers that traced the route of the powerline between the energy towers.

There was a note of desperation in Jaysan's voice. "Tanks or no tanks - we've got (o
recharge the pod now!” without waiting for a reply from Katra, he hurled the fighter
over the nearest tower and levelled out just above the plain. The powerline markers
hecame a continuous streak of light disappearing under the fighter's nose. The charge
indicator crept upwards. A distant tank sct up a wall of fire that the fighter was
certain to 1y into if Taysan held his course.

He veered off course to fire at the tank.  As he pulled back onto course, the markers
went out,

"They've done it, Katra! They've shut the power off!”

Katra made no veply. The Egrons had done the one thing that they had been dreading.



"We've got to hand somewhere safe,” she said.

There was no further paint in flving between the energy towers, Taysan cased the
fichter into a slow climbh (o conserve encray. The briel flight along the pewerline
marker had added only 10 porcent to the energy pod’s charge. "Where do you
suppest™ he asked,

"Let's go hack to Napia's depot. He might be able (o help.”
“How?"
“Tdon't know! Katra snapped. "But it's all I can think of at the moment!”

5.

- Napia listened to their problems while the lighter was being repaired.
"What's the charge in vour pod now?”

"Thirty percent,” Katra replied. "About five minules flying time.  But not enough to
indulge in any fighting.” She elanced irritably around the chief engineer's raom -
resenting every minute of inactivity. "If we can’t fly - we can't fight. We've got to
find a way of preventing the Egrons from switching off the energy towers.”

Napia made no reply. Instead he twrned to a monitor screen and called-up some
engincering diagrams. He studicd them intently in turn. The last drawing was a
cut-away illustration of an encrgy tower. "Ah.. As T suspected.” He looked
quizzically at Jaysan. "How accurate is your shooting?"

Jaysan shrugged. "Accurale enough to knock out Egron land vehicles and their
fighters. Why?"

Napia pointed to the monitor. "The tapered section at the top of all the energy towers
houses the switching unit. Knock that out first and you prevent the Egrons switching
the tower of . But you must take out only the top of the tower otherwise you'll
destroy the main power feeders.” Napia paused and nodded at the screen. "IUs only a
theory, of course, T never had anvthing (o do with their design.”

Tust before the fighter Il the depot, Napia had some exciting news: encouraged by
the success of the fighter, groups of Novenians who had gone to ground at the onset of
the Egron invasion were now emerging from their hiding places and were carrying
out acts of sabotage against the Faron land forces. One group had even launched an
assault against the sentinel control centre and had recaptured it
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6.

The first attempt to put Napia's theory into practice ended in disaster: Jaysan's blasts
wenl tow, hitting the tower just below the crown and causing the entire structure 10
rip apart, Debris from the explosion punched through the fusclage, just missing
Agro, and caused 10 percent damage. The powerline markers flickered and went out.

A minute’s flying took them to a second pair of unguarded towers. This time Jaysan
took extra care over his approach. He lined the fighter up on the nearest tower and
fired only when the crown was centred perfectly in his sights. The top of the tower
was blown clean away by his lasers but the main structure remained-intact and the
powerline markers continued to glow.

Wil the energy pod down to a 15 percent charge, there was no time for celebrations:
Jaysan swept low over the plain - following the markers while switching his attention
rapidly between the blur of light and the climbing charge indicator. The powerline
remained on.

"Done it!" he yelled triumphantly when the indicator hit 100 percent.

Katra did something unexpected: she circled an arm around Jaysan's neck and hugged
him.

The fighter returned with a vengence to its lask of destroying the Egron forces.
7.

"I you won't let me destroy the towers,” said the tank commander emphaticatly,”
then you've gol (o bring StarGlider One down into the atmosphere. Now that the
fighter has learned how to take out the switching units on the towers, your flagship is
our best hope of destroying it.”

Hermann bristled. "You dare to tell me how to run my battles™

"No, sir,” said the commander wearily. "I'm only fighting them for you.”

“That's what your tanks are designed for! They're the latest produce of the best
Egron brains!” Hermann thundered.

The tank commander decided to stand his ground. "So they may be. sir. But they
can't fly."

"And what about the Bute and Skim f{ighters?” Hermann thundered.

"As you well know, sir, they're not designed to operate in an atmosphere.
Considering their limitations, they're doing exceptionally well.”



