


"No Enemy" — (Chrondisp 3)

"No Enemy" is a follow-up to Chrondisp 2, where
Westblock have discovered a way to track when and where
the rival Asiablock are sending Observers with their time
travel machine,

But Westblock are baffled to find Asiablock are
sending out many Observers to study historical events that
should apparently have no interest for them. To try to find
why they are doing this, Captain Digby 15 sent out to
Observe one in greater detail. Using a young Indonesian
boy as his Host, he witnesses the monstrous explosion of
Tamborain 1815

Meanwhile Westblock notice that Asiablock are
building a number of curious constructions in Northemn
China. Digby, with his ex-US Marine friend Jim go out to
investigate one.

Still no clearer as to what is happening, Westblock
send Digby back to Observe a bizarre naval action between
a Royal Navy frigate and a pirate sloop off the coast of
North Africa in 1806.

“No Enemy" is a SF/detective/adventure story,
describing how Westblock piece together all the odd pieces
of information to find that Asiablock are working on an
ingenious and deadly new weapon. In the last scene Digby
and Ning McGregor, the beautiful half-Scots/half-Chinese
interpreter, sabotage it, causing also the deaths of its
inventor Dr Lin Chung and his sponsor, the evil Shan Tien,

"No enemy
But winter and rough weather"
("As you like it")

(Chrondisp 3)



Chapter 1

We were driving through a silent white tunnel. Snow was a blinding glare in the
twin thrusting halogens, resolving into white dots accelerating at us like flak. The
misses zoomed smoothly away and over as they found the boundary layer on the
hood; the hits flopped heavily onto the tinted triplex, to be impatiently waved aside by
the over-worked droning wipers.

Jim's square face in profile was devilish in the underlighting, eyes hidden in
black holes like Torquemada. His hand reached out of the gloom to push yet again at
the heating gate.

"10:17pm Friday" the dash clock read; "7:17am Saturday" my wrist watch
would read, as jet-lagged | fought hot-eyed against the hypnotic wipers and the warm
air blasting back from the windscreen.

Another car slowly overtook us, thrown up sludge slamming on our 467 Merc
and immediately we were at the bottom of a black greasy ocean.

“The prick," Jim muttered, flashing his main beam. The note of the wipers
deepened, laboured and gradually we rose to the surface. The overtaking car's green
number-plate froze for a moment in our headlights - "California - The Sunshine
State".

Pushing technology to the limit, the Airbus 770 had dropped vertically through
the blizzard with screaming jets into LA exactly on schedule. But immediately after
touchdown we had run out of technology. Lines of Mexicans with shovels were
pushing aside the snow and an unknown Edison had clamped a plank to a fork-lift
truck.There are no snow-ploughs in Los Angeles.

Hundreds of stranded passengers impatiently speaking into hundreds of
cellulars had blocked all channels. The display on my phone read: "Welcome CA,
hope arrive Gate 4 white Mercedes 467 convertible 8:45pm. Jim." His ETA had
slipped three times before | saw him. | had splashed across in the slush outside Gate
4 as he shoved open the car door. | had climbed into the dimly lit warm interior and
thrown my luggage onto the rear seat.

"Weather's all shot to hell,' was his greeting. He had invited me from "frozen
Munich to tank up with some good old Californian sunshine." | could see he was
pissed off that it was snowing here for the first time since records had been taken,
and was expecting sarcasm. | had kindly refrained, slammed the door, turned
towards him and we had shaken hands.

Scowling he had driven to the downtown Sheraton where | had booked in and
showered. | hadnt unpacked; all | had was leisure clothing - in this weather | would
stick with the heavy suit | had left Munich in.

Now he was taking me to one of the famous California "Singles' Bars".

An opalescent glow appeared through the blizzard to the right. The automatic
changed down and snow crunching under the deep-tread Michelins we shouldered
our way off the Santa Ana Freeway into a big parking lot, only half-full. The wipers
still working hard, we drove past aluminium hitching rails up to the tall carved portals
of a hacienda and climbed out. Yellow flaring torches mounted at each side hissed as
snow flakes landed. A keen-face young man in a shiny green cape slid into the seat
of the Merc and disappeared with it into the blizzard. Valet parking. You don't see
that much in Germany. We turned and a blast of hot air and music ballooned out as
the door opened. We entered hastily and the door closed automatically behind us,
hissing in the fallen snow.

Thumping 120db disco music slammed at us, edging the pain threshold and
resonating in my chest cavity. In front and below us was a vast dance floor filled with



teenagers doing an arm-waving dance under flickering strobes, like an old black and
white movie.

| turned round and for the first time had a chance to look at Jim since his visit
to me in Munich three months ago.

Ex-US Marine Lieutenant James Prince PhD had peeled off his ski suit and
was dressed in blue jeans tucked into cowboy boots, a narrow waisted check shirt
emphasising quarter-back shoulders, a thin gold chain with a shark's tooth on it
around his neck. Tall and good-looking, blond hair swept back, he looked nothing like
the popular image of a computer scientist. Shit. In my dark suit, black shoes, white
poplin shirt and striped tie | felt like an undertaker in this vital atmosphere. If | took the
coat off and loosened my tie?

"We want through,' shouted Jim in my ear, edge of hand chopping towards the
far side of the dance floor. He could have walked round the mass of bouncing
dancers but typically he just bulled straight through. Before his tall figure the dancers
parted, beautiful teenagers with barely adhering brief dresses smiled up as he
grinningly did a few exaggerated steps with them on his way across the dance floor.
The dancers closed behind him as he passed but had to double take and resentfully
part again for me struggling along in his wake, hot and bad tempered in my thick suit.

Through another door and as it closed behind us the disco music cut off in mid
beat. Another world. Bright spots hit our eyes and we were at the top of a broad
staircase like the last act in Aida, curving down into a pool of velvet darkness. About
fifty people were sitting and standing at a horse-shoe shaped bar and there was a
sudden silence as they turned to watch us descend, shading our eyes like suspects
at a police line-up. At the bottom thick carpets, dim lights, soft rhythmical music and
to the left a small stage on which a couple were doing everything but copulate.

| could see the bar was populated entirely by Hollywood Californians.
Confident broad-shouldered gods with sun-bleached hair, torn jeans and leather
plaited thongs around their wrists were making smooth passes at slim articulate bold-
eyed goddesses. It was hot, my suit was itchy and | felt totally out of place.

Jim was joshing a suave character wearing a dark blue silk tuxedo and with a
sparkling jewel mounted in the middle of his goatee beard. He had a cellular phone in
each hand and was speaking into them alternately.

"What the hell, Marge. You know I'd be there if | could but we gotta tie up the
final draft for Monday ..." he said into his left hand. He listened a moment, held it
against his side and spoke into his right hand.

“Yeah, sure | do hon, but | couldn't get too excited about that clown you were
sitting with." He listened a moment, rolling up his eyes at Jim. "He's into you for 407
So let go that beach hut you've never gotten around to furnishing since you met
Marvin ...' He put the left hand phone up to his mouth again but | tore my attention
away and turned to Jim who had touched my arm.

"... and this is Kim," he said, 'we were at USC together.' Before us were two
beautiful girls of about thirty-five, made up in geisha-like detail. Kim was small and
blond with green eyes, her hair swinging forwards in two high-lighted wings which
curled up under a little pointed chin. The taller one, whose name | never learnt, was
dark and athletic looking with brown slightly slanting eyes, full lips and wearing a
striped leotard. | shook hands formally, automatically nodding my head and saying
"Digby" in the German style. | mumbled replies to their politely bored questions until
Kim leant forwards and ran one slim manicured finger down my cheek.

"Hey, is that for real?' she asked surprised. | looked at her.

“Are you military?' the leotard asked impatiently.



"Well, yes, | was actually, but now I'm in the Reserve,' | replied. | thought the
laser scar would be invisible in this light. Their faces changed.

"I was first," said Kim, the petite blond.

"Ah, cummon, we always cut," said the sporty-looking brunette.

Kim asked the barman, obviously gay, for a pack of cards. They cut and the
brunette drew high. A quick whispered conversation and some keys changed hands.

The brunette slipped her arm into mine and looked into my eyes.

“I just adore the Bridish pronunciation,' she said. "I gotta grandfather from
"Clan" something. That's in England, isn't it?'

"Wales, | should imagine,' | said, leaning on the accent.

‘| was a soldier too, ectually,' said Jim, but they ignored him.

After that things moved quickly. So quickly that in less than thirty minutes by
my wrist-watch | found myself lying naked on a bed watching while my dark-haired
partner, also naked, had her leg up on a chair and was leaning forwards rhythmically
touching her head to her knee, doing stretching exercises.

"Not you?' she asked curiously. "Well, | guess you Limey's are always in good
shape. We drive around all the time here,' she explained conversationally, stretching
out the other leg. She snapped an elastic tube bandage over her left knee like she
was about to play squash, and jumped onto the bed with me.

"What's so funny?' she said, | don't wanna twist it, do |1?'

Apart from this interesting regional variation, | am pleased to be able to report
that everything went fairly normally and the honour of the British Commonwealth was
adequately defended. Normally, that is if you exclude her asking me to repeat various
expressions, expressions | was more accustomed to hear from the lips of an enraged
sergeant-major on the parade ground.

"Oh, this is like a Bond movie - | just adore that English accent!" she squealed.

The next day | was sitting with Jim on a rocky outcrop in Laguna Beach,
Southern California, sleepily recovering from the previous evening. The long rollers of
the Pacific boomed in, crashed on the beach and slurped out, the pebbles rattling
hollowly in the undertow. | looked around the white empty beach and scooped up a
handful of tiny granules. The storm had wound itself up into a tight spiral and
unwound over San Francisco, depositing a foot of snow over most of California -
snow that normally fell on the mountains of the Pacific Northwest. The sun was
hidden behind the high ragged remains of the blown out anticyclone.

“Climate's all screwed up,' grunted Jim for about the tenth time, sitting beside
me. He pulled up his anorak collar against the freezing wind and | let the cold white
granules trickle out of my hand.

Snow! Snow in California. Some eccentric was slowly making his way across
the beach in the strange swinging gait of the cross-country skier.

| glanced across at Jim who was looking out to sea broodingly. There had
been a long period of calm in the struggle between Westblock and Asiablock and
Jim, who spends most of his working hours before computer screens deep
underneath the Sahara desert at the Westblock "Institute for Chronological
Displacement”, or "Chrondisp", had needed a break. He had taken the time off to
show me California, where he had gone to College.

But he had brought a problem with him.

"They're up to something, but we can't see what!" he said, slapping his hand
down on the rock. A seagull that had been gracefully hovering overhead in the stiff
sea breeze jerked backwards, stalled, recovered and departed with an irritated clatter
of wings. "We've checked the dates and places backwards and forwards trying to



correlate them with world events, lives of famous families, astronomical records -
anything. But zilch.'

He was justifiably bitter. A Time Inserter is a man-made lightning-flash
generator, and like a natural lightning flash, produces a radio pulse that could be
picked up from space. Chrondisp had found that by analysing this signal, this
"signature”, they could calculate where and when the rival Asiablock Time Inserter
was sending their Observers. But now they had this information, it wasn't doing them
any good.

"Okay,' Jim continued, his fine blond hair blowing out horizontally, "we can see
them sending guys back, beavering away on all this historical crap - what Stalin said
to Lenin, what Confucius thought about Zen, how much Henry the Eighth paid his
gardeners...'

"Duluth once said "The Chinese believe that history is the main store of human
wisdom", | quoted. "Asiablock is driven by their Faith: "Tao". You'd expect them to be
researching it.'

He grunted.

"He also said "the materialistic West always under-estimates the power of a
faith," | added.

Jim flapped his hand dismissively.

"The slant-eyes are up to something,' he repeated grimly.

And he was probably right. Through their Inserters both Westblock and
Asiablock had access to the whole "Databank of History" as the western media called
it, but while we were allocating time to historians, geneticists, etc. and in general
choosing targets for the greater good, Asiablock was predictably using the
Chronological Displacement technique as a weapon - highlighting and virtuously
publishing the more juicy feudal and capitalistic excesses of the past.

"Tao", (The Way), the Asiablock state religion, had started like most new
religions as a gentle "help your weaker neighbour" creed. But technology, and
perhaps the Asian paternalistic tradition, had enabled enormous power to become
rapidly concentrated into a few (male) hands and corruption had set in.

Corruption and terror. The Committee for Ethical Reeducation, the dreaded
CERE, was the Asian equivalent of the Spanish Inquisition. Its agents were
everywhere in the countries of the Federation and any hint of heresy meant a visit to
one of its clinics, run by perverts. It was rumoured that those who had been to one
would often commit suicide after they were released, unable to forget what they had
seen.

"The Way" was now for export and those terrible old beliefs that appeared so
often in human history had resurfaced ...."The world has to be converted for its own
good" ... "The end justifies the means"...

Six years ago | had fought in a small but bitter war, the "Pakistan Affair", to
defend the sloppy Westblock way of doing things. History has shown many times
over that Democracy is a terribly inefficient system of government, but for human
beings there is no other.

Today however, | was on holiday and such thoughts were not for me.

"And what proportion of Insertions can't you identify?' | asked idly. Jim looked
across at me, squinting in the white glare.

"We've been watching them for three years and to start with we could usually
find a reason for each Insertion. But in the last three months they've doubled up their
Insertion rate and we can't account for any of these goddamn Missions.' He looked
round surreptitiously but we were quite alone. "All this is top secret by the way, Dig,'
he said seriously, "I shouldn't really have told you.'



| made a gesture of acceptance. | was surely one of the last to betray
Chrondisp's secrets.

"So what are Chrondisp going to do?' | asked. "If you know where and when
they've gone, can't you follow them in with your own Observers?'

“Yeah, we thought of that, but it ain't so easy. A lot of our Insertions, and our
budget too, are in the public domain now. Like space shots, we get full media
coverage before and after. So if we don't do it on tiptoe Asiablock are going to put
two and two together and realise we can look over their shoulders. Bugger it." He
made a snowball and threw it far out to sea.

We stood up and squeaked back through the snow, past a beach hut closed
and shuttered, a small drift of snow piled against the sign advertising "lce-cream 22
flavors" and made for the car park. We sat in his car with the heater roaring.

The next day the weather brusquely flipped back to normal. | tried to contact
the brunette again but Jim said she had gone back East. So he drove me around
showing me the sights or we just lay around on the now almost normally warm
beaches, played tennis, chatted and ate sea-food.

A few days later we parted, he back to his computers, me back to a small
"Weapons" shop | own in Munich in partnership with a Bavarian, Dieter. But by the
way Jim absently said goodbye to me at the airport | had a feeling | would soon be
seeing him again.

Chapter 2

The invitation came to me in Munich about three weeks later. Chrondisp takes
considerable precautions to preserve the anonymity of their specialist Observers, and
| do all | can to cooperate. If it became known | worked for Chrondisp, my whole life-
style here would change and | would also probably become the target for various bits
of random violence from Asiablock.

But it was with surprise that | received the invitation from the hot little hand of
Heidi, Dieter's 9-year old daughter. | was doing some window-shopping and was
standing looking at computers as | felt her hand leave mine. Schiller Strasse is one of
those streets, common to most cities, which is totally dedicated to masculine tastes.
Electronic shops alternating with sex shops/bars. | thought Heidi had left me to peer
wide-eyed into the dark doorway of the nearby "Sexorama". But not this time.

"A man put it in my hand and said "Give it to your Dad",' she said, handing
over a plastic air-ticket.

"Thank you,' | said.

"Sometimes | wish you were my father,’ she said, looking up at me intently
with her disturbing blue eyes. It was like watching a child play with a loaded revolver
and one day she would realise the effect they had on males.

"But then | remember, and I'm glad you're not," she finished.

"Look at this new battery,' | said, tapping on the window. "It holds twice as
much power as an ordinary one.' She made a contemptuous noise and tugged my
hand.

“Let's go in this shop. It looks dark and interesting and it sounds like
everyone's having lots of fun.'

She said something in Bavarian to the two pretty 18-year old girls in red
dresses who were leaning against the door-frame. They replied gigglingly.

"Come on, they say we can go in for free,' she said, switching back to High
German for me.



| really shouldn't have brought her here. Heidi already has a strong character
and was as bright as a new pfennig. Jim had met her once and grinningly diagnosed
a "gender related personality disorder". My grandmother would have called her a
tomboy. Her parents didn't know how to handle her and said with annoyance | was
the only one she listened to. She could go in the wrong direction; | really should use
my influence and try to guide her into some useful career.

“Er, Heidi, those places ..., | began.

“Yes?' She brushed her blond hair back and her pert little face looked up at
me expectantly. | found | was squeezing the ticket. | glanced down at it. Departure
was that afternoon. | held it up.

‘I have to go on a business trip and | must get back to the shop. We'll talk
about them when | return,’ | said.

"When you return then,' she said.

Careers for women. There was a notable gap in my knowledge on this subject.
I'd have to ask around.

Chapter 3

| arrived at Chrondisp via the usual shuttle from Tangiers, went through Security and
had hardly installed myself in my room before there was a tap on the door. It was
Jim. | hadn't seen him for three weeks, but he had already lost the relaxed air he had
recovered in California and in spite of his usual bright Hawaiian shirt, slacks and
sandals had taut lines of tension in his face.

While | was towelling myself after the shower he asked after the two sisters he
had met in Munich and how was my Waffen shop faring. But it was all rather absent-
minded politeness as he sat on my bed obviously waiting. Finally as | combed my wet
hair he stood up and opened the door. | looked at him interrogatively.

"Are we sort of going somewhere special?' | asked. He pulled himself up short.

"Gee, Dig, I'm sorry,' he said embarrassed. 'Didn't | tell you? We gotta
meeting laid on. The Doc told me to bring you up as soon as you arrived.'

He meant Dr Duluth. A ambitious enigmatic man | had met several times
before. Aged about 45 he was not much older than most of the casually dressed
Chrondisp staff, yet seemed much more serious, more adult. Perhaps because he
always dressed in a formal dark suit and had never been seen to smile. He had been
in the Chrondisp Institute since the beginning, starting at the lowly position of "Project
Co-ordinator" but had levered himself up to membership of the prestigious "Target
Selection" committee - the small group of officials who decided where and when
Observers should be sent back into the past.

| was employed as a freelance Observer by the Institute and went where sent;
so far on Missions requiring my specialist military background. | was intrigued as to
why Duluth wanted to see me so urgently; things were always happening around the
Doctor.

And so in a mood of anticipation | followed Jim as he briskly walked along the
corridors and took the lift to the endlessly circulating rubber-wheeled train in the
depths of Chrondisp. Again | smelled that evocative rubbery smell. Off the train, up
another lift and at last along a quiet thickly carpeted corridor to a door with "Dr Duluth
- Target Selection" on it. A tap and we entered.

The tall thin Duluth had his hands behind his back, looking unseeingly out of
the window at a breathtaking view of the desert. He turned immediately we entered.

A cool firm handshake and a searching look from those level-spaced grey
eyes under straight black eyebrows. Again that neutral accent as he thanked me for



coming so quickly. | looked at him and saw he had the same air of tension as Jim.
The same quick automatic unsmiling politeness.

Already sitting next to his desk was another figure, rising as | entered. Al was
a dark mobile-faced man, about twenty-six, from California. He had been one of my
instructors when | first arrived at Chrondisp but | knew he was now in "Research". As
he ran his fingers through his thick dark hair | could see he also had the same air of
distracted politeness. The atmosphere of the meeting was grim as Duluth gestured to
us to take seats around his teak desk.

Thick curtains hissed over the window and as my eyes adapted to the
darkness | saw a holographic globe of the Earth floating in front of us. And sticking
out of the globe at apparently random points were many radial lines, all of different
lengths.

Jim had reminded me just before the meeting that he had said nothing to me
about the "Unidentified Insertions" so would | please act surprised if Dr Duluth started
talking about them. But in fact it was Al who opened the meeting, and explained the
holo display.

“It's a fancy display Counter-Intelligence came up with," he said in a rather
disparaging tone. | had learnt to recognise this as the "Not Invented Here Syndrome".
"These lines are where Asiablock sent their Observers on Insertions whose purpose
we have not been able to identify. The length of the line shows how far back in time
each one went. Zero length is the present; 1cm equals 100 years.'

"Hey, you've got some new stuff there,’ said Jim, peering closely.

| too peered at the thin lines sticking out of the Earth's globe - making like it
was being treated by acupuncture. There were about twenty, some going as far back
as three thousand years into the past. Three of the longest lines originated in what
was now Iraq and two in Iran - the seat of ancient civilisations, and so made some
sense. But two twenty centimeter long lines climbed up out of the middle of America -
surely uninhabited two thousand years ago except for a few Indian tribes and
roaming buffalo herds. And three sprouted out of small islands off the coast of
Indonesia. Dr Duluth's accentless voice broke into my reverie.

“I've invited you here so you can see the big picture. These unidentified
Asiablock Insertions were made over the last three months. We would dearly like to
know what is going on.'

We looked silently at this enigmatic grouping of times and places. | stood up
and waved my hand over the display.

“Is this all true?' | asked. "I mean could Asiablock have found a way to
scramble their Insertion signatures like we can?' There was a collective gasp.

“Jee-sus, Dig!' said Jim, "That's Cosmic Secret! You should know better than
to even whisper it!' | sat down abashed.

“In answer to your question, the engineers in Research think not,' said Dr
Duluth to me. "Now," he looked up at the rest of the meeting. "apparently ...’

"How about finding who their Observers are?' | asked. "If you know what their
speciality is we could get a clue as to what they are doing and then ...’

"Dig,' said Jim, "We've been trying to do that ever since we first found
Asiablock had discovered the Chrondisp technique, five years ago. We've got a
whole department that does nothing else.' | brightened.

"Well, that's gotta help,' | said, leaning forwards and pointing my finger. "Who
for instance is that guy over there in Aussieland ...'

"Yes,' said Jim impatiently, "It would help if we knew, but we don't. Asiablock is
a closed society and for obvious reasons we find it difficult to infiltrate.'

"You mean ..." | put my hands up to my eyes and pulled them into slits.



"Of course,' he snapped.

But how difficult was it for Asiablock to infiltrate agents into Westblock? There
were plenty of Asians in Munich. Did Asiablock know | was a part-time Observer, for
instance? These uneasy speculations were interrupted by Al who picked up the
control box and pushed a key on it. A small disk with a number in it appeared at the
end of each line.

"This shows in real-time when Asiablock actually made the Insertions,' he said.

We looked silently at the complex display. It was confusing. Not only because
of the extra information added to an already cluttered hologram, but also because of
the two "types" of time. | walked over, picked up the control box myself and zoomed
in on an Insertion at Alice Springs in the middle of Australia 2051 years ago, but
made by some Asiablock Observer for two days in December last year. Watched by
the others, | drifted around the hologram, looking at other Insertions. There seemed
neither rhyme nor reason.

| heard them talking of research foundations, university departments, funding,
holo programs - but | knew they were really talking about how they could hide an
Insertion - probably an Insertion | was going to do, and probably the reason | was at
the meeting.

“Itisn't easy to hide an Insertion,' complained Al, “so its gotta be to a target
that yields the maximum info for minimum media and budget impact.'

"A calibration run?' suggested Jim. "We haven't done one of those for a while.
We could release reams of totally soporific data through the Press Office. They
wouldn't publish a word.' There was a snort of amusement from Al.

"But where to start?' asked Jim. He turned to Duluth. "Do we have any special
target?'

"Yes, we do have something special for this Insertion,’ said Al. He took the
control box from me and put a marker ring around a 195-year long spike jumping out
of Indonesia. "It's in April 1815 and near the island of Sumbawa. A volcano on this
island, called Tambora, erupted in April 1815. Supposed to be the biggest explosion
on planet Earth since the asteroid strike that killed off the dinosaurs. We could try for
that.' The label at the top of the selected spike showed the Asiablock Insertion had
been a week ago.

"That's one of the new ones. Why the hell are they interested in a volcano?'
asked Jim, bewildered. "It's got nothing to do with their religion or history. All they'll
get is geological data.'

"There must be another reason,' said Dr Duluth, "they never waste a shot.
Yes, | think we should try for that one.’

There was a bit more chat until with a scraping of chairs the meeting came to
an end. The curtains hissed apart and Dr Duluth and Al left. | was left in Duluth's
office with Jim.

"And is that it? It's pretty vague,' | said.

Jim shrugged his shoulders.

"Well, as you see, you're the first. We have to start somewhere.'

| picked up the control box, closed the curtains again and zoomed in on
Indonesia. Indonesia is a chain of islands about 4 000km long, running roughly
parallel to the equator and crossing it at the westernmost end. Half-way along the
chain | could see, just south of the equator, the well-known island of Bali. Next to it
was the less well-known island of Lombok. By narrowing the field of view and looking
carefully, | eventually found the three Gili islands. About a kilometer apart, they lay in
a east-west line off the big island of Lombock. Gili Trawangan was the largest and
most westerly. The Asiablock Observer had been Inserted into someone on this



island. Why had he been sent there in 18157 Jim read from the screen set in Dr
Duluth's desk that in 1815 Indonesia had been a Dutch Colony. Gili Trawangan had
been one of its more remote parts. Only two by four kilometers, it must have been a
tiny hot forgotten part of the planet. Especially in April 1815, when all of Europe's
attention was focussed on the build-up to what became known in June of that year as
the "Battle of Waterloo", and the final fall of the French Napoleonic Empire. Even now
in 2016, Gili Trawangan was still a backwater. And part of Asiablock or "The Yellow
Peoples' Co-prosperity Sphere", of course.

“It's a part of the world that's just escaped history,' said Jim. | scanned around
some more, making doubtful noises, but my Target had been chosen.

"Well, that's it fella,' said Jim in conclusion, standing up. "Just mosey around
and see what you can see. We've really gotta find what the slant-eyes are up to.'

| went to the library and checked out all this in the day before my Insertion,
but he was right. Indonesia was a Dutch colony in 1815. | looked at the Gili
Trawangan island and wondered what could have been so interesting for the Yellow
People to send an Observer there for a whole week. About six kilometers in
circumference, you could probably walk around it in a little over an hour. Highest
point in the south was at two hundred meters. Its only connection with history had
been in WW2; the Japanese had occupied the island and had built a gun
emplacement on this high point.

He was also right about the volcano Tambora. It had erupted on an island,
Sumbawa, about 150km to the east, so | don't suppose much would have been
visible from Gili Trawangan. As | browsed through the copious hypertext headings |
looked in vain for a "Beginner's Guide to Volcanoes" as there was a numbing amount
of information on the subject, far too much for me to take in, and all couched in
technical language: "basaltic lava, caldera, subduction zones, igneous complexes".
I've never been much interested in geology.

And again the question - why had Asiablock sent someone there? How was this
Insertion connected with their other unidentified Insertions? | hadn't the faintest idea,
but like Duluth, | was sure of only one thing: everything Asiablock did was to advance
the cause of Asiablock.

Chapter 4

And so the time came for my Insertion. | reported to the Medical Section as
usual and after a quick check was issued with a white overall and my personal
Helmet.

Lying down on a stretcher | was wheeled out to the Inserter complex and on
the way noticed this part of Chrondisp had changed quite a bit since my last
Insertion. Elaborate interviewing studios and communication facilities had been
installed for the media - but as | rolled past, all the doors were closed and all the
cameras dead. Al had sent them Paul, one of his engineers, carefully dressed in a
white coat with a row of ball-point pens in the top pocket, and coached to give a slow
pedantic presentation of the need to regularly calibrate the Inserter. Jim had
grinningly reported that as soon as Pete unfolded a meter-long print-out and started
reading out correction figures in a low monotonous voice, "two reporters were
trampled to death in the rush to get out of the auditorium." A slight exaggeration
perhaps, but at any rate my entrance into the Inserter complex went unnoticed.

Soon | was sitting in the cage, five meters above the ground, listening to the
slowly rising hum from the voltage-multiplier columns and looking apprehensively at



the two large discharge spheres, one on each side of me and only a meter away. |
don't think anyone ever gets blasé, about being Inserted, if only because you feel you
are at the null-point of enormous equal and opposite forces.

My headset came alive. It was Jim, speaking deliberately slowly.

"Dig? It won't be long. Sixty seconds to go. Think of ... and repeat after me ...
The usual list of emotion-laden words for calibration.

"Okay, off in a few seconds. Don't touch the cage. Break a leg.'

‘I hear you,' | said peevishly, "but it would be nice if | had a more precise idea
of what ...’

The rest of what | was going to say was lost in the rising drone of the electro-
narcosis and | was flying forwards. A wavering white line to one side was the ten-year
markers flashing past. The yellow flare of a century marker came and went. More
white markers, gradually beginning to pulse individually as my headlong rush into the
past slowed down. A separate distinct yellow marker, some clearly defined white
markers sliding past, followed by a feminine voice, "Prepare to turn'. And there was
the glow of the green turn-off Marker.

But there was no target, nothing obvious to Merge with as | had seen in
previous Insertions. | was coasting over a dark landscape with here and there a few
of the complex shapes | knew signified life. There was one ahead which looked a
little bigger than the others but my momentum was dropping rapidly and | would
never reach it.

| knew that in a moment, unless | anchored myself to some life-form in this
time, | would drift to a stop and gradually pick up speed in the reverse direction, flying
forwards in time faster and faster until | would wake up in the Inserter cage. Anything
would be better than that.

| used the last of my momentum to drift up to one of the simple dim shapes
and "Merged". | had never seen such a simple shape before. What was it?

Chapter 5

A harsh burst of bright sunlight glittering off choppy water. Yellow sand, pieces
of white bleached drift-wood, brown rocks, grey-green bushes. It was warm and
humid.

"Hello,' said a child's cheerful voice. "Who are you?'

| froze. Who the hell was this?

“Are you all right?' Another childish voice.

"Yes, a Spirit has just arrived in me.'

A good one?'

‘I think so." Internally: "Are you a good Spirit?'

“Er, yes,' | said recovering. Damn, a child. It was interesting but not totally
flattering that | could so easily Empathise with a child. And | would have liked to have
looked around a bit before | made contact with my Host. How the hell had | been
detected so quickly?

“Oh, | just felt you arrive,' said the child brightly. *| can feel you're much older
than me,' it volunteered.

“It's a man and a lot older than me," it repeated to his friend.

Jeez. | must guard my own thoughts from this young ... ‘Boy,'" it inserted. This
must be the new Translator they'd been talking about. Too bloody quick.

Now | could see the other was a boy too. Dark complexioned, regular rather
Indian features, long straight hair. Almost femininely good-looking. No clothes except



for a small embroidered leather bag hanging around his neck. He was carrying a
short spear and looking at his friend curiously.

"My name is Mekon and I'm almost ten. This is my friend Aku and he's eight.
What's your name?'

“Er, Dig.' "Initial Contact with the Host" was going quicker than anything I'd
ever read of in the manual.

"What, you mean like ...?' he made motions of excavating a hole.

“Yes,' | said shortly.

"The spirit says its name is "Dig",' said Mekon and they both went into fits of
giggles.

| looked at them in annoyance. How was | going to use this Host to find who
Asiablock had Inserted into hereabouts? They were still giggling but Mekon calmed
down a bit as | started to ask him about his life.

He was the second son of a farmer who had a small plot on the hill in the
middle of the island. His elder brother worked on Lombok, the island opposite. He
had two younger sisters called Elpon and Dilka, aged three and four and a bossy
older sister called Melak. His friend Aku had three sisters called Lindo, Dilka (also)
and Rani. They were aged ...’

"Okay, okay,' | said irritably. Family was obviously a big thing in this culture.

"Does your Spirit have any brothers or sisters?' asked Aku. "Does it have a big
nose like the one in the Chief's hut?'

Mekon giggled. ‘Do you have a big nose?'

| mentally took a deep breath.

“Arrgh!!" | roared in a menacing voice.

The world swung round and Mekon fell on the ground and banged his head.

"What did you do that for?' asked Aku, looking down at him in surprise. Mekon
sat up and rubbed his head.

“You did that," said Mekon internally, with a faint note of fear. He slowly
climbed to his feet again. | remained silent.

But Aku was irrepressible.

“You did look funny, falling over like that," he chortled. Another thought struck
him. "Does your Spirit have to go to the lavatory?'

Involuntarily Mekon was about to giggle.

“Arrgh!!" | roared again, and again Mekon fell down and banged his head - this
time more painfully. Aku looked at him with clinical interest as he climbed up to his
feet, hand on head.

"Maybe your Spirit made you do that,' said Aku, mockingly.

"Don't say silly things,' said Mekon, "'my Spirit doesn't like them."

I'll say what | want,' said Aku vigorously. “Your Spirit can't hurt me. If | want to
say your Spirit is ..." he paused, looking into the distance. | mentally took a deep
breath.

"No, maybe it can't, but | can,' said Mekon, threateningly stepping forwards
and making a fist. Aku looked at him, nonplussed. Mekon was older and bigger.

“All right,' said Aku nervously, eyeing the fist. "If that's how you feel about it.’

‘I do,' said Mekon. "And now shut up as | want to talk to him.'

They both sat down and Mekon started internally asking me lots of questions,
wanting to know what is was like to be a Spirit, were there any other Spirits where |
lived, why had | visited him and what was | going to do? Now however, there was a
pleasing note of respect. | had an idea family discipline was not very strict in
Indonesian communities. Life too easy, perhaps.



But after a while | saw him beginning to lose interest in his Spirit, even to think
it was an odd waking dream he was having. His mind began to turn back to his
normal activities and | felt myself being pushed into the background. | needed to
improve my credibility with a practical example. | had an idea.

Both boys were carrying spears and had been playing with them - throwing
them at a tree about 10m away.

"How far can you throw your spear?' | asked Mekon.

He was about to mention some vainglorious figure but remembered my
disapproval of silliness and said, looking round:

"To that rock there." About forty meters.

"And Aku?'

Mekon asked him.

"To the end of the island,' he answered boastfully.

“I can show you how to throw your spear to ..." | looked round, "... to that tree
there.' About a hundred meters.

Mekon eyed the distance incredulously and relayed this rather doubtfully to
Aku.

“I could never throw it that far - even my father couldn't,’ he said to me
internally.

It had been a long time ago, but at his age | had been able to do it. My father
had taught me how one Saturday afternoon.

Aku was jumping around, divided between ridiculing Mekon's statement and
boastfully asserting he could throw one to Lombok island (about two kilometers
away). Was | like that at his age?

“You'll need a piece of twine,' | said to Mekon. | looked at his meter-long spear.
My spear, which | remembered clearly, had been about the same length but made
from ten millimeter wooden doweling.

“It'll need to be a bit longer than your spear,’ | said. He pulled a piece out of
the pouch around his neck. Together with a small wooden-handled knife, some pretty
stones, a fish-hook, some live bait-worms, etc. etc. Little boys must be the same the
world over. | would have been disappointed if it had been otherwise.

He cut it to length.

"Now tie a knot at one end.' | looked at the knot; it was too small. "Make that a
double knot and tell your disbelieving friend to go and stand by that tree.' He did.
Aku walked away and stood there, a small figure in the distance, dancing and
shouting derisively. | turned my attention back to Mekon and his spear.

"Take the end of the twine with the knot in it and wrap it, just one turn, right at
the back, but in front of the feathers. With the knot underneath. No, keep it tight or it'll
slip off.'

“You mean make a half-hitch?'

"Yes,' | said gratefully. "Make a half-hitch.' He did so.

"Keeping the rest of the twine tight, run it along under your spear almost up to
the point and wrap some around your index finger.' The twine went loose.

“It's dropped off the end!" he said.

"Don't worry,' | said. He'd got the right length now. "Fasten it to the back of
your spear again using a half-hitch and, that's right, bring the twine under the spear
again, like you did before.' By keeping the twine tight, the knotted end gripped the
spear firmly just ahead of the feathers.

"Now we're ready. Arm back and hold the spear as though you are going to
throw it.'



‘But | don't hold it so far forwards when | throw," he complained, "I hold it in the
middle.’

"Well, don't. Hold it in the front like | showed you.' | remembered that had
fooled me too: it had felt all wrong.

“Throw it!" He pulled his arm back as far as it would go and leaping forwards,
threw the spear towards Aku.

Amazement!

| remembered vividly the astonishment | too had experienced as | saw my
spear disappearing into the far distance. For those interested in such things, and did
not have a father who never really grew up, the piece of twine acts like a sling, just
about doubling the length of Mekom's arm. The half-hitch automatically disconnects
the twine as the spear flies away.

Mekon was a strong little boy accustomed to throwing things, and the spear
left his hand with a whirring sound and sailed impressively over Aku's head who open
mouthed turned round to watch it carry on another ten meters before it plunged into
the sand.

"Now you can teach the rest of your tribe,' | said, "and it'll give them a
tremendous edge.'

There was a distinct feeling of surprise.

“Sure,' | continued enthusiastically. “Just think. If you can take out a guy at a
hundred meters in battle ...’

“"Take out", you mean "kill"?' The surprise changed to shock and disgust.
"Who would we kill?'

"Well, | dunno. Whoever your enemies are. The guys on the next island
perhaps. When they try to steal your women or whatever, you'll be ready and the
surprise will ..."

“Steal our women?! The people on Gili Meno are our friends and hurting
people is wrong." An afterthought: “And anytime they want to steal my elder sister...'

“All right, all right, forget it." They had a wimpy set-up here.

"And we call ourselves "families”, not "tribes"," he added reprovingly. He folded
up the twine, put it silently back in his pouch and refused to tell Aku how he had been
able to throw the spear so far, in spite of Aku's most persistent questioning.

| felt chastened. Maybe it was possible to have a society without aggression.
But how long was it going to last? The Dutch here were already colonising them.

| pushed these thoughts aside as the boys resumed their previous occupation,
walking along the beach, looking to see if anything interesting had been washed up
by the tide. But as | listened to Mekon chattering on about his life in the islands, | tried
to edge him towards talking about anything unusual he had seen, without revealing |
hadn't the faintest idea what unusual thing | was looking for. Being a boy he saw
nothing odd in my questions and answered them frankly. But being a young boy,
almost everything was unusual to him.

Would his parents know anything? A profound feeling of reluctance to find out.
He had managed to escape from his father today by getting up early. His father had
planned to have him do some weeding in the family vegetable garden on the hill. So
I'd better leave this possibility until later; in any case it was surely not going to be very
easy to interview the father via his son.

While we were talking, | could only see the beach as his eyes systematically
scanned from left to right. There was a cry from Aku and Mekon lifted his gaze to see
what had excited his friend.

"What is it?' | asked. Squinting in the intense sunlight, Mekon was looking out
to sea. Aku's keen eyes had spotted an approaching canoe and now | could see it



too. It appeared as a black dot on the burnished sea, tacking in under the gentle
breeze, its wide-spread outriggers making it look like a water-beetle. There were two
occupants - a white man and a brown-skinned one.

“It's Mr Koos,' he answered.

"Who's he?' | asked.

"He's one of the Dutch Colonial Administration," he answered. | did a double
take, and realised Mekon hadn't actually said that - | was getting a cleaned-up
translation. "He comes over from Lombok island occasionally.’

"What does he do?' | asked curiously.