"Txceptionally well?” Hermann scoffed. “They haven't destrovedd that fighter, That's
what T would call doing well ™

“Sir - at fivst briefing on (his peace-keeping invasion, you gave me your personal
assurance that Novenia did pot have an airforee.”

"I keep telling vou - one fighter is not an airforce!” Hermann raved. "By heaven,
when this is over-"

"Which it will be soon unless you give me a free hand!™ the tank commander shouted
back. "That fighter has taken out half my tanks, it's destroyed several supply watkers,
and it's wiped out virtually every portable missile silo it's come across. Unless you do
something now, you're going to have to return to Egron 1o explain (o the Imperial
Prator why and how vou let a museum picce fighter screw up the invasion.”

8.

Katra pave a delighted laugh when the stomper exploded. It was the {ifth walker they
had destroved, and she had lost count of the number of tanks and fighters they had
finished off. They had paid another visit to a depot and now had two missiles. They
were ommnipotent. Nothing could stop them now. 1t was only a matter of time before
the invader was defeated. She thumped the back of Jaysan's scat in excitement.
"Tanks!" she yelled. pointing.

The two vehicles returned Jaysan’s fire but the speed of the fighter across their fire
zone was tao oreat: their faser blasts stabbed impotently into the fighter's turbulance.
Jaysan hauled the fighter around in a tight turn. Encrgy for the pod was no longer a
problem. He lined up on the first tank and fired. Even betore the laser blasts hit the
vehicle, he had re-aimed and was firing at the sccond tank. Both vehicles exploded
simultancously - scattering debris across the plain.

“Ten tanks in ten minutes!” Katra velled., "We'll be mopping up soon!”
Another tank appeared. Instead of fighting, it fled as soon as it saw the fighter,
Jaysan Laghed.

A rapid change of course.

Aim.

Fire,

End of tink.

Katra bounced up and down and thumped Jaysan on the back. "They're running,
Jaysan! They're frightened of us! That's eleven-”

Katra never finished the sentence. Out of the corner of his cye, Jaysan had scen a
shadow flitting across the plain, So fincly tuned were his nerves to the unexpected,
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that he reacted by throwing the fighter sideways at the exact moment that his brain
registered the anomaly. The suddenness of the manocuvre saved their lives: the
concentrated force of scveral lasers struck down from above and tore a buge crater
into the Novenian surface. The shockwave hit the ichier with the force of a
cataputted boulder and sent it reeling off conrse. Jaysan fought to regain control by
applying maximum thrust and climbing sharply.

Once at a sale height Taysan collected his wits in time to see the distant shape of a
StarGlider. The ceric glow around the huge mechanical bird showed that its force

wall was sct to maximum intensity.

And then the ghastly creature was turning and accelerating towards the fighter.
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FOURTH LEVEL:

FINAL CONTLICT

skl
[Sard

I.

"Ts gt missites! Hermann yelled when hie saw the underside of the fighter as it
banked sharply away. "No one told me it had missiles!”

StarGlider One made a smart turn which threw the unfortunate captain against
Hermann's chair.

"Wretch!” Hermann roared. erabbing the hapless officer by the collar. "What about
those missiles?”

"They... They laok like very small missiles, sir.” the captain stuttered.

"Small missiles can make big bangs!”

"Not... not big enough to breach our force wall, sir.”

Hermann glared at his captain. " You know, cl('»}’()u’.’ You know exactly what sort of
missiles they are. do you? Has it occurred 1o you that they conld be the same sort of

missiles that they {1t to their sentinels?” .

The captain looked worried. Tle made a move (o escape Hermann's presence. “In that
case, sir. My place is in the fire control room. I you will excuse me.”

The captain fled leaving Hermann to ponder his StarGlider's chances of defeating the
clusive fighter, The problem was manocuvreability: is StarGlider was faster than the
fighter and it had superior firepower. But the fighter would be able to dodge around
the StarGlider and possibly aet close (o its valnerable point.

The shrilling of an alarm intraded on his thoughts. The fighter was attacking!

1)

"Now!" Katra yeled, and pressed the fire key on her control board.

There was a jolt as the missile streaked away {rom the fighter. At the same time the
forward view through the canopy changed to the picture transmitted from the
speeding missile's television camera, Jaysan maintained the fighter in level flight
while Katra guided the missile using her control board,

The StarGlider appeared to be racing towards them.