‘I dunno. He comes here in a canoe with a servant and they go straight up to
Lookout Point.'

"How do you know?"

"Aku and | follow them there sometimes.'

"Don't they mind?'

"No. They just chase us off if we get too close.’

“Close to what?'

"They've got a big box up there and he opens it and pulls out.. a note book
and a telescope (alt. surveyor's theodolite). They use them to make observations of
natural phenomena.'

This new Translator was very good and really speeded up the dialogue.

"What do they look at?'

"There's a volcano. You can see it from the other side of the island.'

Ah, yes, of course. The volcano, the reason | was here. It had been pushed to
the back of my mind. But now | began to notice vague far-away booming sounds and
a slight sulphurous smell in the air. | started to question Mekon and soon found the
volcano was the main subject of conversation on the island. The sunsets were
spectacularly red and the moon at night had a bluish veil over it. All this had
produced a general feeling of unease amongst the natives. Yesterday Mekon had
been unwillingly dragged off by his mother to participate in some boring religious
ceremony to appease the gods.

These phenomena could account for the presence of Koos, the Colonial
Administrator. He sounded like an amateur geologist, coming over in the evening
after work.

"And how long do they take to make these observations?’

"About an hour. After that they close the box, go back down to the beach and
leave in their canoe.'

"What time of day do they arrive?'

“Like now - mostly just before sunset.

"And how long have they been coming?'

"About a week. Since this period of enhanced seismic activity.'

In the meantime the canoe had arrived and | saw Koos, the Colonial
Administrator, for the first time. The canoe came to competently, the sail dropped and
the white man stepped out into the shallow water with long white duck trousers rolled
up to his knees.

He waded ashore, dried his feet on a piece of towelling, put on his shoes and
socks, rolled his trousers down and threw the towel back to the brown-skinned
boatman. The servant skilfully caught it, stowed it and after tying the canoe's painter
to a tree trunk, stepped into the water and joined Koos on the beach.

The children ran up to the white man excitedly and greeted him as "Mr Koos",
hands held out expectantly. Koos was a short, rather portly young man, about 35
years old, with a brown complexion, thinning dark hair and pale-blue eyes. Apart from



his white duck trousers, he was also wearing a white cotton jacket and a coloured tie.
Some sort of minor clerk in the Dutch administration of the islands and straight from
his office on Lombok, | guessed.

Koos had a tolerant smile on his face as he felt in his pocket and pulled out
two small objects wrapped in paper which he tossed to the children. Mekon
delightedly unwrapped his and popped it into his mouth. A peppermint drop, as near
as | could judge.

"Melak?' said Koos, in an interrogative tone.

Mekon, nodded affirmatively - his mouth was full.

"Melak?' | said. “Isn't that one of your sisters?’

“Yes,' he said internally. Sucking a sweet had no effect on this form of
communication. “After he's finished with his work on the hill, Mr Koos sometimes likes
to go for a walk with her. She's teaching him to speak our language.'

‘Indeed. And how old is Melak?' | asked. He thought a moment.

“She'll be fifteen on the 5th of July 1815, he replied. "She speaks our language
well," he added defensively. "And only yesterday she said Mr Koos is learning a lot,’

"And your mother laughed?' | surmised.

“Yes! But how did you know that?' asked Mekon, surprised.

One of the advantages of the Colonial System, | supposed. Each race learns
from the other. And Koos didn't look like the sort of person that had learnt much
about regular active verbs in the conjunctive tense from females of his own race.
Assuming there were any on Lombok. Well, good luck to him.

But back to business.

Koos, followed by his servant, had in the meantime strolled across the beach
and for the first time | saw the village. About twenty huts made of posts driven into
the sand and covered with plaited palm-leaves. Most of the huts had decorative
pieces of cloth hanging over the entrances. Lots of slender brown skinned people
were moving around. The children of both sexes wore nothing, but from adolescence
on the boys wore a coloured loin-cloth and the girls a rather sketchy wrap-around
skirt. Most of them also had flowers in their hair. Two young men were squatting
down making a fishing net and nearby some girls were stirring cooking pots and
shouting across to them. The young men were laughing between themselves and
shouting back. | looked but | couldn't see any older people. From one hut came a
rather monotonous plunking sound, a bit like a xylophone. It seemed a happy
community.

Koos walked between the huts nodding and receiving friendly smiles. With his
servant he made for a gap in the trees behind the huts, the two children following
excitedly.

"He's going to Lookout Point as usual,' said Mekon.

The two adults started to climb up a steep narrow path that went through palm
tree groves, bushes with spiky leaves and long luxuriant grass. Koos climbed slowly,
frequently pausing to wipe his forehead with a large handkerchief and obviously not
very fit. The servant strolled patiently along behind. Finally the trees thinned and we
arrived at the hill-top, covered with long grass, sibilant in the cool evening breeze.

Lookout Point was not the highest point of the island, but the highest point with
a clear view. It was at the end of a small rocky plateau, about two hundred meters
above the bay and being thrust forward, afforded a wide field of view from west to
south-east. The highest point of the island, behind us, was hidden under a dense
growth of spiky trees.

Mekon was looking over the calm Bali Sea and before us the hill dropped
down abruptly to a narrow white beach. There was a line of trees at the top of the



beach and through them I could see the brown roofs of the village huts. The tide was
out and sandy flats gleamed in the setting sun. Waves drove into the bay in parallel
lines from the east, their edges running along and breaking in a creaming fringe on a
submerged coral reef about eighty meters from the shore. The island we were on, Gili
Trawangan, was the most westerly of three small islands lying off the coast of
Lombock and | could see the nearest, Gili Meno, only a kilometre away to the east.
Over it a faint full moon had risen in the cloudless evening sky. | remembered the
Japanese had built (er ... would build) a gun position here in 1942.

A calm peaceful scene with just the rustling of the breeze and the cry of some
bird in the woods below us. No, there was something else too. A faint muffled
rumbling, difficult to locate, sounding to me like distant artillery.

Koos paused a moment with heaving chest to look at the view. Mekon's eyes
swung round too and there it was! A small stationary puffy cloud, far away on the
eastern horizon, red in the setting sun and almost directly under the rising moon. The
volcano Tambora. On the island of Sumbawa, 150km away and therefore way over
the horizon.

Panting, Koos felt in his pocket and pulled out a small cigar box. He extracted one
and lit it with a flaring match. Puffing gratefully, he made a sign to his servant who
bent down and pulled a heavy ship's chest out of a hole behind a small tree and
dragged it to the front of the rocky plateau. Koos waved his servant away, fished a
big key out of his pocket and kneeling down opened the chest, hinging back the lid.
Cigar in mouth, he pulled out a wooden tripod which he set up by the side of the
chest. He reached in again and after a while carefully lifted out a brass tube about
50cm long and 50mm diameter which he fitted to the tripod and screwed fast. With a
glass lens at one end it could only be a telescope. Next out came a smaller brass
tube, the eyepiece, which he polished with his pocket handkerchief and inserted into
the telescope barrel. Lastly he pulled out a large loose-leaf note-book, closed the
chest and laid the book out flat on its lid. The small observatory was ready.

The servant watched him for a while but bored, went and sat at the edge of the
plateau, looking out to sea. Aku ran off to play behind us somewhere. But Mekon
needed no urging from me to sit as close as he could to Koos, watching his every
move avidly.

Ignoring him, Koos reached inside his jacket, pulled out a pocket watch and
hooked it to a small nail hammered into the lid of the chest. He bent forwards, put his
eye to the telescope and after ratcheting the eyepiece in and out to focus it, swung it
round to examine the volcano cloud.

He muttered to himself, found a pencil in his pocket and after making a few
notes in his book, swung the telescope around the bay. This time his observations
required his watch, as he picked it off the top of the chest and held it in front of his
face as he looked into the eyepiece. Timing the waves, as near as | could see. Some
more note writing but now it was getting dark.

After a last look at the distant volcano, seen as a tiny flickering red point on
the dark eastern horizon, Koos dismantled the small observatory, packed everything
into the chest and locked it. Apparently the session was over for the evening. The
servant silently thrust the chest back under the tree, and in the darkening purple of
evening the two adults took the path down to the beach, followed by the two
chattering children.

It was quite dark and small lanterns had been lit outside the village huts and
on nearby trees. Over the wash of the sea there was a soft plunking sound coming
from one of the huts and a voice singing to it. Mekon said good night to Aku outside



his parents' hut, and continued on with Koos to his own hut, where a pretty, slender
young girl was waiting.

It was Melak, Mekon's sister. Wearing only a small skirt low on her hips, she
appeared older than 15 and yet too young to be a language teacher. And no
language teacher | had ever known wore a hibiscus bloom behind her ear. Koos put
his hands on her hips and smiled down at her affectionately as she stretched up to
wrap her arms around his neck. Mekon asked if there was any supper left. Melak
removed her arms abruptly and said something tartly about "those who didn't work
didn't eat" and obviously would have elaborated on this theme but for the presence of
Koos. The group broke up, Koos and Melak left hand in hand through the trees for
the language lesson and Mekon entered his family hut with trepidation, hoping to
bluff out his father's wrath for not having weeded the garden. The silent figure of the
servant disappeared into the trees - perhaps he also had a language lesson.

| heard the raised voice of Mekon's father but | wasn't interested in family
arguments so | Withdrew.

So what did | make of all this? Well, | had arrived without incident and it was
sort of interesting to look around an idyllic backwater of the Dutch East Indies Empire
in 1815. Yet all | had seen so far were unimportant Branch-lines. The most significant
figure was the amiable Koos with his simple observation station, but he hardly
seemed worth the trouble Chrondisp had taken to send me back 200 years in time
and more than 11 000km in distance. So | would just have to carry on Observing,
hoping information useful to Chrondisp would turn up.

Mekon was asleep and dreaming about the Spirit that had visited him that day.
It wasn't a very flattering picture. The Spirit was always asking boring questions, and
making him look at uninteresting things and if he didn't answer would knock his legs
from under him. And if he wasn't boring him, he was making blood-thirsty
suggestions about killing people. In revenge Mekon's sub-conscious had given me a
small wizened face, a big nose and a shrill penetrating voice.

My reflections were interrupted by a hand shaking Mekon awake so | quickly
Returned.

Chapter 6

It was his mother. A candle had been lit in the hut, casting big flickering
shadows on the walls. The rest of the family was awake, moving around, and there
was a great sense of urgency. Mekon sat up on his couch yawning and the dark
figure of his father thrust a bundle of clothes into his arms and pushed him towards
the door.

The whole village was awake. Shadowy chattering groups of people with
simple candle lamps, mostly women, children and the elderly were being shepherded
up the path to the top of the hill. A child was crying. A moist breeze made the palm
fronds rustle and clack. Sleepy and shivering with the cold night air, Mekon clutched
his bundle and followed his mother who was carrying a baby and leading another
child by the hand. His father was still in the hut.

"What's the matter?' | asked.

‘I dunno,' he answered sleepily. "There must be a storm coming.' | couldn't get
anything more out of him, but there were two distinct earthquake shocks as we
climbed the path to the hill and he staggered. A man's voice behind shouted at us to
go faster.



Arriving stumbling at the top of the hill, the groups spread out and Mekon's
mother led her family towards the side of a tree. Judging by the number of voices,
there must have been about forty villagers already on the hill-top in small groups,
some sitting around lanterns.

Mekon was fully awake now and over-excited by the unusual experience of
being out of bed in the middle of the night. There wasn't much to see from where we
were and Mekon didn't need much encouragement to trot over in the moonlight to the
east side of the plateau to have a better look at the volcano. He had excellent young
eyes and the volcano was very evident, directly under the blue-veiled full moon. It
was a sharp red point surmounted by a small diffuse golden cloud as it illuminated its
smoke plume from below. A red threadlike shimmering path crept towards us across
the calm Bali Sea.

He watched it for a few minutes and | tried to tell him about how a volcano
was the hot material in the middle of the Earth squirting out, but it was too far from his
experience. He was becoming uneasy that he was alone in the darkness and wanted
to return to his family. | was unable to hold his interest as he turned his back on the
volcano and started to make his way to the other side of the hill.

“It's just the hot inside of the Earth popping out. It gets too hot down there and
so sometimes it just has to get out,' | continued. The "just" seemed a bit laid back,
even to me. "And so sometimes it squirts out ...

And at that very moment it happened!

The entire eastern side of the hill was suddenly bathed in an unnatural bright
light, as though behind us a distant search-light had been switched on! For two or
three seconds each tree and bush, each leaf and twig stood motionless, brightly
etched against the night sky and Mekon's long black shadow stretched out in front of
him.

Jesus! Mekon spun round and there on the horizon was the source of the
illumination. A dazzling yellow fireball, just clear of the horizon, about a tenth the
diameter of the moon but thousands of times brighter! Long beams stretched up and
out, piercing and causing the low lying clouds above it to glow with a milky iridescent
light. Before our eyes and in complete silence the fireball rose quickly, expanding and
turning cherry red. It continued to rise and swell until it reached the size of a dull
brick-red moon, began to blur, lose its shape and gradually faded. There was a brief
crisp blue twinkling of lightning in the sky where the fireball had been. In two minutes
it was over - and all that remained was a more intense swollen red glow on the
horizon, looking like a tiny setting sun on a clear cloudless evening. There was a
chorus of shouts and screams from the villagers on the other side of the plateau.

Frozen and mouth open, Mekon watched the eruption but | knew an explosion
like that would make a lot of noise and was making calculations in my head about the
speed of sound. A hemispherical shock wave had just been hammered into the air
and would be racing out towards us at the speed of sound. Lemme see, 150km
divided by, what was it? 330 meters per second, that would be about 500 seconds so
any time now...

With an enormous clap like nearby thunder the sound pulse hit us! But unlike
thunder it didn't die away but grew louder and louder, rising rapidly to a mad blaring
crescendo which seemed to blast at us from all directions at once. It slammed and
boomed for fully twenty seconds before it started to diminish slowly and unevenly,
with echoing resonances. At the first impact Mekon screamed, closed his eyes tightly
and dropped to the ground with his hands over his ears.

"What is it? What is it? Oh, save me Spirit!" he cried over and over, cringing on
the ground. Crouching with him, | tried to reassure him as best | could that it was only



a sound and he was safe, but my words must have lacked conviction as | knew the
show was far from over.

| had read big tidal waves often followed volcanoes. A "tiramisu". No, no, a
"tsunami". But at least we would have plenty of time to prepare for it; water waves
would take a long time before they covered the 150km from Tambora.

| spoke to Mekon; he wouldn't answer but as the noise abated he gradually sat
up, dazed. | was wondering what to do until | was interrupted in my thoughts by the
appearance beside us of dozens of dark figures. It was some of the villagers from the
other side of the hill. They had run over to the edge of the plateau, were looking out
over the dark sea to the distant bright red point of the volcano and gesticulating
excitedly. Mekon scrambled to his feet as he recognised someone.

"Mummy!" he shouted, and ran towards a small figure who was cradling a baby
and holding a child with her free hand.

He buried his face against his mother's skirt and she put an arm over his
shoulder comforting him.

The shock wave slowly grumbled off into the distance and as it did Mekon
recovered his courage. He took his head away from his mother's skirt.

‘| wasn't afraid really,' he told me, "I'd just never heard thunder so loud before.'
Still holding his mother's hand to his face he turned to look out to sea. About 20
minutes had passed since the volcano had erupted.

"Of course not,' | said. "I could see that.' He was a brave little boy really.

"Where's Daddy?' he asked, looking up at his mother. She was telling him he
was collecting wood for a fire as | caught sight of a movement out to sea.

"What's that?' | interrupted urgently, and he focussed his eyes seawards.
There was the broad silvery path of the moon's reflection, but across it and sliding
rapidly towards us, was a thin dark line. As it approached | could see there were also
faint lines in continuation on each side of it in the dark water, faint lines which
reflected the moonlight. It was a wave, a step in the water no more than a meter high
but stretching from horizon to horizon and moving towards us vastly quicker than any
normal wave!

Mekon moved to one side to get a better view and now | could see the wave
was getting closer. But as it approached | saw | had been mistaken about its size; it
was more like 5m high and had slowed down somewhat. In fact it was slowing down
even more but as it slowed it visibly increased in size, surging out of the sea and at
least 10m high!

The villagers were shouting, their jerking forms making charcoal silhouettes
against the grey starry night sky. Mekon released his mother's hand and ran to the
edge of the plateau. Through his eyes | watched in fascination as the wall of water
steadily approached. Behind it the moonlight was a matt reflection on the disturbed
surface of the sea, but in front it still formed a calm clear white path. The villagers
around us had stopped chattering and were crouched down watching silently. The
monster wave was about 15m high, its top edge fraying and glittering, beautiful and
deadly, black and silver in the moonlight. Closer and closer, slower and slower,
higher and higher. Now | could hear a slow hollow rattle. It was the tide going out, but
going out quicker and farther than any tide | had ever seen before. Dramatically the
fierce undertow was rolling boulders over; tumbling them against each other. There
was a black angular shape, which must be part of a boat, jerking from side to side in
the rapidly retreating water. The monster wave had slowed down to the speed of a
normal wave but it was now 20m high, sucking into its base the water that had
covered the beach. The rumbling water mountain stretched across the bay,
advancing slowly and no more than 50m from the beach. Where the sea had been a



minute ago was just an empty surface, dappled in the moonlight. | held my breath as
the crest at the top of the water mountain gradually tipped over, curling menacingly,
slowly and majestically crashed onto the beach in a booming flurry of spray,
coruscating in the moonlight. The hammer blow of thousands of tons of water
simultaneously hitting the beach made a muffled thump that Mekon could distinctly
feel through the soles of his feet. A sparkling curtain of water was thrown high in the
air, hung there momentarily and then a cloud of spray drove over us, causing the
children to run back squealing from the edge of the plateau. In a turmoil of foam the
wave flattened, stretched itself out and catlike ran rapidly up the beach, bubbling
between the trees. A moment of calm, with flat foam-flecked water reaching half way
up the trunks of the trees at the top of the beach until with a immense bass roar the
water receded and | heard the villagers wailing as they saw pieces of their huts and
boats floating out to sea. Ducking from the spray, Mekon stood bravely at the very
edge of the plateau, looking down at the ruin of his village.

He stayed there but there was such a cloud of mist hanging over the scene
that it was difficult to see much more. Over the bellowing of the surf | heard more
waves arrive at irregular intervals and thunder onto the beach in their turn.

Suddenly Mekon was pushed aside by a wild cursing figure! It was Koos, but a
Koos completely changed from the portly, lackadaisical, easy-going Colonial
Administrator! This Koos was running up and down the edge of the plateau like a
man demented, his clothes soaked and his hair plastered to his head. Startled,
Mekon moved respectfully back. Koos had his telescope in his hand and | could see
he was in a savage temper, shouting at the natives to get out of his way and give him
a clear view over the bay. But he was too late. He had missed the tsunami. He stared
furiously out to sea over the edge of the plateau, but there was no more to see. The
performance was over. That would teach him to mix science with language lessons.

Mekon turned to look down again. The mist was gradually clearing and he
could see the whole of the bay was filled with white milky foam, gurgling and surging
from side to side. Fascinated, he stayed watching as the sea slowly subsided.

The wind dropped and calm returned. The various families huddled together
and the men went down the path to the beach to see if they could salvage anything.
They could be seen as black figures against the still agitated water, trying to pull in
pieces of huts and boats. Mekon glanced upwards to see the blue-tinted moon sailing
high above us, looking down indifferently. By its side was the unimpressive diamond
of the Southern Cross, endlessly pointing to where a south pole star should be, but
wasn't.

And far on the distant horizon | could see the faint insignificant red glow of the
volcano that had caused all this havoc.

So that was a tsunami! | tried to get Mekon to see what Koos was doing, but
he was too tired and fell asleep against his mother. | Withdrew.

Chapter 7

As Mekon slept | thought over what | had seen. "Dramatic" would be an
understatement. Koos however, had missed everything and that had driven him crazy
with rage and frustration. His over-reaction seemed excessive for someone who so
far had appeared a fairly placid individual. Maybe he did have an Observer in his
head who was spurring him on. But | didn't know Koos, maybe he had these mood
fluctuations anyway. | would just have to hang in and keep watching.



Dawn broke the next morning to a completely different seascape. The sky to
the east was stained with an enormous slowly billowing column of smoke - red, pink
and purple in the rising sun. Remembering the size of the moon last night | estimated
it to be as wide as the moon and stretching upwards to four moon diameters. That
column must be at least 30km high! Wind shear had pulled the top aside into a
enormous yellow anvil-shaped thunderhead, slowly approaching us. Faint rumblings
could still be heard and once during the night Mekon had been woken by a slight
earth tremor. The top of our hill was covered with a thin coating of gritty yellow
powder and there was a faint choking smell of sulphur in the breeze that blew in from
the sea. Small cooking fires were burning on the hill-top and Mekon was fed gruel
followed by sea-water wet bread and bananas.

There was a subdued air of "disaster survived" hanging over the villagers. The
men had returned from the beach with fish in their nets, to say their huts had all been
swept out to sea and one old man had been drowned. There was a wail at this - he
was related to everyone.

Koos and his servant had reappeared. Obviously wishing to miss nothing next
time (was there going to be a next time?) they had moved the chest to the very edge
of the plateau and the telescope was set up on its tripod. Koos was sitting on the
chest eating some food one of the nearby family groups had provided. Glancing
frequently out to sea, Koos ate quickly with an impatient preoccupied air.

The sun rose rapidly, as it does in the tropics, and the usual low bank of cloud
over Gili Meno (the next island to us) dissipated, leaving the single distant enormous
cloud pillar the only object in the sky. It was still slowly writhing, but was now a
brilliant white.

Mekon's father was sitting in Council with the other Elders of the village, his
mother was tending the fire and Mekon was given a fish net and told to go down to
the beach and catch what he could for the midday meal. He looked for Aku but Aku's
mother told him he was on the other side of the hill collecting firewood.

With a last glance at the volcano, Mekon started to descend the path to the
beach but he had taken no more than a dozen steps when he heard behind him a cry
of despair and anguish from many throats. Heart thumping, he dropped the net,
hastily turned, and ran back up the path.

His eyes immediately flew to the volcano and it was obvious an extraordinary
event was occurring. The cloud pillar above it was visibly increasing, expanding
outwards at its base as though it was being pushed up from beneath. Its size was
doubling every minute. At the edge of the plateau Koos was standing, his body tense,
watch in hand.

My God! That eruption was much bigger than the last! This must be the Big
One | had read about. Estimated as eight times bigger than Krakatoa, which was the
equivalent to 200 Megatons of TNT! That enormous cloud was caused by a 1 600
Megaton explosion, and 150 cubic kilometres of dust and ashes had just been
blasted up into the stratosphere! It was going to affect the world's climate so much
that 1816, the next year, would be known in Europe and America as the "Year with
no Summer". Hundreds of thousands were going to die of cold and hunger.

500 seconds to the sonic shock wave - what could | do? | started my internal
clock.

"Mekon!" | shouted. "Run across to your family, tell them to lie down, jam their
fingers in their ears but keep their mouths open!' The same advice young soldiers
receive when hostile bombers are seen approaching.

21, 22, 23 - Mekon dashed across the hill-top, avoiding as best he could other
panic-stricken villagers who were running in all directions across his path, and



gabbled out what | had told him. His family looked up at him dumbly so he urgently
mimed it at the same time.

126, 127, 128 - | looked at his family. What about the children? Melak and the
younger child had their fingers in their ears, but his mother had her fingers in the
baby's ears - her own were quite unprotected. | had another quick look at Melak, with
her wide frightened eyes. She was really very pretty, and looked about 18.

"Put the baby's head between your knees and press on its ears,' | said. "And
tell your mother to protect her own ears.' He moved across and pulled his mother's
hands away from the baby's head, lay down and put the baby between his legs,
pressing his knees against its head.

245, 246, 247 - The baby struggled and began to cry. But his father
understood at once what was required and pushed Mekon aside, using his own
knees to block the baby's ears.

400, 401, 402 - No one was standing up on the hill-top anymore; they were all
lying down. Mekon had his fingers pressed in his ears and | could hear nothing
except the rapid pumping of his heart.

“It's not for a moment,' | told Mekon. "If you keep your fingers in tight, you'll be
okay. It can't be worse than the last one." Sometimes you have to lie. "Look out to
sea, and you'll see it coming.' | wasn't sure of that, but | didn't want to miss anything.

444, 445, 446 - Koos was still at the edge of the plateau, looking out, his
watch hung on the nalil, telescope ready on the tripod and his fingers in his ears. |
couldn't see the servant.

452, 453, 454 - Now! The hard shape of Gili Meno shimmered as the
hemispherical diffracting shell of the approaching shock wave reached and passed it.
The shock edge itself could be seen as a sharp line racing across the water towards
us. In 6 seconds it would be on us! Behind it the water was dappled and disturbed.

"Get down!" | shouted and he ducked, screwing his eyes closed at the same
time. An instant later the shock wave hit.

Pow! The crack of its arrival was louder than a near-miss from a 155mm shell
- much louder and much more impulsive than last night's shock, and the ground leapt
under Mekon's slight body. There was a red flash across his retina and the
prodigious crack of doom resonated in his chest cavity. Fortunately the shock wave
passed us this time in about 5 seconds. But it was long enough to stun Mekon
unconscious. The shattering storm of sound continued over his unconscious body -
all I could do was to lock his arm muscles so his fingers stayed in his ears.

After a few minutes, he stirred and dazedly opened his eyes. He had a splitting
headache but as he cautiously removed his fingers from his ears | was relieved he
could still hear with both ears the dying remnants of the explosion as they echoed
into the distance behind us. Feeling something wet, he put his hand up to his face
and found his nose was bleeding. The thunder had passed and he looked dizzily
around. | reminded myself he had just heard the loudest sound that had ever
occurred on the planet's surface since the asteroid strike that killed off the dinosaurs
65 million years ago. And we were 150km from it!

The first thing he saw was his family. They were all unconscious except for the baby
and the young child who were crying wildly. | supposed they had escaped in the way
a small object thrown into a torrent will survive while a bigger one will be dashed to
pieces. His mother, father and the two elder children were looking sightlessly up at
the sky and blood was seeping from their nostrils. A good sign - at least their hearts
were beating.

Head still ringing, Mekon picked up the baby and cradling it, looked out to the
edge of the plateau. Koos was kneeling forwards and blood was dripping from his



nose. He pulled his handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face. Standing up
slowly and shakily, he looked out to sea. The baby's crying died to a whimper and it
clutched Mekon.

Koos was crouched down over his sea chest, looking intently out to sea. His
notebook was open in front of him, he had his pencil in one hand and his watch in the
other. The tenseness in his body showed he was waiting for the tsunami. It would be
bigger than the last which had appeared a mere 15 minutes after the sound shock
last time. | was still amazed at its speed. A tsunami must have a completely different
type of propagation to normal water waves. It must be a compression wave in the
water itself, like sound is in air. The energy would get converted into a surface wave
when the water shelved onto the coastline.

Another 5 minutes to go.

Mekon's father and mother were stirring and sitting up, as were figures all over
the hill-top. The father was groaning and rubbing his ears. The mother looked at
Mekon dazedly and automatically reached out for the baby.

“Are you all right?' croaked Mekon. The father nodded weakly but the mother
just nuzzled the baby.

“This wave will be bigger than the last,’ | said, to Mekon. He said nothing; a
flicker in the distance had caught his attention.

White foam was spurting high up in the air from the headland of Gili Meno,
about 2km away! It hung in the air, twice as high as the island, sparkling brightly in
the sun. But before it could fall it was our turn! A ruled line appeared on the surface
of the sea, from horizon to horizon, apparently pivoting around Gili Meno, and raced
incredibly quickly towards us. Could that be it? It looked harmless enough. There was
a twinkle off to the left. Another fine line flicking across the sea towards us! Another
tsunami! | could see so much more clearly than last night. The two waves were going
to arrive here at about the same time - in about 4 seconds! But as they approached
they both began to slow down and as they slowed down they rose up from the
surface of the sea like 20m high moving walls. Thrusting forwards, with vertical white
streaks mottling their sides, they crashed together at a right angle about 200m away.
The meeting point, the apex, was wildly turbulent as though an underwater pump was
fountaining white foam 100m into the air. The two waves purposefully surged in on
our island like the closing blades of scissors, the foaming apex heading straight for
us. And as they approached they climbed farther and even farther out of the water,
two dark 50m high menacing ridges of water stretching from horizon to horizon,
reaching up to engulf our tiny island. Again a deep rattling sound from the bottom of
the hill as the water was sucked off the beach, the tide appearing to go out, farther
and farther until the steeply shelving 100m wide rocky shelf of the beach was
completely and almost indecently exposed. The water that had covered it had been
drained away, to be sucked into the base of the two advancing ramparts. They were
more than 60m high and then the beach went dark as they screened it from the rising
sun. The apex was a foaming maelstrom, gouts of water being thrown into the air
twice as high as the waves themselves! | could hear it hissing above the roar of the
undertow and the thunder of the two enormous trembling and unstable mountains of
water tottering towards us.

They rose and rose, paused for an instant and struck, one instantly after the
other!

| swear the very island moved as the thousands and thousands of tons of
water tipped over and thundered onto it. Mekon staggered and almost fell. The water
rushed hungrily inland, immediately submerging the trees at the top of the beach,
swiftly racing higher and higher up the side of the hill towards us. There seemed



nothing could stop the water from completely covering the island as it hissed and
bubbled through the trees, rising and rising, closer and closer. Frozen with fear,
Mekon watched the water level rise higher and higher. It was going to overwhelm us!
But gradually it slowed down and reluctantly stopped, gurgling around the tree tops, a
scant 10m below his feet. He looked down at the enormous stretch of flat foam-
flecked water surrounding our island, now reduced to a dome sticking 50m out of the
wide sea. Slowly, slowly gravity regained its hold and sluggishly the water level
began to sink, to return to where it had come from, retreating faster and faster down
the steep slope of the hill. But as it retreated it seemed in defeat to be seeking its
revenge, determined to destroy everything that had hindered its final victory,
vindictively uprooting trees and tumbling down boulders. With a monstrous rushing
and roaring it clawed at the side of the hill, exposing the raw rock, ripping and tearing
off the growth of centuries. At last with a malevolent bellow it sank back to the beach
in a cloud of dirty brown foam, scattering it with tree trunks, rocks, and leafy
branches. The brown earth-laden water was sucked out again and a smaller wave
swept in, smashing the debris back onto the beach.

Stunned Mekon looked down. The sea was a maelstrom of yeasty yellow
foam, conflicting currents and spinning vortices.

The sun was obscured and wind was howling over the hill, lashing it with cold
rain and bringing the smell of mangled and broken vegetation. The rain had become
mixed with falling ash and was plopping down like grey liquid mud. The sky was a
dirty yellow and the temperature was falling. The villagers were cowering on the hill-
top in any hollow or behind any tree they could find. It was a scene like the end of the
world.

Terrified Mekon ran back through the mud to his family.

Koos was still at the edge of the plateau, sometimes leaning into his chest and
apparently writing but occasionally straightening up and running in short slippy urgent
steps to the other side of the plateau where he would look down, holding his watch
up to his face.

He had stopped writing - it was impossible because of the pouring rain. He
was crouching over the sea-chest, the lid was partially open and he had his head
inside it. | thought for a moment he was sheltering from the wind and rain, but |
realised he was reading and memorising his notes. If he really was an Observer, he
would be doing just that! The only way he could carry them back to the future would
be in his head.

| must see what he had written!

"Mekon,' | said. "Mr Koos has something very important in his box and your
Spirit must see it. Can you go over and look in the box for me?' | tried to make him
feel interested and curious, but it wasn't easy. He didn't want to leave his family, and |
could also sense a feeling of resentment building up against me. But he reluctantly
rose to his feet and struggled across the hill-top in the whistling cold wind towards the
solitary figure of Koos, head still in his sea-chest. Mekon sat innocently on the edge
of the plateau, looking down at the wildly tossing sea. It had stopped raining mud but
the hill-top was covered with it to a depth of 5 cm or so. He shivered in the
unaccustomed cold.

| just had to wait until Koos made another of his periodic sorties to the far edge
of the plateau. Ah, there he went! He closed the lid, cast a suspicious glance at
Mekon, and started to jog across to the far side of the plateau. Mekon moved to get

up.



"No, wait,' | said. And | was right! Out of the corner of Mekon's eyes | saw
Koos had got about half way to the other edge, had stopped and was looking back.
Satisfied, he turned and disappeared from view.

"Now!" | said. Mekon dashed forwards and with both hands lifted up the heavy
lid of the chest and put his head inside.

It was much as | had expected. The chest was neatly divided up into
compartments, leather or velvet lined, badly stained by the rain. There was a
compartment for the telescope, another for its objective, one for an ink-pot, another
for what looked like a powder horn. There were also some small drawers, but in the
middle was what | sought. A sheaf of papers, reasonably dry and held down by clips!
The top one was a map of the local islands.

Keeping the chest open with one hand, Mekon turned them over. They were
all the same. Each one was a map showing the island we were on, Gili Trawagnan,
the next island, Gili Meno, and the nearby coastline of Lombok. But on the maps was
drawn a system of fine lines and it only took me a moment to recognise these as the
paths taken by the tsunamis. Koos had drawn parallel lines coming in from the east,
diffracting around the headland of Gili Meno and swinging in to strike our island.
Other maps showed waves striking Lombok and being reflected. | could see the
super tsunami that had hit us was due to the reinforcement of another tsunami
arriving at an inclined angle from the north. He obviously didn't know where this had
come from as he had put a question mark against it. The later diagrams were
covered with diamond-shapes showing how the later incoming waves had been
reflected, diffracted and intermixed. And now | could see why he had needed a
watch. There were tiny figures meticulously written between the lines, showing the
intervals between the wave-crests in seconds.

| experienced a sinking disappointment. | didn't know what | had expected to
find, but it looked very much as though Koos were just a rather eccentric ... what was
the name? geologist? oceanographer? | was just about to tell Mekon to drop the lid
and return to his family when with a jerk of terror he felt a hand on his shoulder! He
was pulled back violently and thrown to the ground, falling on his back. The chest lid
fell closed with a hollow thud and Mekon looked up to see Koos leaning over him!

It was not the amiable portly Koos who liked to receive language lessons from
Mekon's pretty 14-year old sister. This was a Koos transfigured! His body was rigid
with fury. and his face was contorted with suspicion and hate.

"What you doing?! What you doing?!" he shouted, leaning forwards over
Mekon and staring intently into his eyes.

"Who are you?!" he continued. And more quietly:

"Ik geloof dat jij een spion bent.' Dutch, | guessed. Near enough to German - "l
think you are a spy". Koos did have an Observer in him!

Mekon stared up at him terrified. Koos glanced quickly up over Mekon's head
and | knew he wanted to see if there was anyone near enough to witness what he
was about to do. Assured no one was watching, he looked down again and stretched
out his big hands towards Mekon. A little boy's neck would break easily and would be
put down as an accident.

Mekon might be a little boy but he was an agile little boy and he knew mortal
danger when he saw it. He rolled rapidly to one side and panic-stricken tried to
scramble to his feet but slipped and fell in the greasy grey mud. Koos made a move
to follow him but also slipped in the mud. Giving up the idea of catching Mekon, he
swiftly turned and opening the chest groped inside and pulled out a pistol!

Jesus! Surely an old thing like that wouldn't work after being rained on? But |
saw it wasn't a flint-lock; it had percussion ignition! It probably bloody-well would



work! Mekon had finally scrambled to his feet and turned to run for his life. But Koos
was standing in front of the sea-chest, pistol stretched out. | must get out of Mekon's
body! The strangest things happened to Observers if their Hosts died on them. The
wide muzzle was lining up on Mekon. At 2 meters he could hardly miss.

"In Xanadu ..." | began, but | saw | had no time! A click as Koos pulled back
the hammer. There was only one thing to do: "Evade a blade; run at a gun" was a
close-combat axiom.

"Run at him!" I said urgently and Mekon turned and threw himself blindly at
Koos, hitting him just above his knees. Koos, surprised by the light but unexpected
blow, took a step back. The sea-chest caught him behind the knees and being heavy
and standing on mud-free rock, didn't move. Arms waving, Koos's corpulent body
toppled back over it and he fell heavily on his side at the edge of the plateau. He tried
to get up but slipped in the mud. With arms wildly swinging to regain his balance he
almost recovered, but his feet shot from beneath him and with a hoarse shout he
disappeared over the lip!

Mekon took a horrified look at the edge of the plateau, empty but for the sea-
chest, turned and ran as fast as he could in the slippy mud to his family and buried
his face sobbing in his mother's skirt. And | didn't blame him.

| didn't see much. His parents comforted him, but they had no idea what had
happened. They had enough troubles of their own. And though they didn't know it,
their troubles were only beginning.

About 90 000 people had just been drowned on the Indonesian islands, soon
all the islands within 200km of Tambora were going to be covered to a depth of 50cm
with pumice ash, which would make agriculture impossible for the next three years
and cause the death of further thousands through hunger and fighting for food.

As | listened to Mekon's sobs gradually subsiding, | tried to calm him, but he
wanted nothing more to do with me.

“Leave me, get out of me!" he kept saying over and over. It was obvious he
associated me with all the catastrophes. | kept trying, | desperately wanted to give
some advice to his family, to tell them to get away as far as possible from their island,
but he just kept shaking his head and telling me to go away.

There was nothing else to do. Koos was almost certainly the Host Asiablock
had Inserted into - but for what reason was beyond my comprehension. They would
have to work that out back at Chrondisp. | listened to Mekon's sobs and tried to
project sympathy and friendliness, but he would have none of it.

"Get out of me,’ he said again.

And so with a heavy heart | recited my Return Code:

In Xanadu did Khubla Khan

A stately pleasure dome decree
Where Alph the sacred river ran
Through caverns measureless to man
Down to a sunless sea.

Chapter 8

| was lying on my back, looking at a blinking light. Usually | would have
unhooked the drip-feed, removed my helmet and climbed off the bed myself. But this
time | was too depressed. Everyone experiences a bit of post-coital sadness on
Returning from a Mission; it's to do with the enormous sweep of history forcibly thrust
at you as you go back in time. We're told it's similar to the feeling of deep humility
space explorers experience as they first look down at the Earth.



But this time it was somehow worse. | suppose we all, when we are young and
are faced with having to pass exams and make our way in a competitive world,
dream about an ideal society. Preferably in the South Seas. Golden sand, a calm
blue lagoon, perpetual sun, palm trees, the distant sound of xylophones and flutes in
the evening. A Garden of Eden peopled by a happy, healthy, beautiful people. Slim,
friendly, innocently promiscuous brown-breasted girls. No hunger, no wars, just a
gentle life filled with music, painting, weaving, making love, the simple daily round. At
one with nature and the slow turn of the seasons.

Mekon lived in the nearest thing | had seen to this dream. And because of the
volcano Tambora it was going to perish without trace in the next one or two years.
Had perished, almost 200 years ago, | reminded myself sadly. The only traces left
were the mouldering memoirs of cranky Dutch colonialists or the garbled accounts of
illiterate seafarers. And those of Mekon's community that had survived were going to
have their utopian life-style destroyed by contact with the white races. Alcohol,
disease, and worst of all the missionaries who were going to corrupt their innocent
happiness by teaching them about Sin, and make even the children cover their
bodies completely.