Katra corrected the missile’s yaw uniil it was heading straight towards the StarGlider.
AL the moment of impact, when the camera was destroyed, the canopy view switched
back to normal. The explosion seemed to engulf the distant StarGlider. It emerged
unscathed from the fireball and started shooting at the fighter. Jaysan performed a
desperate twist and a steep dive to get them out of trouble. The StarGlider flashed by
overhead. By the time it was turning back to renew the attack, the fighter was
streaking for the horizon.

3.

The appearance of the StarGlider was a blow for Katra and Jaysan. Suddenly they
were on the defensive. For an hour they dodged the StarGlider's fearsome fire,
sometimes landing to conserve energy, sometimes having 1o break from cover when
the StarGlider located them. At onc point a sudden attack forced them to break off a
recharging run between two encrgy towers. Jaysan landed in the midst of some ruins
so that they could stretch their legs and consider their next move.

“"We've got to face it, Kat,"” said Jaysan despondently. "There's nothing more that we
can do. The force wall makes the StarGlider impregnable.”

Under normal circumstances Kafra would have argued vehemently but she could
think of nothing constructive to say (o counter Jaysan's pessimistic viewpoint.

"Force walls,” Agro muttered. "We've never come across a souvenir hunter or a
force wall that we couldn't handle.”

Katra looked sharply at the android. "What are you trying to tell us?

"Us? We're not trying to (ell you anything. You lot know all the answers."

"We don't know the answer to a force wall. T take it that you do?"

"We've dealt with a few foree walls in our time,” said Agro mysteriously.

“"Oh? How?"

"Trade secret.”

Katra picked up a hand weapon and levelled it at Agro.

"Listen, junkheap,” she threatened., "How these things work isn't a trade secret. 171}
fire, you get reduced to a hillion molecules. So do you tell us how to deal with a lorce

wall or do T do some reducing?”

Agro considered his options. As a machine, fear was unknown to him, but he had
been programmed to take care of himself. "All force walls have a weak spot,” he said
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sulkily.
"Which is?" the pun remainded trained on him,
"Think... the null point where the force wall is generated from.”

Jaysan spapped his fingers. "OF course, Kat! the null point on the sentinels is always
near the tail where it's unlikely to got hit, I we conld score a direct hit with a missile
on the StarGlides’s null point!”

"With your poxy little missiles?" Agro queried. "You'll need af least three hits on the
null paint to do any good.”

Katra's answer was to jump fo her feet and move towards the fighter. "Come on,” she
said crisply. "We've gol work to do.”

4,
"There it ist Katra yeled.

She spotted the null point under the StarGlider's tail but it was too late for her to alter
the missile’s course. The weapon exploded harmlessly against the force wall.
Another of Taysan's twisting dives took the fighter clear of the Star(Glider's tethal
fircpower, A blast hit the wing, rocking the aircraft and causing 25 percent damage.

"T didn't sce anything.” said Jaysan,
“Tdid,” Agro piped. "Just below the tail. A round marker. It could only be the force
wall generator’s nutl point.”

"That's what T saw too.” said Katra.

Jaysan glanced at the instrument panel. "We have no missiles left.”

"

"One's cortain ta be enough.” said Katra, twisting in her scat so that she could keep the
StarGlider under observation.

"Okay,” said Jaysan decisively. “Let's visit a depot, collect a missile, and get after it.”

"Youll nced at least three missiles,”
depots.”

said Agro. "And that means three visits to

5.

Hermann had a theory that applicd to enemies that came charging straight at him:
cither they were insanc or they weren't frightened of him. He was uncomfortably
aware that the lighter was quite definitely not frightened of him and he doubted if its

crew was insane. That meant that they still had a trick up their sleeve. Judging by the
way thal the last missile had obviously been aimed at the tail of his beloved StarGlider
(e, he had a shrowd idea what that trick might be. Thinking about it made him an
unhappy man.

"Captain!” he bellowed.

"Sir?" the captain answered from the fire control room.

"I want maximum covering {ire around the tail!”

"But we already have all the tail turrets manned, sir,” the captain protested.

"e

Then move some more (urrets into the tail and no arguments!”

"Yes, sir. Right away, sir," the captain replied promptly, having decided to ignore
Hermann's request. :

6.