My Mission to Gili Trawagnan was "classified" and there was no way anyone
would finance another Mission just to study them. Only the stress of the East/West
conflict had allowed me to go there in the first place.

In the distance | heard the rattle of a trolley. It got closer and closer and
eventually stopped at the foot of my bed. It was the Bedside Reception and
Debriefing team - the rotund figure of Dan and the lean cadaverous figure of Joe,
both dressed in white smocks. | watched gloomily as Dan hyperactively parked his
trolley, Joe over-efficiently pulled out the drip needle, wiped my arm with alcohol and
stretched a Band-Aid over it. Dan lifted off my helmet and put it by the bedside. They
looked down at me in faint surprise.

Back to the bloody competitive 21st Century.

"Okay? Good trip? A small island in Indonesia, eighteen-hundred something
wasn't it?' said Dan in his grating voice. | sat up, unconsciously expecting | would
have to make an effort after the long sleep, but as usual being surprised by a sense
of perfect health. Because of the unconscious electro-exercises our bodies were
made to perform while we were "away".

“Yeah, I'm all right," | replied resentfully. "Everything was fine," | continued
hastily, knowing what questions they were going to ask. "Mission accomplished - |
guess. Narcosis level okay, Time Marker indicators clear. Target Host the best that
could be found in the time.' | scowled around the ward at the rows of beds filled with
sleeping figures, wondering where they were - screwing up other people's lives
somewhere, no doubt.

“A little snack?' said Joe. Why not. | shrugged my shoulders indifferently. He
unnecessarily noisily snapped his trolley open and splashily poured out a cup of
warm milky tea. | slid my feet to the floor and took a sip. Wordlessly Dan handed me
a plate of warm buttered toast. | bit into it and tasted the bitter tang of the orange
marmalade.

""Then a mile of warm sea-scented beach,
In the morning of the world,
When earth was nigher heaven than now",

said Dan, unexpectedly.
| stopped chewing and looked at him blankly.



"What are you on about?' | asked.

"That's where you were,' said Dan.

"Browning,' supplied Joe.

“It's by Browning. Browning the poet,' explained Dan.

"He probably knows more about Browning the gun,' said Joe and they both
snickered. The clowns. | felt my blood sugar level rising.

As | continued chewing | reflected it may have been a rather slow-moving
existence on that island. | tilted the toast dextrously to prevent a piece of thick
marmalade peel sliding off. In fact it would have been a pretty boring. Sure, the girls
were very pretty and willing but what could you talk about afterwards? Flower
arranging? And the climate. Constant 30 degrees and 80% humidity doesn't make for
a busy and creative life-style. Come to think of it, the music with its 5-note scale was
pretty dreary too and would probably have driven me up the wall in no time.

| sat up straight, flexed my muscles and reached out for some more toast.
God, | was hungry! What | really wanted was a fast game of squash with someone -
Jim, for example. | could always nail him to the wall after | returned from a Mission.
But first | would have to be debriefed.

Under their amused eyes | helped myself to another cup of tea and three
slices of toast, and still chewing followed them past the rows of beds filled with
sleeping Observers, all wearing their helmets with their names stencilled across the
front. "Francette, Georgi, Fred, Igor ... and all with their left hands moving in
synchronism.

They left me in "Debriefing Room 1" where | sat finishing the toast and
marmalade.

A few minutes later | heard footsteps in the corridor and Jim entered, dressed
as usual in a bright Hawaiian shirt. For a moment | thought of greeting him in my
normal merry way, with one hand up to my eyes to reduce the dazzle, but he was
followed by a rather serious-looking man in a three-piece suit.

Mid-thirties, balding, quite a bit overweight and rather short at 1m 60. For an
instant he reminded me of someone, but | couldn't place it. Jim introduced him as Dr
Kaplan, and because of the title | knew | was being warned. Jim had once introduced
me to another tubby little bloke called Greg. He was on the vibes in a combo playing
for the canteen dance one Saturday evening. All three of us got on fine and it was
only a month later that | saw him on a holo show, being introduced as Professor
Gregory Shaw, Nobel Prize winner for his work on negative time entropy (or
something).

So | gravely shook hands with Dr Kaplan.

"Dr Kaplan is a geologist and has written the definitive work on tectonic-plate
overlap-dynamics,' said Jim. | looked suitably impressed.

"Mr Digby is the Observer who has just returned from witnessing a volcano in
Indonesia in May 1815," continued Jim. “That information is secret, of course.'

"Tambora,' commented Dr Kaplan, looking at me with covetous pale-blue
eyes. The largest volcanic outbreak that occurred on the Earth in the last six million
years. It's a great pity Chrondisp were not able to send someone more
knowledgeable.' "Like me" hung unsaid in the air.

There were further footsteps and Dr Duluth arrived, talking into his phone. He
paused at the door a moment.

‘I'm there now,' he said, and snapped it shut.

He looked at us, and seeing we had all been introduced turned to me.

‘Success | hear,' he said in his neutral voice.



"As well as could be expected,' | began. "I found | had the choice of a 10-year
old boy as Host, or aborting the Mission and returning.'

"A boy!' said Jim.

“Yes, but it didn't turn out so badly.'

“You found you could Empathise with him, then?" asked Dr Duluth.

“Yes,' | said, looking at him suspiciously, but his face was straight. "Well, to
start with, | thought I'd wasted my time,' | continued, "but after a while a member of
the Dutch Colonial Administration showed up, who was interested in the volcano.'

They looked at me interrogatively.

"He'd been looking at it from the top of a hill on the island,’ | explained. | don't
think it was official, he just came over in the evenings, probably after work.'

"And was the Asiablock Observer Inserted into him?' asked Jim.

"I'm coming to that and you can judge for yourself,' | answered, annoyed. |
dislike people interrupting my story. "Can | have a map?' | asked.

Jim fiddled with a projector in the corner and wordlessly handed me the control
box. The lights dimmed and the islands of Indonesia floated in the air before us. |
expanded the display and zeroed in on Gili Trawangan.

‘I was here and the volcano was on an island 150km to the east.'

“Sumbawa,' supplied Dr Kaplan.

"That's it. | was in my Host, a boy called Mekon, as | saw an eruption in the
middle of the night. And it was fantastic - a big golden fireball!" | waved my arms. "t lit
up the whole bloody sea! It rose and changed to red and grew bigger than the moon,
illuminating ..." Calm down. | can give them all that later. | paused. "Anyway,' |
continued in a lower voice, "a few minutes later there was a tremendous bang, like a
clap of thunder, but longer, and a few minutes after that the tsunami arrived. Of
course, it was night-time so | couldn't see it so well but it was enormous!' | stood up.
"It must have been 30m high, a damn great mountain of water glittering in the
moonlight ...!I" Steady on. | took a deep breath, lowered my voice again and sat down.
"Well, Koos, the Colonial Administrator bloke, he missed it by about ten minutes and
when he finally got to the lookout point he was out of his skull with rage.’

There was a polite pause.

"I would have been annoyed too,' said Dr Duluth.

“Listen,' | said, "the point is that Koos was really quite a friendly sort of bloke.
Okay, a fatso, an oddball to be interested in volcanoes and so on but here he was
running up and down like a blue-arsed fly. Over-reacting, you know what | mean?' In
the darkness Jim coughed.

"Well, | thought it odd anyway, but just wait until the next bit.' | took a large bite
of toast and they all waited impatiently while | chewed it down. | tried a sip of the tea
but it was cold.

"OK. Well, the first eruption was over and Mekon went to bed. The next
morning he got up and saw the volcano - and it had changed. It was a bloody great
pillar of smoke stretching up into the sky and kind of waving around slowly. He was
sent down to the beach to catch some fish and on the way down he heard all the
other natives on the hill give a great shout, so he hung his net on a tree and ran back
and ..." | was going into too much detail. | paused. "He got back on top of the hill and
he found the volcano had just gone off again. There was this enormous jet of smoke,
followed by a tremendous bang, much louder than the first and much shorter. It
knocked him out. But the worst part was to come.' | put the cup of cold tea down. "It
would have been nice if someone had told me about volcanoes at sea, by the way,' |
added complainingly, “then | would have known better what to expect.'



“You didn't prepare?!' said Dr Kaplan in an incredulous voice. "You had full
library facilities, didn't you?'

“Sure,' | said, "but all | could find was a lot of crap on "subduction zones" and
"igneous complexes". | didn't have the time ...

"Mr Digby's target was decided on at the last moment," interrupted Dr Duluth,
placatingly.

"Right," | said. Where was |1? "Anyway," | continued, "there was a sort of line
that ran across the sea towards us. | thought I'd seen something like it the night
before, but | couldn't be sure. It was a small step in the water, I'd say no more than
1m high, but it was bloody fast.'

"500km/h," said Dr Kaplan.

“Sounds right,’ | said, "But as it got nearer the island, it slowed down, and as it
slowed down it got bigger. It just sort of rose out of the water.’

| stopped a moment picking a piece of toast out of my teeth and looking into
the distance. | slowly stood up.

"And Jesus, I've never seen anything like it! There were two of them and they
arrived together. It was the biggest bloody wave I've ever seen in my life. It must
have been 100m high, and as it curled over and hit the beach it was like the Hammer
of God! It swirled up the side of the hill and near as dammit reached the top. Another
10m and it would have covered the island and drowned my Host! The whole island
shook as it hit and we were drenched with spray even though we were 200m up!' |
took a breath.

"And what about the Dutchman?' asked Dr Duluth.

"The Dutchman? Yes.' | said. "Koos had been sitting waiting on the edge of
the plateau since dawn, determined to miss nothing this time, | guess. But he was
kinda odd. He had his telescope set up and you'd think he'd be looking at the
volcano, but he wasn't.'

"And what was he looking at?' asked Dr Duluth patiently.

"Well, he was just looking between his watch and the sea. To the left and the
right, back to his watch, and scribbling like crazy. Like he was timing something.'

"But what was there to time?' asked Dr Kaplan.

"Well, all | could see were lines running across the sea - lines coming in from
all directions and making big diamond-shaped patterns - you know, like if you throw
two stones into a pond at the same time.'

They all exchanged glances and Dr Kaplan shrugged.

"And the waves on the beach?' he asked.

"They were fantastic! After the first wave hit, they came in at all heights. And
just after that ...

"Fascinating,' said Dr Duluth, and | could see he had had enough dramatic
description.

"Well, Koos got it all down this time. And now comes the interesting bit." |
lowered my voice and leant forwards over the table. "He kept going over to the other
side of the hill to time the waves there and so | waited until he went there again and
got Mekon to nip over to look at his notes. He'd been recording everything down in
this note-book which he kept in a big sea-chest, as it was raining, you see,' | added in
explanation. "But while Mekon was looking at his notes, Koos came back and
surprised him and was so angry he tried to kill him.'

“Tried to kill a young boy?' said Jim in surprise.

"Damn right,' | said. "He pulled a pistol out and was going to shoot him." | held
out an imaginary pistol.

“Christ! And did he?'



"No, he bloody well didn't," | said shortly. "I wouldn't be here if he had. | know
all about how Observers go bonkers if their Host dies on them. So | got my Host to
run at him and he fell over the cliff. | would have liked to have another shufti at those
papers, but Mekon just wanted to get back ...' Dr Duluth held up his hand.

"The Dutchman fell over the cliff?' he asked blankly. | suppose it was a rather
abrupt exit for a principal character.

"Yes.' They didn't seem to understand what | was getting at. "Listen, the point
is that Koos had had a complete change of character. He was no longer the gentle
fatso who handed out candy to the native kids, he'd become a real nasty. In fact ..." |
remembered. "He said | was a spy, in Dutch.’

"You speak Dutch?' asked Dr Kaplan sharply. | waved my hand impatiently.

“It's near enough to German,' | said.

"Mr Digby lives in Germany,' said Jim.

"So you think his mood was being controlled?' asked Dr Duluth. | shrugged but
said nothing then sat down. They now had the same evidence as | had.

There was a pause, with Jim and Dr Duluth talking quietly together. | thought
back to that dramatic encounter on the cliff-top and realised why Dr Kaplan had
looked so familiar. Dressed in white duck trousers and a white coat he could have
passed for Koos. | scanned back over my description of him. H'm. It explained why
Kaplan had been so tetchy with me.

| heard Dr Duluth's voice:

"And what was in the notes you saw?'

| used the control box to change the display to show the same map | had
seen in Koos's sketches.

"He'd got this map already drawn on about twenty sheets of paper. And on
them ... Jim, can | draw on the map with this thing?'

Jim reached over and showed me the "Write" and "Erase" buttons. | made a
few experimental squiggles and erased them.

"My Host didn't have a lot of time to study them, but they were covered with
lines like this.' Waving the control box in the air | drew the lines | could remember, the
big one diffracting around Gili Meno, the unknown one coming in from the north and
the two crossing just before they hit.

"All the maps were much the same and they had numbers written between the
lines." | tried to write @ number but the control was too coarse. | erased it.

“Is there anything for you there?' asked Dr Duluth.

"Well, yes and no," answered Kaplon. "We know tsunami waves are reflected
and refracted like you have shown, but I've never seen such complex patterns. But
that's to be expected because of their size, of course. Do you remember any of the
figures?' he asked me.

"They were in seconds, mostly around 20 to 30," was all | could offer.

“It's what one would expect from islands so close together.' He paused
reflectively. "We have sea-bed profiles and satellite photographs of the islands and if
you wanted we could do computer simulations of the wave fronts,' he said to Dr
Duluth, “but at that intensity there would be a lot of non-linearity which would make
our results unreliable. Krakatoa blew up in 1883 and we have a lot more information
on that. But we think Tambora was eight times as violent. But perhaps with these
figures...' He looked into the distance.

There was some more discussion between Kaplan and the other two about
whether it was worth trying, which computer was free, and would my numbers help,
but eventually the conversation ground to a halt. Jim took the control box from me
and the lights came on. He turned to Dr Duluth.



"So Dig got to the Asiabloc Observer and found he was measuring tsunami
waves. But we don't know why he was doing it," he summarised.

There was a faint annoyed look on Dr Duluth's face.

"We must get more data,’ he said. "Have any of the other Observers reported
in yet?' Jim pulled out his phone and started punching in numbers. | turned to Dr
Kaplan.

“If there's any more info | can give you, please feel free to ask,' | said with a
friendly smile, trying to make amends.

And so | spent the rest of the day and most of the evening with Dr Kaplan,
slowly describing everything | had seen. My first impression of him was right. He
really was a pompous schmuck and could have done with some language lessons
himself. He was pissed-off he hadn't gone himself, but that was a common enough
complaint amongst the various experts who the Institute employed. Still, Chrondisp
would have paid him well for his advice.

Chapter 9

Later that evening, as | had promised myself, | had an hour of squash with
Jim. | won, but to my surprise only just. Sure, | was full of beans but somehow | didn't
have the aggressive edge. Even Jim, who had been resigned to an ignominious
defeat, was surprised. | was still thinking of the calm gentle lifestyle of Gili
Trawangan, | guess.

After we had showered and were having a beer in the canteen, Jim brought
me up to date about the investigations into the unidentified Insertions.

"Other Observers have returned and we can't get any sense out of them. We
sent a girl out to Batavia, that was name of the capital city of Indonesia then, just
after your Insertion - she found her Asiablock Observer all right and he was a
Colonial Administrator too. But his job was just damage assessment after Tambora.'

"The Dutch were pretty thorough, 'l said. "Couldn't Asiablock have got all that
data from old records?"'

"Apparently not," he replied. "It seems they were all destroyed in the flooding
that followed the next big volcano that came down the pike - Krakatoa.'

‘Indonesia seems a dangerous place to live in," | commented. 'And our other
Observers?'

"Weird," he said. "Asiablock sent an Observer to Britain in 1550 and so we
followed him in. We located him - but this time his Host's job was to make a survey of
farming production.'

"Farming production? And that's all he was doing? Collecting farming
statistics?' | asked incredulously.

“That's what our Observer said.'

"Where in England?' | asked. He shrugged.

I dunno. Look, if you're interested we could go back to my room, | could fish it
all out on my terminal.’

So we finished our beers and took a lift up to the top level. It was the first time
| had seen the Chrondisp staff accommodation. Jim had a luxurious 4-room
apartment with a magnificent view of the desert. | stood admiring the long deep-blue
shadows cast by the razor edged dunes as the sun went down. There was quite a
strong wind, buffeting the dome and blowing the sand up in dark clouds.

“Yeah, it's great,' he said absently, sitting down and tapping at a keyboard. His
screen lit up and after a moment a map of the British Isles appeared.



“Sheffield. That's where they had their Observer,' he said. "Sheffield in 1550
was the agricultural administrative centre of the north of England.’

"I wouldn't have thought there were many farms there,' | said, thinking of the
hiking holidays | had made over the desolate Yorkshire moors.

“Yeah, sure, but at that time the whole area was covered with trees; they were
mostly cut down in the 16th century. There's more on it here.' He put the cursor on
the hypertext word DEFORESTATION and pressed "Return". The screen cleared
and we read:

"The new technology produced new problems, partly as a result of the
increased use of iron in the making of cast-iron guns. Because the blast-furnace was
charged with ore and fuel in intimate contact, attempts to use coal invariably failed
because the impurities it contained were absorbed by the iron. It was thus necessary
to charge the blast furnace with charcoal (derived from wood) as the fuel, and by the
end of the 16th century the iron industry was consuming timber at a prodigious rate.
Combined with the demands of ship-building (the largest ships of the time each
required several thousand trees in their construction), the iron industry was rapidly
deforesting Europe. The "Timber Famine" was most severely evident in the British
Isles, where the making of both guns and ships was booming."

He went back to the map and toggled a key. It was quite dramatic to see the
difference. In 1550 the north of England was mostly covered with trees; in 1650 it
was mostly denuded.

"But why's all that so interesting to Asiablock?' | persisted. "Some more feudal
abuses of the workers?'

"We thought that too, but it so happens they had a Guild system going, so it
wasn't as bad as usual.'

| looked at the map in bafflement.

"Can you call up the other places and times where Asiablock have Inserted?'

Without answering he tapped on his keyboard again.The map became an
Earth globe and spikes stuck radially out of it, like the display | had seen just before
my last Mission.

“Let's have a look at that one," | said, pointing at random to one line that stuck
out of Russia, near a big lake, about 250km to the east of the Caspian sea. An
Asiablock Observer had been sent there in November 1989. The map expanded,
and | could now see it was called the "Aral Sea". We looked at it silently.

"Did we also put an Observer in there to follow him up?' | asked. He shook his
head.

"Well, can you get some more information on it?' | asked. Obligingly he tapped
and the screen filled with text:

"The Aral Sea is a large inland body of water located on the border between
the Republic of Kazakh to the north and the Republic of Uzbek to the south. The
Ustyurt Plateau is to the west and the Kyzyl Kum desert to the south-west. The Aral
Sea has no outlet. It is fed by two rivers, the Syr Darya on the east and the Amu
Darya to the south. These rivers have been tapped extensively for irrigation, and their
flow had been so drastically cut that the Aral Sea's area declined by about 40%
between 1960 and 1990. Increasing salinity and pollution have destroyed the fishing
industry; the former port of Muynak is now 48km inland. Schemes proposed to halt
the sea's shrinkage, which poses a severe environmental threat to the surrounding
area, include reductions in water usage and the building of a canal to divert water



from the Irtysh river into the Aral Sea. The Aral Sea was known as the Khwarazan
Sea to the Arabs as early as AD 903. Native Kazakhs were living in the area when
the Russians first sighted the sea in the 17th century."