The mass of concentrated fire from the StarGlider caused Jaysan 1o break off his
approach before Katra had a chance to fire the missile.

"What the hell are you doing!”

"We don't stand a chance it we get any cleser,” Jaysan replied. “You'll have to fire it
from here."

"But we're at the extreme Himit of the missile's range!”

"That's a chance we've got to take. That thing'll blow us out of the sky if we try
getting any closer. And don't forget - we lose our forward vision when the missile's
under way.”

"Okay. Go for level flight... Now!”

The missile leapt away. Katra's fingers moved over the keyboard - steering the
weapon accurately towards the StarGlider. The giant mechanical bird saw the missile
homing in and tried to out-manocuvre it. But the StarGlider was too large to outwit
Katra's nimble fingers. The tait swelled in the canopy's head-up display. She saw the
null point. She just had time to centre the crossed hairs an instant before the missile
struck home.
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7.

The feree of the explosion rocked the SturGlider and tossed Hermann out of his chair.
"Damage report!™ he velled, picking himseif up.

"Stitt checking, sir!™ the caplain’s voice answered.

Hermann fumed while he tricd to catch the words of a muflled conversation in the
background. "Are we maintaining fevel flight, dammit!”

"Yes, sir.” said the captain, "The missile must have scored a chance in a million hit on
the force wall gencrator’s null point because the hull's been breached. We've some

damage to the tail and controls hut the repair androids can take care of it.”

Under fire Hermann had the ability to think quickly and clearly. "How long before
we have {ull control™

“Twenty minutes, sir)”

Hermann came to a snap decision. He called up the tank commander and instructed
him to destroy all the energy towers.

8.

“But Fdelinitely hitit,” Katra wailed in anger and [rustration. "The missile was smack
on the null point! You saw it.”

Immediately after the missile strike, Jaysan had pulled the fighter well clear of the

StarGlider. "Okay, Kat - you hit it right ecnough.” He studied the receding StarGlider
thoughtfully and accclerated after it

"What are you doing?

“Look at it carcfully, Kat! The wing beat is sluggish and she's not taking any notice of
us now. Maybe vou did do some damage!”

"We've gat one missile Teft!™ Katra declared excitedly. "You reckon it might finish
them of17"

"You'll need two more direct hits,” Agro staled. "Not that you'll get the chance.
Look to your left."

Katra and Jaysan looked.

On the horizon a tank was systematically demolishing an energy tower with repeated
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blasts from ils faser cannon. Without saving a word, Jaysan started flying on a fast,
steaight course so that Katra could Tannch their Tast missile. As soon as the weapon

- was on ifs way, the forward canopy view switched to the missile's camera. Tn the

closing seconds of the missile's flight they saw (he damage to the StarGlider's tail. In
trying iooassess the damage. Katra was distracted for a crucial split second with the
result that her missile exploded usclessly against the StarGlider's force wall. Katra
sworce bitterly.

"Atlcast you're getting the hang of it,” Jaysan cansoled as he set course for the nearcst
depot.

On return flight they gol to a powerline just before a tank tried to destroy it. With a
recharged energy pod. they docked at a depot for repairs and were rearmed with one
missile. Thirty minutes later they were airborne again when they were surprised by a
Dianomic shuttle. The heavy freighter caused some damage which necessitated an
immediate return to a depot.

"AL least we've now got two missiles,” Katra commented when they were {lying
again.

Jaysan concentrated on flying. This lime they were searching for the StarGlider
instead of trying to avoid it.

9.
"There! Over there!™ Katra thumped Jaysan on the shoulder and pointed.

The StarGlider spotted the fighter at the same time and altered course away from it.
The move gave Jaysan hope as he went after the machine: it looked likely that the
machine did not want to mix it until their repatrs were finished.

"Fire when you're ready, Kat!”

Katra fired. She kept her eyes fixed on the display while her fingers made minute
corrections to the speeding missile’s course. The StarGlider's bird-like shape swelled
rapidly. The vulnerable null point came into view. She centred the cross-hairs on the
target.

"Yaw right! She's evading!”

"Down a touch...”

"She's back on target...”

"Hold it... Hold it...”

The null point filled the canopy. Huge. Impossible to miss.
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S Bullseve!”