We read it without comment.

"Well, shouldn't we send in an Observer to try to find what the Asiablock
Observer was looking for?' | asked.

‘Do we need to?' replied Jim. "On past form, he was after lost farming or
environmental statistics.' He started to make a print-out.

"Perhaps, but how can you be so sure they were lost?' For answer, he tapped
again and we read:

"In November 1989, the Russian Empire began to disintegrate and there was
a very confused situation, the Republics of Uzbek and Kazakh inter alia declaring
independence. The civic records of both Republics were destroyed in the fighting
around the city of Muynak."

‘I guessed,' he said. "As before, the Observer got in just before the data
disappeared for ever.'

Damn, | should have seen that for myself.

We flipped around to investigate the sites of other Asiablock Insertions and
found they almost all followed the same pattern: an environmental disaster had
occurred but the records, showing what things were like just before the disaster, had
disappeared for some reason. The Asiablock Observer had been put in to recover
these records.

"What the hell's going on?!" | exploded. "Why are Asiablock so bloody
interested in natural disasters and farm statistics?! There's a pattern here but I'm
buggered if | can see it.'

"We'll be buggered if we don't see it," said Jim, tearing off the print-out.

We seemed to have driven the subject into the ground without finding anything
useful. We needed to look in another direction.

“Is there any other form of unusual activity over at Asiablock,’ | asked. "| mean
not only at Chrondiski,' (that's the Asiablock Inserter in Manchuria), "but generally?'

"What do you mean?'

"Well, building up the infra-structure, factory, school or road construction, big
training programmes, R&D projects, weapon development - that sort of thing. Where
are they spending their big yen?'

“Jeez, Dig, | don't know; that stuff's all secret isn't it?'

"Asiablock would probabily like it to be, but don't we have a department
somewhere that checks on these things? You know, people who read Asiablock
newspapers, watch their holo programs, see who's standing next to who on their
parades... What we used to call Military Intelligence.’

‘I haven't a clue, Dig, I'll speak to the Doc if you like.'

And there it lay. Chrondisp had nothing planned for me in the immediate future
and as | was over for two weeks | spent my time making more tests with the beautiful
brown-eyed and very British Sara in the psychology department, trying to find what
makes a successful Empathiser. Without success, either way.

Chapter 10



A day later | got a call from Dr Duluth. Would it be convenient for me to attend a
meeting in the Management Wing that afternoon?
"Could | possibly fit in a visit to Mahogany Row?" | asked myself in the mirror,
knotting a tie. | decided | could. Politeness from the boss; | liked it. One of the
advantages of being freelance. | cancelled my appointment with Sara.

My programmed card took me to one of the conference rooms in the thickly
carpeted Management Wing and | had to pass two beefy MP's at the door to enter.
Once in, | found | was the last to arrive. There were a lot of well-dressed people
chatting around a long table, each place set with the usual yellow legal note-pads
and pencils. Fruit-juice bottles and glasses were lined up down the middle of the
table and Dr Duluth was intently talking into his phone at the head. A very well-
dressed Jim saw me and motioned to a seat opposite him. There were two empty
seats on my left.

| sat down and looked along the table, greeting Al, Pete and nodding at Dr
Kaplan. One of the MP's looked in and Jim gestured to him. He exited and the door
closed behind him. Dr Duluth looked up from his phone.

“Jim, will you do the introductions?' he said and returned, head down, to his
phone.

Jim stood up - | had hardly recognised him, so elegant was he in a dark three-
piece suit.

‘I am Jim Prince and | head up Computing.' He extended his hand to a blond
unexceptional-faced man in a neutral grey suit who was sitting on his left. "John
Smith is a civil servant over from UNO." A British ex-public school spook, if ever I'd
seen one. We looked at John Smith disbelievingly and he looked indifferently back.

Jim's hand moved to the figure on my right. "Professor Kaplan from Seattle
University is our expert on Geology.'

Farther down the table, Turkish-looking Peter Zarda was introduced "In charge
of Training" followed by short stocky blond Hans Voss and Al Miller, both in
"Research". His hand
moved towards me.

"And Mr Digby, from Inserter.’

Jim was about to sit down when he smiled and called over a young girl who
had been standing by the door. She walked across and stroking her skirt under her
bottom, gracefully sat down in the empty seat at his right hand.

"And Janette, our secretary for this meeting.' She nodded demurely at us and
put a recorder on the table, opened her bag, pulled out a phone and laid it by the
side of the recorder.

| had already seen Janette out of the corner of my eye but now zoomed in on
her. Wearing a formal charcoal-black skirt and white blouse she was neat, slim-
waisted, and about 22. Dark hair cut naturally, the ends just curling in around an
attractive oval face with wide spaced greenish-brown eyes. Full lips slightly parted to
show small white teeth. No rings on her slender white fingers. | caught her gaze for a
moment, but she looked away.

There was a silence and turning round, | saw all faces were directed towards
the head of the table.

“First | would like to thank you all for coming here at such short notice,' began Dr
Duluth in his quiet accentless voice. "As you know, | am in Target Selection, and
therefore have some interest in the Targets selected by our opposite numbers in
Asiablock. It has been suggested | chair a meeting, or rather an informal gathering,



bringing together those who also have an interest in Asiablock activities outside my
own rather narrow speciality. It is hoped the synthesis will be beneficial to all parties. |
hardly need say that everything said at this meeting is strictly secret and so | must
ask you for your Word.' He paused and looked round. We all nodded and in turn said
“You have my Word.'

“Very well," he said and paused, looking down at a file in front of him.

"Many natural and man-provoked disasters have occurred on Earth,' began Dr
Duluth. "A lot of them, especially the more recent ones, are fully documented. But
many in the past are not. And some of these early disasters were really catastrophic,
mainly because we either didn't know how to control them at that time or because
there was no legislation in place to prevent them.' His voice was steady but the
tensed fingers holding a pencil showed me Dr Duluth was not as icy-calm as usual.

"Now we have found Asiablock are very interested in spectacular disasters
where little data is available," he continued.

"Why is the data not available?' asked Jim. A rehearsed question, I'd have
said. Dr Duluth turned to him.

"The data can be unavailable for various reasons. Perhaps the disaster
occurred where there was no one to observe it. Or data was collected but some later
disaster destroyed it. Or the disaster destroyed its own data.' He looked around the
table.

“Some examples? Very well. Iron making in England removed most of the
forest cover in the 15th century. We have no detailed records of what things were like
before that time, simply because it was so long ago and detailed records were not
collected anyway. Another? More recently the area around the Aral Sea was ruined
by overuse of the water table from 1960 on. Data describing the catastrophe were
lost in the fighting for independence at the break-up of the Russian Empire in 1989.'
Jim hadn't wasted the facts we had found in his room.

"What you are saying is we can see how things are after the disaster occurred,
but we can't say how bad the disaster was until we know how things were before the
disaster,' | said.

“Yes, thank you,' said Dr Duluth, after a short pause. They all looked at me as
though | was stating the glaringly obvious, but | like to get these things straight. And if
I'm invited to a meeting, | feel | should make a contribution.

| glanced across at Janette, hoping she's got down my bon mot, but she was
just looking at her recorder. Jim was doodling on his pad.

"Now we here,' continued Dr Duluth, "perhaps naturally, are more interested in
the activities of the Asiablock Inserter. And that is of course how we discovered
Asiablock's strange interest in past disasters. But having discovered this interest we
are at a complete loss as to how to account for it.'

"Except to know it's not just the disinterested collection of academic
knowledge,' said Jim, looking up from his doodling.

"That's for sure,’ came Pete's voice grimly, from down the table.

"Exactly,' said Dr Duluth. "And | am indebted to one of our Observers for the
suggestion that if we want to find the reason for this interest, we must look
elsewhere.'

Jim glanced up at me. Praise enough.

"And there are some unusual things going on over there," he continued.
"Perhaps John would describe his findings?'

Our eyes swung round to the spook.

“Yes, there are indeed some unusual events occurring over there,' began the
civil servant. He had a deep bass voice and surprisingly an American accent. The



lights dimmed and a blank white square hung in the air in front of us. John adjusted a
control box and an organisation diagram appeared.

"To start with, Asiablock formed a new branch of government about three
years ago,' he said. A green arrow appeared, pointing to a box outlined in red in the
centre of the chart. Like all the others, it had Chinese ideograms in it. "It is called the
"Institute for Geological Statistics" (as near as we can translate). We have discovered
the name of the top man is Shan Tien, who we know as a particularly hated and
feared member of the CERE.' The chart disappeared and we looked at a small squat
ugly figure wearing spectacles and a beret. "You see him here at the Happy
Remembrance parade on the First of May, last year, and here again at this opening
of a factory.'

""The Committee for Ethical Re-education”,’ quoted Al. "Their Gestapo doesn't
have any obvious connection with either geology or statistics,' he continued. John
nodded gravely.

"No," said John. "Notice also that standing by his side each time is a young
man, Dr Lin Chung. He is a 32 year old physicist at Tokyo University whose field is
"Turbulence". Lin's father was killed in the Pakistan Affair.' We looked at the slim
stooping figure of a young man wearing jeans and a designer sweater - a sure sign of
tolerance by the Asiablock Administration. A click and the organisational chart
reappeared. John continued:

"We have also found a lot of funding is being channelled into this new Institute.
Its headquarters are in the capital of China, Beijing, next to one of Asiablock's main
computer centres, which we find is simultaneously extending its facilities.' The arrow
moved to indicate another box, outlined this time in green.

"And here is the Asiablock Inserter in Manchuria," he continued. "There is a lot
of data passing between the new Institute and their Inserter.' The control box clicked
and a black line joined the two.

"The new Institute's connected with computers, so okay for the statistics,' |
said as he paused, "but what about the geology bit?'

John took a deep breath and looked towards Dr Duluth. Who was this guy who
kept interrupting? But Dr Duluth merely nodded equably.

John turned back to his chart, moving the arrow to yet another box outlined in
black and standing on its own. "We know there is an "Institute of Resources and
Geography", but this new Department seems to have no connections with it.'

"Odd," | said.

‘But what is odder ..." He paused, annoyed. He didn't want to make this a
chatty presentation. The arrow jerked with irritation and he restarted. "We have
however detected a lot of traffic between this new Department and what we in
Westblock would call "Public Works" - the branch of Government that builds roads,
dams, irrigates and reforests deserts etc.' He pointed with his arrow to a large box,
outlined in orange and drew a thick line between it and the new mysterious red-
outlined box in the middle of the chart.

There was a silence as we all contemplated the diagram. A tight coupling of
the mysterious new Institute for Geological Statistics with Computing, Chrondiski and
Public Works.

"How did you find out all this, by the way?' | asked curiously, the first to break
the silence. '| thought they used fibre optics everywhere, or at least for all important
communications.'

He looked annoyed, but obviously couldn't resist showing off his expertise.

"They do,' he said, "which means there is no stray radiation for us to pick up.
But once in a while we hear an incautious call on a cell-phone, or someone gets



drunk at a reception. We are beginning to hear the word "Tsonah".' He looked round,
slightly embarrassed. "It's the name of a god in Chinese mythology who was
supposed to have killed his enemies by being able to use "natural forces" or
"essential energy".'

Oh God, | thought, we are back in the magic world of code words. |
remembered reading how the British in WWII had found references in decoded
messages to "Freya", which they suspected of being a secret German radar system.
Knowing about the Wagnerian "Swords and Sorcery" atmosphere of the Nazi regime,
someone looked up this character and found Freya was a "Nordic goddess who
possessed an exquisite necklace. Heimdal, the Watchman of the Gods, guarded this
necklace for her. And Heimdal could see one hundred miles in every direction, by day
and by night!" So Freya was a radar system!

Had Asiablock made a similar foolish mistake?

| returned to the present to hear John saying:

"...and satellite photographs show some curious structures the Public Works
Department are building in one of the countries of the Federation. Presumably at the
behest of this new Department.’

There was a tap on the door.

"Could you just hold it there a moment, John,' said Dr Duluth and the lights
came on. He nodded to Jim who got up and opened the door. Two soldiers in British
Army uniform entered and were introduced.

“Colonel Michels is in charge of the Military who guard the Institute,’ said Jim,
gesturing at the older. They took the two empty seats, the younger one next to me,
on my left and opposite Janette.

The Colonel was a fit-looking grey-haired man of about 50 wearing the flashes
of the Rifle Regiment.

"And his aide Captain Carstairs,' continued Jim. Handsome, slim and tall with
blue eyes, non-regulation length swept-back blond hair. Very elegant. About 28, with
fine long hands. Wearing Grenadier Guard flashes and a bored expression. Neither
of them were showing any campaign medals. Not surprising for the Colonel, he was
too old. But how had Captain Carstairs missed the "Pakistan Affair" of six years ago?
| remembered the Grenadiers had been at Gedol.

Various nationalities in turn provided the garrison troops for Chrondisp and it
was apparently Britain's turn at the moment. | looked at them with interest. The Army
in Britain is organised into tight family-like regiments and tends to keep away from the
rest of the population. Some said they were paternalistic but | thought they gave their
young recruits a sense of purpose, a clearly marked class-structure they could climb
if they wanted, and lots of sport.

You always knew if the garrison was British. They had built a parade ground at
the north end of the Chrondisp compound and in the cold dawn air you could often
hear bugle calls, whistles and the distant shouts of drill-sergeants.

| didn't know either of these two soldiers but perhaps some of the others. |
must find time to go over to their mess.

Everyone else around the table was introduced again and lastly Jim's hand
pointed to me.

"And Captain Digby, retired, and now with us in "Inserter".’

| looked across at Jim with annoyance. He knew what | thought of people who
hung onto an old army rank in civilian life. Pretentious. Especially "Captain”; the
lowest rank you could do this with. Did he re-introduce me this way just because of
the presence of the military?



The two soldiers' heads pivoted round and looked at my civilian clothes with a
mixture of surprise and slight contempt. | nodded politely.

“John here was just telling us about some interesting constructions Asiablock
are building,' said Jim, for the benefit of the new arrivals.

The lights dimmed again and a detailed map of some mountain range hung in
the air before us.

“See here,' said John. "This photo was taken a year ago. It's a mountain range in
North West China. Now look at this." A satellite photo was overlaid on the map. "For
some reason known only to themselves, the Asians are building up this side of the
gorge. Here is earth-moving equipment and here are the workers' huts. And here,’
(with a "click" we moved in at maximum magnification) "'you can see the construction.
Reinforced concrete, thousands of tons of it, are being poured into shuttering to build
a vertical hollow cylinder 20m in diameter and 200m high.'

"Perhaps they're going to build one on the other side of the gorge too?' |
suggested. "To act as a support for the other end of a suspension bridge?'

“Unlikely,' he said. "There are all sorts of logistic and engineering reasons why
the two supports would be built together, if that were the case. That tower is at 5
020m which would make it the highest bridge in the world. And anyway, there is
absolutely no reason to build a bridge over the gorge. There are no main roads or
railways within 500km; the whole region is a rocky desert." Okay, so it wasn't for a
bridge.

| looked down on the remote snow-capped mountains. Why was Asiablock
building a hollow concrete cylinder on the top of a mountain, miles from anywhere?

There was a click and the view changed. Another mountain range.

"And here is another of the mysterious cylinders, this time at 4 370m' said
John. "It must have been built some time ago as the workers' huts have been
dismantled.’

Everyone started talking at once.

"Have you found any more?' Jim's voice was the loudest.

"No, but we're searching. But look at this one, see how it's sited and how the
side has been painted to make it blend into the mountainside. We only caught it by
accident as our satellite happened to be overhead during the one hour in the day the
tower casts a shadow across the valley.

Christ, | thought. Not only are they building weird cylinders, but they're trying
to hide them too! I heard Al saying the same thing.

They were questioning Dr Kaplan, but he could only shrug his shoulders. The
Colonel had never seen a military construction like it either.

Al and Hans were asking if they had detected any radiation from it, and John
was saying only infra-red heat radiation - the same as would be expected if it were
built of concrete.

Kaplan had an afterthought and asked for its co-ordinates in latitude and
longitude, but John said he didn't have them at the moment. This spurred the Colonel
to ask if there was any structure at the top of the tower which could be used as a
mounting base for a heavy weapon or an antenna. John couldn't answer that either,
but thanked them both for their questions, and said he would inquire further.

| felt a shiver up my spine. | didn't like this one little bit.

The lights came on and | leaned across the table to speak to Jim. "They've
gotta be connected with this Unidentified Insertions problem somehow,' | said quietly.
| turned to the spook. "Have you no other way of getting more info on these towers?'

“Yes, sure, but not immediately. We have to follow the satellite scans. If we
change the orbit they will know we have seen something."' | hadn't meant that.



"No, | mean can you find what's in them?' | said. Finding more of these
enormous camouflaged structures might give a clue as to what they were for, but a
more direct way would be to go and look at one - up close.

"Not immediately,' he repeated.

Head down, Jim was energetically drawing small squares on his pad. Under
cover of the general conversation, | leaned across the table.

“Jim!" | said intensely. "For fuck's sake! This is bad. The Yellow People must
be lashing out a fair wad of GNP on these things and we know sod-all about them.
We gotta find out what they're up to. You know what we'd have done in Pakistan.' Jim
looked at me strangely.

“Well, I, but ...

"An air-drop. That's what we'd've done, wouldn't we? Air-sleds. In and out like
a dose of salts. Have a quick shufti and bring back a coupla prisoners.' | chopped the
edge of my hand down on the table.

There was a snapping sound as Jim's pencil-tip broke on the pad. He had his
hands clenched and his eyes were locked with mine. Ex-US Marine Corps, Jim had
the Right Stuff, he knew what | was talking about. But his eyes filmed over and he sat
back.

"Perhaps, but who could ...?" he asked.

"We've got plenty of military here!" | said eagerly, holding my hand out. | half
turned to meet the gaze of Captain Carstairs. But then | remembered. Garrison
troops. No combat experience; worse than useless. | dropped my hand and turned
quickly back to Jim, but not before | saw a flush spread over Carstair's handsome
face. Shit, | hadn't wanted to insult him, but there's no substitute for experience.

"Look, | still know some blokes in my old Unit.

These guys here could kit us out and fly us in. Lemme see, now ..." | reached out for
Janette's phone.

Smiling regretfully at my enthusiasm, Jim held up his hand.

I know how you feel, Dig," he said, "but I'm not sure Colonel Michels would
want ..." he looked across at the Colonel interrogatively.

"No, of course not,' snapped the Colonel. "If any patrol goes out from here it
will be from my Command and only on my say so.'

"Look, Jim,' | said, leaning forwards urgently, "if we've detected these silo
things, the YP are not stupid and they will probably know we have. They know all
about shadows and where our satellites are. We may not have much time.'

Janette was staring slightly cross-eyed at me. She snapped her gaze aside
and transferred it to the two soldiers.

Carstairs was agitated. He had turned to face the Colonel and over the
general noise around the table, | could hear him talking quickly, tapping the
parachute wings on his chest. The Colonel was making indecisive gestures and
Janette's beautiful dark eyes were going from face to face, closely following the
dialogue between the two soldiers.

There was a rapping sound from the head of the table as Dr Duluth firmly
called the meeting to order.

"It seems to be the feeling of the meeting that we need hard data on these
towers urgently,' he said.' There was a growl of approval from Pete and vigorous
nods from Al and Hans.

“Janette, will you please minute that, and see if you can book a VR call for me
with General Schalter of UN Strikeforce. We are going to need some paratroopers to
collect that information.’



| glanced across at Janette, but she was looking directly into Captain
Carstairs's eyes.

“Yes sir,' she said, speaking for the first time. She had some faint throaty
foreign accent. "A call to UN for some men to collect ze informations.' Was it my
imagination, or was there some slight emphasis on the "men"? And did she droop
with disappointment as she looked down at her recorder? Stupid cow, surely she
didn't think the pretty Carstairs was up to it?

There was some muttering from next to me and the cultured voice of Captain
Carstairs made itself heard.

‘Before you make that call, sir, | think my Colonel would like to speak to you.'

"Yes, Colonel Michels?' asked Dr Duluth in a slightly surprised tone. There
was some rather embarrassed coughing.

"Well, if I've followed all this spy business | gather you need some chaps to
make a quick patrol in enemy territory.' Janette was looking up at him, her glistening
brown eyes filled with reborn hope.

"That is perfectly correct, Colonel.’

“Very well, | have to advise you that if you go through General Schalter's staff,
it may be some time before you get either the specialised troops or the authorisation.’
Dr Duluth shrugged resignedly, but there were sounds of protest from Pete and Al.
The Colonel continued:

"There may be another solution. We have several NCO's who have their
parachute wings up, and I'm sure a call for volunteers will supply enough for a patrol.'

"And the leader of this patrol?' asked Dr Duluth.

Janette's beautiful eyes switched to Carstair's face. Her lips were parted, there
was a faint pulse in her throat and her slender fingers were ready on the keys of her
recorder.

"The Captain here is very keen, and he has done the Brize Norton paraglider
course. He seems to think he can handle it.' Janette's oval face was glowing with
admiration.

| looked at the Colonel with a new respect. He was a decent old buffer really.
After all, he'd served his country all his life and it wasn't his fault he had been the
wrong age at the time anything interesting was happening. And he was taking a hell
of a risk in authorising an unofficial patrol, whoever was in charge. If anything went
wrong, he'd get the chop. Court-martialled, lose his pension and have to live the rest
of his life on some miserable National Health hand-out.

And Carstairs? Too pretty and born too high up the social ladder. Hardly
character forming. And why was he here anyway and not with his fancy Guards
Regiment? Fiddling with the Mess funds? Having it off with the CQO's wife? Hell, |
didn't know, life is rarely stereotyped like that. Give him credit though, come the
crunch and he'd volunteered. And of course, as a Regular he had priority over me - a
Reserve officer.

But success is independent of good motives. | turned away disgusted. To me it
looked like a disaster in the making. However Duluth seemed satisfied.

We rose from the table and the meeting broke up. The two soldiers left talking
excitedly and | looked after them enviously. But now Carstairs was out of the way, so
| moved purposefully to lurk near the door, hoping to ambush the delicious Janette.
At the moment she was leaning over Dr Duluth who was signing a letter for her. | felt
a hand on my arm. It was Jim.

"She's a real cutie, isn't she? But she's married to one of the engineers in
Resonator.' | stared at Jim. "And she's one of the stars of the Chrondisp Amateur



Dramatic Society," he added, grinning. | looked across at her, noticing with surprise
she now had a wedding ring on! Something clicked into place.

"That was one of Duluth's crafty tricks, wasn't it?' | said angrily. He said
nothing. Another click and | thought of the role | had been manoeuvred into,
pressuring Carstairs.

“You bastard,' | said quietly. "That patrol is going to get shredded as soon as
they enter Confederation airspace. The more you associate with Duluth, the more
devious you become.' His grin disappeared and his face stiffened.

"We need a patrol right away, don't we?' he said coldly. "You said so yourself.
Where else could he get one at such short notice? And I'm going to do what | can to
straighten him out before the drop, if that's what's bugging you. We want the patrol to
succeed.’

“You bastard,' | repeated.

Chapter 11

For the next day or two | was left alone. | couldn't find Jim or any of the
garrison officers who used to share our bar, so | assumed the reconnaissance patrol
was being trained ready for its drop, or however they were going to do it. | must admit
| was rather envious. | had served 10 months with the SAS Regiment during the
Pakistan Affair and had been sent behind the enemy lines five times to collect
information or do sabotage.

But in spite of my pessimistic reservations, the patrol was nothing to do with
me. If it went in and out quickly they should be able to at least look at one of those
mysterious towers before the defence was alerted. | would no doubt hear all about it
afterwards.

| knew | was slated for a Mission "soon" but it was being delayed. A freak
sand-storm was raging in the desert outside and had silted up the reactor cooling
tower and so all Insertions were being re-scheduled. | didn't mind waiting. For once |
was able to browse through the fabulous Chrondisp virtual reality library without any
definite object. | spent my free time in its holo cabins, drifting around the pyramids,
walking over the Acropolis and looking down at Ancient Athens, or sitting on the
surface of the moon and watching the Earth rise. | suppose in a few years all this will
be available to the general public, as soon as they have bought some inexpensive
add-ons to their PCs.

In the bar during the evening | was also able to chat with various off-duty
engineers, programmers and even a few who were neither one nor the other.
Because of their obvious unfamiliarity with the routine of Chrondisp they were
probably Experts, over here for training as Observers.

To my surprise, there was a lot of bad-temper and discontent, especially
amongst these new trainee Observers. Apparently some new department had been
formed at Chrondisp since my last visit. It was called "The Department of
Psychological Insight", and with the authority of the Under Director all the new
Observers were having to undergo lengthy and humiliating psychological testing. It
was expected that ultimately all Chrondisp personnel would have to pass through the
sieve of this new department. Not like in my time when Observers were just selected
for their knowledge of some speciality, given a quick course and sent off on a
Mission.

| was told the new department was so irritating that at least two expert trainee
Observers had packed their bags and were about to leave in angry resentment. In
spite of the high consultant salaries offered them by the Chrondisp Institute.



*

On the morning of the second day | was surprised to receive a plastic card
from Duluth's secretary inviting me to attend a lecture organised by this new
department at 10am. | immediately called back to refuse to take any bloody
psychological tests but the secretary told me the Doctor only wanted me to attend the
introductory talk; he thought | would find it interesting. | looked at my schedule - at
8:30 | had arranged to play a game of squash with Jim. | shouldn't need to cancel it.

While we were changing | asked him did he have any news about the patrol
but all he would say was that he was trying to give Carstairs a few tips and it was
scheduled for the near future.

After our game we showered and started to dress. As | buckled on my wrist-
watch, | noticed | only had five minutes to get to the lecture.

"Do you know where Lecture Room 15 is?' | asked Jim.

“Yeah, sure,' he answered. "What are you going there for?'

“It's this new "Psychological Insight" department.' | replied. "As part of their
program they give an introductory lecture and the Doc wants me to attend it." His face
darkened.

“You too!" he said in disgust. "And what's the lecture on, anyway?' | fumbled in
my kit-bag and handed him the piece of plastic | had received from Duluth's office.

“"Irrationality - The Enemy Within"," he read out. "Given by Dr Julian Dork of
"Psychological Insight".' He looked at me as he handed it back. 'Dr Dork's a woman,
you know.'

| stared at him.

"So? I've got nothing against women.'

"I know, you told me once. Some of your best friends are women.' He glanced
up at the wall-clock. "Look, it's almost time, you'll have to hurry. I'm going that way
too. | wish I'd known you were going,' he added, almost to himself, | would have
liked to have sat in.'

We finished dressing quickly - I thrust my racket and damp kit into my shoulder
bag and we left to take the train. After a lift and a short walk along a carpeted
corridor, we saw a small crowd of people waiting quietly outside a door labelled
"Lecture Room 15". Standing apart and looking down the corridor in the opposite
direction was a stocky middle-aged woman with close-cropped hair, torn jeans and
cowboy boots. She was carrying a clip-board and radiating impatient authority.

"Uh - oh ..., Dr Dork herself,' said Jim in an undertone beside me.

The stocky woman, hearing our approaching footsteps swung round.

"Dr Prince. Have you seen a Mr Digby?' she asked in a nasal New York
accent. A nervous silence fell on the rest of the group.

"Well, er yes, Ma'am,' said Jim. "This is Mr Digby.' | nodded politely.

“You're very late,' she said severely, consulting a gun-metal wrist-watch, and
ostentatiously made a mark on her clip-board. She had intense blue eyes, magnified
behind thick lenses mounted in airline-pilot type frames.

‘Do you realise none of us can enter the lecture room until all are present?'
she continued.

"Well Ma'am, I'm real sorry; we sorta got hung up on the way,' Jim muttered,
shuffling his feet. | looked at ex-Marine Lieutenant James Prince PhD in wonder. I'm
always surprised how some Americans let their women-folk walk all over them.

Satisfied, the twin barrels of her eyes swung round to register on me. | hadn't
grovelled yet.



"I didn't think you needed to wait for me. And as we had a game to finish...," |
said with an apologetic smile. | saw her face change. My English accent, | supposed.
| knew from experience some Americans find it arrogant and condescending.

"Well, now you are here, you can put your card in,' she said acidly. | looked at
Jim.

“Your card,' he explained nervously. "The one you showed me. You must all
put them in to open the door.’

'Did you give it me back?'

“Yes. For Chrissake, Dig.'

| thought back. It must be in my bag.

‘Lemme see,' | said, kneeling down and unzipping it, pulling out damp clothes
and parking them on the carpet. "I thought it was just an invitation: | didn't think |
would need it,' | said complainingly.

But in the end, under Dr Dork's wrathful eye and impatient comments | found
it in a zippered pocket, stood up and pushed it into the slot by the door. Mine was
indeed the last one as immediately the door clicked and swung loose. Trying to make
amends, | politely opened it wide and stood aside to let Dr Dork enter.

"And you can cut that out, I'm not an invalid,' she snapped.

| bet, | thought, watching her as she strode with swinging hips towards a desk
on the dais, the steel tips in the heels of her boots tapping on the hard floor. | resisted
the temptation to dash forwards and pull the chair out for her. In a subdued silence
the rest of the class filed in and sat down.

| looked round. About twenty of us, all ages and all nationalities. Three or four |
had seen before. A dark handsome Italian mathematician and ... ah, yes, a pretty
blond French girl, Francette, who | had met in the bar last night. | humped my squash
bag over and found a seat next to her.

"Ca va?' | said to her, leaning over to give her the usual three French cheek-
to-cheek "bise".

“Oui, merci,' she murmured, looking apprehensively over my shoulder.

"The course has already been delayed by three minutes ..." began that nasal
voice.

| turned round, waved my hand placatingly and resumed my seat. The lecture
began.

Dr Dork started by explaining how the technology of time travel had put
tremendous power into the hands of a few people and it was very important these
hands be guided by rational and logical brains. For this reason she and her team
from the University of New York had been called in to put all Chrondisp employees
through a series of modern psychological tests, many of which she had devised
herself, to measure their mental stability and reasoning aptitude. She explained most
people reacted negatively against these tests, believing themselves to be both stable
and rational. To bring those about to be tested to a more amenable frame of mind,
she usually introduced the test sessions with a short talk showing how irrational our
thought processes often were. This was it.

The lecture started and the good news was that Dr Dork was a competent
lecturer and the subject material was interesting.

Of course, it's always easier to teach a subject than to do research on it and if
you are not careful you can unconsciously present the solutions to puzzles as though
you had actually solved them yourself.

And that was the bad news. Dr Dork unfortunately was not careful. In fact, she
was condescending and abrasive, especially to me, it seemed. | think she was rather
too accustomed to fawning graduate students in her home University. Combine this



with my unaccustomed subordinate student role, and a personality conflict was a
foregone conclusion.

And Dr Dork was a psychologist, of course. | didn't know much about
psychologists except they gave people tests, studied and classified them. And
women psychologists in particular studied and classified men into various demeaning
categories such as "Anal Retentive", "Narcissistic Personality Disorders". Next to
policemen, | don't like psychologists. My ex-wife, right for once, had perceptively said
pretty girls didn't need to learn male psychology: they discovered it automatically as
they grew up. | remembered bitterly she sure had known how to manipulate me.

| was rather grimly pondering on all this and wondering if it would be less
stressful to leave the class and simply study the course material alone. | became
aware she was addressing me.

"And what is the chance of it also being red underneath? Captain Digby?'
Somehow she had found out | was ex-military and ponderously addressed me each
time by my old rank.

| pulled myself together. Dr Dork had just shown us three cards. One was
white on both sides, one was red on both sides: the other was red on one side and
white on the other. She had one of the cards red face up on the wall display. The two
others were hidden. She impatiently repeated the question.

"Here you see a red faced card, what is the chance the hidden face is red
too?'

It couldn't be the white/white card. That must be the trick, so forget it. The
hidden face could only be red or white.

"One out of two - fifty percent,’ | said confidently. By the gleam in her eye |
knew straightaway | was wrong. She looked around the class.

"Two out of three,' said Giovanni the mathematician.

“Fifty-fifty,' said two or three others and the rest remained silent. But | think Dr
Dork was only interested in my reply.

“Correct,' she said, nodding at Giovanni with a slightly disappointed air. She
slowly and in a grating New York accent explained the solution to the rest of us.

"The white/white card is obviously irrelevant. | put it to one side. The remaining
two cards can be laid down in three ways to show a red.' She picked up the white/red
card. "Red up, white down.' She picked up the red/red card. "This red face up,' she
flipped the card over, “or this red face up. | repeat. The two cards can be laid down in
three ways to show a red, but only two of the ways has a red underneath. So the
answer is "two chances out of three or a probability of 0.66".

Dammit. She was right. | must concentrate more.

‘Do you see that now, Captain Digby?' | nodded weakly.

‘| wonder what is behind your red face, Captain Digby?'. A well-rehearsed
joke. The rest of the class sat in an embarrassed silence and rightly so; only one of
them had given the correct answer. | wondered how quickly Dr Dork had got it the
first time she had heard it.

Now in a high good humour Dr Dork continued the course, telling us about the
"Availability" of data. How "First Impressions" were so important and how later
evidence is interpreted in the light of these beliefs. How a book costing $5.99
appears much cheaper than one at $6.00. Someone in the class raised a laugh as he
said the US Treasury should bring out a 99 cent coin, but Dr Dork barely thinned her
lips. Only the teacher was supposed to make the jokes in this class.

And the "Recency Effect", which shows how heavily we are influenced by what
we have heard or seen most recently. At this, one or two people in the class looked



across at me sympathetically but Dr Dork didn't seem to see any connection with the
bad first impression | had made with her.

And the "Halo" effect whereby one salient (or "available") feature influences
the interpretation of all the others. Like good-looking men and women are rated high
in intelligence. This last related with a certain note of contempt.

| took notes dutifully, hating the role of school-boy | had been forced into.

Finally at the end of the morning there was a soft tone from the wall clock. Dr
Dork stood up and we closed our note-books, me at least with relief. She looked
around at us.

"And so in conclusion | hope | have shown you that the human brain is
capable of many impulsive illogical errors. In spite of our superior knowledge of
technology, the fundamental intelligence of the human brain has hardly improved
over that of the caveman.' Expressionlessly her eyes slid over to me.

There was a titter from the class.

Right. We had had a well-presented and informative lecture, but | couldn't let
that pass. It would be interesting to see how she reacted to a joke a maths master
had made at my school, a long time ago. | pushed back my chair and stood up.

"On behalf of the rest of the class, | would like to thank Dr Dork for an
interesting lecture.' She looked up at me in surprise. "Not only interesting but
practical and instructive,’ | continued. "Information we can really use.' She was now
simpering. | held out my hand theatrically at her and looked down at the open-
mouthed class.

"All the more surprising for us Europeans to receive such a lecture from an
American.' The smile vanished.

"An American?' she snapped. "I'm a scientist. What's my nationality got to do
with it?’

"Well, Ma’am,’ | looked at the class as though embarrassed, and shrugged my
shoulders - | would have to tell her. "Well, Ma’am, there was a risk. You probably
don't know it, but over here it's common knowledge that 50% of Americans are under
average intelligence.’

Horrified silence descended on the class, except for a guffaw from Giovanni.

"And | suppose 50% of the British are over average intelligence?' he said. |
looked down in exaggerated modesty.

But Dr Dork was not laughing. At this apparently blank insult, she had gone
white.

"How dare you, you stupid asshole ... you ignorant prick.. you ..., she
stuttered. Her hands were clawing out at me and her face was contorted with fury. |
could see | wasn't going to pass any of her tests. The class was in an uproar, some
standing and shouting at me, others laughing, yet others looking bewildered. Several
people, including Giovanni, had pushed themselves forward and were trying to
restrain Dr Dork from throwing herself at me. | picked up my squash bag, stepped
carefully round the seething melee and made for the door.

“It's a joke,' | mouthed to her over the heads of the crowd. It didn't calm her
down any.

Behind me | could hear Giovanni's deep voice saying it was a gag. He was
explaining that in a normal population 50% was under its average intelligence and
the other half was over average intelligence.

"That's what "average" means,” he was explaining. Unnecessarily, | should
have thought.

Chapter 12



In the bar that evening | noticed a group of trainee Observers, mostly from the
class | had been in, drinking and laughing together. A change from the last time | had
seen them there! Giovanni was chatting up Francette and as | approached must have
noticed me over her shoulder. He said something and everyone turned round and
smiled at me. | looked back coldly and ignored the grinning fools. So | had been
made to look an idiot by that woman with her three-card trick, but most of them hadn't
done any better either.

| was more interested in a small knot of military in civilian clothes who were
talking quietly amongst themselves at the other end of the bar. Elderly grey-haired
garrison maintenance and supply officers, they were not usually the most lively of
drinking companions. But one, 2nd Lt. Halbut, was German and had for some reason
hung on from the German garrison which had been here last. As he came from
Munich, | had spoken to him a few times. He was in charge of Communications here
and to his credit was trying to get a posting to a more active unit. He was
preoccupied and drinking alone.

| tried to pump him about the patrol and he very properly feigned ignorance.
But as | revealed | knew the size and composition of the patrol and the name of its
leader, he muttered that since they had been dropped, there had only been silence.
They had not kept their transmission appointment and even their IFF Responder
must be masked. Colonel Michels was "verzweifelt" (desperate).

Jesus. | wasn't too happy either. | returned to my room and tried to contact Jim
but only got his voice mail. | was half-way through telling him about the patrol as his
voice broke in.

“Jim," | said. "I've just been chatting to some of the military and guess what -
that patrol's screwed up, they're not reporting back.'

"Are you sure? It could be just some technical thing. Like ...'

“Carstairs is carrying a Responder beacon. Three interrogating satellites have
passed over them so far and haven't had a peep from it.' There was a silence.

“You'd better come up here. Stick your card in the slot." | did so and heard the
rapid beeps of route programming.

As usual, my card took me down corridors, on to the train, off the train, up a lift...
until | found myself walking down the thickly carpeted corridor leading to Dr Duluth's
office. His door was open and | could hear a loud voice issuing from it. So | didn't
knock; I just entered and sat in a corner. In the excitement no one paid me any
attention.

Apart from Duluth, sitting behind his desk, there was Jim, Al, and a well-
dressed rather corpulent older man who | recognised as a Chrondisp Director. He
was standing up angrily waving his hands and had a deep booming voice with a
middle-European accent. Under-Director Kleinfeld.

"She's not stupid and she must have almost instantly realised it was a joke,’
said Al, in reply to something Kleinfeld had said.

"But too late to prevent her over-reacting in front of the class,' added Jim,
shrugging regretfully.

Kleinfeld who had been looking from face to face swivelled his gaze
accusingly towards Dr Duluth.

“You did that, didn't you? | heard you'd had a fight with her; she wanted to see
how you'd score on her tests.'

"And she also called him a cold-blooded Limey mandarin,’ said Jim
disapprovingly.



"Nothing is to be served by ..."' began Dr Duluth.

"And so you sicced Digby on to her," interrupted Kleinfeld, nodding his head
sideways at me. At least he had noticed my entry.