Foran instant they saw fragments Mying of the SimGlider before Katra Tnnched the
sceond missile. The camera picture, zoaming in on the StarGlider showed that it was
sttt fhving despite the damagze 1 Bl sustained trom the 1wo direct hits,

“Too Tow!™ Jaysan shonfed.

But befare he had finiched, Katra had pulled the missile up. Nothing could stop it
hitting its target.

10.

The first cxplosion plunged Hermann's cabin into darkness. He put out his hands to
save himsell s his bulk was catapulicd across his cabin 1o crash heavily into an unseen
bulkhead. He strugeled to his feet and was about to stant yelling when the second
explosion ripped the floor away from under him.  In the flceting second before
oblivion, he <aw hurtling towards him the surlface of the planct that he had come so
close to conquering.

11.

The StarGlider struck the plain at a shallow angle. Hs nose smashed into an outcrop of
rock that caused the entive disintegrating fusclage (o cartwheel (o a destruction that
was as sudden as it was ellfective. On the third somersaul( there was nothing
recognisahlc about the flaiting, dust-shrouded wreckage to identify it with the
flagship of the invincible StarGlider flect. A monstrons explosion that tore the
remnants 1o shards completed the epitaph.

From the expanding fircball of its funcral pyre. Hermann's StarGlider played its final
card.

Hardly had Javsan's eyes had time to focus on the jagged chunk of debris that was
racing towards the fighter when he felt a jarring thump beneath his seat. As one, all
the tnstruments died.

“Catastrophic system faiture!” announced the computer. "Land! Land! Land!"
Tayean vanked the contral shoe hack and redaced power. He brought (he fighter to a
hover anid was abont to further recuce power to fand when all thrust was Tost. The
fighter crashed down heavily on its shock-absorbing landing pads. A leg crumpled,
tipping the fighter aver onto its left wingtip.

Jaysan swove softly,

"Adousy landing.” Agro commented caustically from his hiding place, aft.
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"What happened?” Katra asked.

Jaysan dropped back into his scat. There was little point in trying to cvade the
approaching tank: it was (oo ncar and its main cannon was alrcady trained on them.
His hand groped for the Taser ficing button but the control shoe was lifcless - not that
he covtd have brought the fasers to boar on the tank had they been working.

Katra watched the tank with listless eyes. She made no attempt to move. Fatigue, like
a lurking enemy she had heen trying (o ignore, had suddenly imprisoned her will to
live. "At least we did our hest.” she said - an uacharacteristic note of resignation in
her voice.

The tank stopped. For a minute nothing happened.

"Get it over with!" Katra shouted.

And then the unexpected happened: a hatch opened on the tank and a man wearing an
Egron officer's uniform climbed out, Te jumped to the ground and stood very still,
staring al the fighter as if undecided what ta do. He was unarmed. He walked slowly
to the fighter and gazed up at the canopy.

"t wonder how the Egrons treat their prisoners of war,” Katra whispered.

“Souvenir hunters.” Agro grumbled. The android was pecring suspiciously over
Katra's shoulder.

Jaysan lcaned cautiously out of the cockpit. He felt faolish and could think of nothing
to say that scemed appropriate. The two men regarded cach other for some seconds.

"I'm the commander of the Egron Land Force,” said the officer abruptly.

"And I'm the commander of the Novenian Air Force,” Jaysan answered, fecling that
he had scored a dubious point.

The officer gave a slight bow. "1t has been a hard bartle.”

Waondering what all this was leading up to, Jaysan agreed that it had indeed been a
hard battle.

"Do you wish (o accept my surrender now?” asked the ofTicer.

Jaysan blinked. "Now?"

The officer nodded. He looked down at the ground. "1 understand. Tt will take
several hours (o muster what's left of my forces. T will issue orders tetling them that

hostilities are over and that they are to rendezvous here.”

Had the defeated officer tooked up at Jaysan and Katra he could hardly have failed to
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notice their stunned expressions, Instead he turned and watked stowly back 1o his
tank.

“You see? Agro declared. "We teld you that we've nover come across souvenir
honters that we conldn’t deal with.”

A somnd caneht Katra™ and Tavean's attention. The circling w fvoze their blood.
And then they realised whit #was and relaxed. They even managed to smile. I was a
real starelider,

The strange bird landed on the plain and began strutting about as if nothing had
happencd,

THE END ?
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