"I thought Mr Digby would find her introductory lecture interesting: | had no
idea what he was going to say,' said Duluth austerely, opening a drawer in his desk
and looking down into it.

"Perhaps not in detail, but you knew nevertheless that he ..." He paused,
staring grimly at Dr Duluth. "She came here with excellent references, she is well-
known in her field and we needed her input.'

“If Dr Dork cannot demonstrate rationality and stability herself, her "input" is
not likely to be of much use to us here,' replied Dr Duluth. He pulled some papers out
of the drawer and laid them on his desk.

| could see Under-Director Kleinfeld was not pleased. He drew a deep breath.

“You are assuming far too much ..." he began furiously, and stopped, glaring at
Dr Duluth who looked back at him neutrally. | am going to take this up with the Over-
Director," he finished, and turning abruptly left the office. He didn't look at me.

"His wife introduced her," explained Al, when the door had slammed. "Now her
cred's shot and she's leaving the Institute in a huff and taking her staff with her.’

"Yes,' said Jim. "It's always been a problem - who tests the testers?'

"So the Department of Psychological Insight will be closing down,’ said Al. He
didn't sound over-depressed.

Perhaps that explained why the trainees were smiling. It was my first
intimation of internal politics in the Institute. Chrondisp was growing and | supposed
inner strife was one of the penalties of success.

Dr Duluth chopped his hand down dismissively.

"We have more important things to talk about,' he said.

Good. They'd been rabbiting on about that bloody trick-cyclist for so long |
was wondering if they were ever going to get down to the reason for my presence
here.

‘I have just been talking to Colonel Michels and he confirms what you told
Jim," continued Dr Duluth, looking at me. "We have lost contact with Carstairs,' he
said to the others.

| took a deep breath, fighting hard not to say "l told you so". But everyone
heard it, especially Jim who looked away uneasily. Al looked nervous but Dr Duluth
just looked at me impersonally.

“You persuaded the poor bastard to go out there, with only a sergeant,' |
began. “A guy who'd never heard a shot fired in anger ...’

“If you remember, | wanted the patrol to be furnished by UN Strikeforce,'
interrupted Dr Duluth. | thought back to that meeting. He was right, of course. It was
Colonel Michels who had volunteered the services of Captain Carstairs. At least
that's what the minutes would say.

"And there should have been little danger,' he continued. "That part of China is
virtually unpopulated, and we know there is only scanty radar cover,’'

"Maybe,' said Jim, "but what are we going to do now?'

"How much can they tell if they're captured?' asked Al who was leaning
against the wall. "If they don't know much, it might be more logical to abandon them.
They would get returned in some prisoner exchange later,' he added.

“Carstairs came into the meeting late and only knows about the towers,’
answered Jim, sitting on the corner of Duluth's desk.

Not too much, | thought.



"So forget them and send in another patrol to look at another of these towers,’
said Al callously. Jeez! Were they trying to provoke me?

“You have to get them out,' | said impatiently. "Abandoning troops is bad for
morale and you'll never get volunteers again. They may have injured themselves on
landing and if the place is as unpopulated as you say, they could die for lack of
medical care. I'd go in myself if Michels wasn't so set against me.' There was a
sudden silence and Jim and Dr Duluth exchanged glances.

Christ! What was | saying?! They had provoked me!

And yet. | was getting bored here - all Missions were on indefinite hold
because of the sandstorm. With the back-up of Chrondisp military, a rescue operation
should be simple enough. It was just untidy to leave them there. The heart jumps and
the head follows, as my grandmother used to say. And | would have them over a
barrel money-wise.

"Ah!"said Al.

"He might be more receptive now,' said Jim.

Colonel Michels was indeed unhappy. For the first time in his career he had
made an unauthorised move, and it had blown up in his face.

Duluth had made the appointment. The Colonel had dismissed his aides and
was expecting me, sitting at his cleared desk, looking ahead grey-faced. He started
as the orderly room sergeant showed me in.

"So you are volunteering to find out what happened to our patrol,’ he said.

“Yes, sir,' | said. | was hoping to do more than that.

“Carstair's a good man,' he was saying. "His father was in Bosnia with mine.
But he's not had much combat experience. And if those torturing swine get hold of
him with their devilish mind probes..." His hands twisted. Yes, mind probing, if not
done very carefully could seriously damage the brain. The YP interrogators would be
even less careful with the sergeant.

“You will have free access to our stores and armoury, of course,' he said, "and
as for members of your patrol, | have here a list of those who volunteered the first
time.' He passed over a piece of paper. | took it, thinking they might not be too keen
to volunteer a second time. But on that score my mind was already made up.

"Before | accept this assignment,’ | began, "I will want to see the personal
dossiers of those on the patrol.' It took a moment for him to react.

"There is no way | can open the dossier of a serving officer to you,' he
snapped. (He meant opening the dossier of a gentleman in the Guards to a mere
Reserve officer in a Line Regiment, especially one who had served with those
notorious thugs, the Special Air Service).

‘I'm sorry, sir. But | need to know who | am trying to rescue and how they will
react.' "Need to know", was the key phrase. And the "will react" reminded him they
may well be undergoing interrogation at this very moment.

He looked at me angrily. This interview wasn't going the way he wanted. But
he must have remembered what would happen if the patrol were captured. A
mumbling Carstairs on Beijing holo confessing to crimes against the peace-loving
Federation of Yellow People, with background shots of cute little black-haired
Chinese children.

| handed him my card and he reluctantly typed in an authorisation to visit
Records.

"Communications and Clothing are expecting you,' he said. 'The Sergeant
Major himself will take you to the Armoury.' He handed me my card back.

"Carstairs is a good man,' he repeated, looking at me directly.



“I'll remember that, sir,’ | said and left.

At Records | quickly scanned through the dossiers of the volunteers he had
given me. The only man who had had any experience at all was Staff Sergeant Silk
and he was the other member of the patrol that had disappeared. It confirmed my
decision. It wasn't going to be popular in certain quarters but it was the only way that
stood a chance.

| carefully examined the dossiers of the two who had gone on the patrol.
Captain Carstairs first.

Age 32. Son of General Sir George Carstairs (Ret), KCB, VC, ... etc. Two
elder sisters. Education Harrow, Cambridge , commissioned into the Grenadier
Guards after passing out at Sandhurst. An average cadet, good at languages.
Hobbies skiing and riding. An affair with a brother officer's wife resulted in a
reprimand and a posting to the Guards' Depot at Catterick, just outside London, while
his Regiment was sent to Pakistan. Another affair, this time with the wife of a cabinet
minister. Another reprimand, and a posting to Chrondisp Garrison, most likely after
some intervention from Michels. They probably thought there would be less
opportunities for him to dip his wick in the middle of the Sahara desert. And if he did,
who cared, 2 500km away from London? A "womaniser", my grandfather would have
called him.

| blanked the screen and looked into the distance, comparing it to my career.
Born in the Lancashire Fusilier's regimental hospital in Wuppertal, Germany, my
mother had been killed in a terrorist attack when | was a child and | had been
brought up by an uncle and my grandmother in Liverpool. My father had been a
soldier too, Regimental Sergeant Major in the Lanc's, and had wanted me to follow
him into his Regiment. No way. As soon as | left school | had signed up in the King's
Own. To his great disgust. | was a sergeant at the time the Pakistan Affair started
and having had the luck to help save the life of a stupid General whose transport had
broken down, was commissioned in the field. Before the Affair ended | was Captain.
At the conclusion of hostilities | was offered a permanent commission which would
have meant going to staff college to learn to be an officer and gentleman. But like so
many soldiers, | could not go back to the peace-time army after | had known action.
Regretfully | retired to the Reserve and found a job in civilian life.

| opened the next dossier.

Sergeant Silk was a 37-year old run-of-the-mill competent Regular soldier,
seconded to the Rifle Regiment on a two year tour at Chrondisp, resting after police
duties in various trouble spots in Africa. He had probably volunteered to go on the
patrol out of boredom.

| went round to Clothing and picked up two camouflaged battle smocks, two
pairs of boots and had them packed in two standard rucksacks. Now for the tricky
part.

| excused myself from the sergeant in charge of Clothing and opening my
phone, called Dr Duluth directly. He could see who was calling and answered
immediately. | said | wanted to see him. There was a pause and | could imagine him
calculating priorities.

‘I can see you in 15 minutes for 10 minutes," he said, programming my card,
which | already had in the slot. No-nonsense Duluth. If | wanted to see him, he
assumed it was urgent.

Humping my two kit-bags, | found him in a small ante-room, off the Main
Conference Room.



He received me with cool courtesy, showing none of the impatience he
undoubtedly felt at being pulled out of an important meeting.

“You had a satisfactory interview with Colonel Michels? You have chosen your
team?' he asked politely.

“Yes, on both counts,' | said. | took a deep breath. "The YP may have captured
or killed our patrol. In which case they are alerted and will be waiting for a rescue
attempt, or at least another attempt to investigate their silos. | am not a magician. |
need a partner who has done this sort of thing before. Someone | can trust.
Someone | know.' From the slight expression of alarm and annoyance which
fleetingly crossed his face, | saw he knew who | meant.

"There is no way you can take Jim," he said. But significantly he didn't pick up
his phone and ask Jim; he knew Jim would jump at the chance.

‘Do you realise what Jim, or even yourself, could reveal if you were captured
and interrogated?' he continued. "Your knowledge in Asiablock hands could
jeopardise the whole operation of the Institute for months to come."

"Ah,' | said cunningly, “but think what good spies we'll make. We'll really know
what to look for, and we'll be sensitive to all sorts of clues that at the moment we
don't even know exist.'

That was the plain truth and he knew it. Dr Duluth was facing the dilemma of
all spymasters: if you really want to know how far the enemy are along in the
development of some technology, you have to send one of your own experts. An
expert who knows the extent of your knowledge. And who if captured could reveal it.

Dr Duluth was looking into the distance and | was regarding him with
exasperation, the exasperation of seeing someone doing what | can't. | had to remind
myself he was only a member of the Chrondisp Target Selection Committee, but had
managed to close down a department which he disapproved of, even though it was
the brain-child of the Under Director.

Then he had manipulated the conservative garrison commander to send an
illegal secret patrol into Asiablock territory. And now he was arranging to have yet
another secret military patrol sent out! | could see his mind working. It had been
worth having a go with Carstairs - a pity it hadn't succeeded. So he must send in
another patrol. But this time he was choosing its members, members who were not
even part of the military hierarchy. And the military hierarchy, as personified by Col.
Michels, had agreed to support them, hoping the second patrol would rescue the first
and incidentally his pension. Incredible.

| had told Duluth the sort of person | wanted was Jim and it was not his way to
argue. He would know | could find or be found another suitable partner - given time.
But time we didn't have. He opened his phone, punched in a number and said where
he was. He continued silently looking into the distance.

There was a knock on the door and Jim entered. | dropped the second kit bag
at his feet.

"We're taking a trip to the other side of the Bamboo Curtain,' | said. His mouth
dropped open. He looked across at Dr Duluth for confirmation, but as the Doctor was
still looking into the distance and apparently in agreement, he transferred his gaze
back to me.

"When?' he asked.

"As soon as possible.'

"Who's going?'

“Just you and me.'



“You should try to find the purpose of the towers and rescue the patrol already
sent,' said Dr Duluth, speaking for the first time in ten minutes, and accepting the
inevitable.

“In that order?' asked Jim.

"Yes,' said Dr Duluth. There was some talk between them as to who should
take over his work in "Computing" in his temporary absence. Jim picked up his kit-
bag, humped it over his shoulder and jerked his head at me:

"Well, the sooner we start ...," he began, making for the door but | hesitated.

"I just want a word with the Doctor,' | said. He looked at me surprised.

“Yeah, sure, well go ahead ...oh, | see. I'll wait in the corridor.' He left.

Dr Duluth looked at me with a slightly resigned air. He may have known what |
was going to say.

"One small point,' | said, pulling out a piece of paper and unfolding it - my
contract with the Institute. "My job specification here describes me as an "Observer".’
| peered at the paper with exaggerated attention, turning it over to check the back in
case | had missed anything there. | can find nothing in it about making illegal armed
excursions into Asiablock territory. | think we should talk about a renegotiation of
contract, widening the meaning of "Observer" to include the term "Mercenary".

“You want more money,' he said perceptively.

"I was once told "mercenary" comes from the Latin for "wages".

""Mercenarius", he said. "Very well. | can go up to Scale 7 for the duration of
your mission; | can obtain no more.' | believed him - this patrol was illegal in
Chrondisp, never mind to the UN.

| rejoined Jim in the corridor.

As we could get a lot of the info we wanted from Jim's terminal, we made his
room our base. He opened the rucksack I'd given him, pulled out the camouflaged
battle-smock, boots and a small but important tinkling envelope containing the rank
bars of a Lieutenant in the US Army. | emptied the same out of my rucksack, with a
similar envelope, containing however the three pips of a Captain in the British Army.

The atmosphere imperceptibly changed. At Chrondisp | was an independent
consultant, and Jim often directed my activities. But on this patrol it was going to be
the other way round. It's best to get these things settled right away.

"We'll be going in uniform?' he asked.

“Sure we are. We're a reconnaissance patrol, not spies.'

“Yeah,' he said, holding his envelope and rather bitterly watching me punching
the pips into the shoulder flaps of my smock. "Well, thanks for asking for me,
anyway.'

‘I wouldn't have wanted anyone else,' | said.

| found I still had my Chrondisp Contract folded up in my pocket. | pulled it out
and under Jim's eyes carefully replaced it in its plastic folder. He recollected | had
remained behind to talk to Dr Duluth.

“You asked for more money?' he asked incredulously.

“Sure, Lootenant. I'm not on expenses like you. You can live it up over there -
hotels, car-hire, girls. Anything | spend comes out of my own pocket.’

“Jeez,' he said, "In my time I've met some mercenary guys ...’

"Comes from "mercenarius" and means "wages"," | explained, putting the
plastic folder back in my pocket. "But | don't suppose you had a classical education.’

| got a pencil out of my pocket and sat down. "I've never had to go in to rescue
anyone before," | said meditatively, breaking in on his disbelief. | pulled forwards a
piece of paper and looked up at him.



"Perhaps if we start by you telling me what you know about this patrol? You
were going to "straighten him out" if | remember rightly.' A shadow crossed Jim's face
and he sat down too.

“You know,' he began, "if it weren't for Englishmen like Carstairs, America
could still be a British colony.'

“That bad?' | said.

‘I gave him a list of things | thought he would find useful, but he just didn't
want to know.' Jim stood up in a regal posture and was about to make a grotesque
caricature of the Lord of the Manor sending some inopportune visitor round to the
Servant's Entrance, when he realised we didn't have time to play games. He sat
down again.

"He's just hiding an inner insecurity,’ | said.

"He does it very well.'

"So let's think what we've got to find out.’

"Well, off the top of my head,' said Jim, "exactly what their orders were, exactly
where and how they went in, what they took with them.' | wrote it down.

“Local situation, nearest YP garrison, weather, maps,' | said to myself, still
writing.

"What we take, how we go in,' continued Jim. Enough to go on with. | folded
up the piece of paper. "How we get out," | thought, but didn't write it down.

Chapter 13

First stop was to Col. Michels to introduce Jim in his new role as one of the
rescuers and to get authorisation to interview the team who had sent off the first
patrol. We were introduced to Lt. Jones and Sgt. Bowman who had worked with
Captain Carstairs.

Jones was about 45, pepper-and-salt short cropped hair and must have been
chosen for the briefing because he had once worked testing paragliders. He was
conscientious, but still a Lieutenant at 45 said everything. He was counting the days
to the end of his service.

Sgt. Bowman was better. About 19, fresh-faced and rather over-confident. He
wanted to become an officer, and probably would.

"We loaded them up and had a trial jump with the Type 7 chute. There were
no problems,' said Jones.

We looked at the list of equipment they had taken and | could see nothing to
fault. One Global Positioning Satellite navigator, one satellite hand-phone, one video
camera that could be connected to the phone, food tablets for a week, 10 litters of
water, two dew-collectors, two sleeping sacks, two sets of thermal underwear, two
Mk 6 rifles, two knives, two flash-lights, night/day binoculars, one Type 4 IFF
responder.

Jim grunted.

“Your list?' | asked. He nodded.

The Colonel told us Carstairs's orders were that the tower was to be
photographed from the paragliders as they approached. They were to land as near
as they could, take more photos and explore the surroundings, looking for any
support facilities, electronic installations, maintenance accommodation etc.
Everything to be photographed. Radio silence unless they thought they would be
captured in which case they should try to send back all the pictures.

"And what was the approach plan?' | asked Lt. Jones.



‘| went with them by shuttle to Madrid and we took the SST flight to Delhi.
After that a jet to Kathmandu. Here we hired a small plane to take us to the frontier at
..., he gestured to the sergeant who tapped on a keyboard and we looked at the
screen, .. here.' He touched the screen-map. "There | met a pilot who took them over,
and dropped them within 10km of the tower. They paraglided in.'

"Where did you find a pilot and how the hell did you persuade him to do that?!'
asked Jim.

"A man at our Consulate introduced me to a smuggler,’ said Jones, "and we
gave him money. They know all about the radars. But | think the military on the other
side are pretty tolerant.'

But maybe not around the towers, | thought. "And how would they get back?' |
asked.

“The pilot said he would show them a valley where he could pick them up and
would lend them a beacon transmitter.’

The smuggler had returned and reported he had off-loaded the two
paragliders as planned. As proof, he played back the recorded voice of Carstairs
saying they could see the tower and were jumping now. The smuggler had been told
to stand-by for the pick-up. He was still waiting.

It sounded logical and | recognised the hand of Dr Duluth.

"And since then, nothing?'

"Nothing," confirmed Lt. Jones. "Carstairs was carrying a Type 4 "ldentification
Friend or Foe" responder but even that has not been detected.' He showed us one. It
was a metal box, about 10cm square and 1cm thick. "You can lay it on the ground or
fasten it to the top of a rucksack with these attachments. There's an antenna on each
face,'

"Won't enemy satellites also get a signal from it?' | asked.

“Only if they send the right code at the right frequency,' he said. | picked it up
and examined the recessed switch and the faint spiral antenna just visible under the
plastic. Neat. It was new since my time.

"We won't be taking one,' | said.

"We could set ours to a different code, no?' asked Jim.

"No," | confirmed. There was nothing to be served by letting our side know we
had landed, and the transmission could be detected.

Now to get some weapons.

We were met by Sergeant Major Matheson outside Communications. He
briskly marched towards us, leapt up in the air to land with a crash of heels in a
Guards-type jump-halt, followed by an impressive wide-armed steel-spring salute.
Jim beside me, visibly flinched. About 45, the Sergeant Major had a brutal bruiser's
face, eyes almost hidden under the vertical black visor of his peaked hat, a hoarse
voice and an incipient beer-belly, tightly restrained by his webbing belt. A row of
campaign and long-service ribbons decorated his barrel-like chest. | looked at him
approvingly.

| returned his salute.

"To the Armoury, S'arnt Major,' | said.

“Sir!" he rapped and span round as though on a vertical spindle in a stamping
knees-up about-turn. Arms swinging he set off across the drill square; | fell into brisk
step beside him and heard Jim following.

At the Armoury entrance the Sergeant Major stamped to a halt, reached out an
arm like a steel piston and grasping the knob tore the door open, almost pulling it off
its hinges. He leapt inside and bellowed:



“Attention! Officer's inspection. Stand by your benches.' Seven pairs of heels
crashed together like rifle-bolts. The Sergeant Major came to rigid attention just
inside the door and saluted.

We entered to see a sergeant, a corporal and five close-cropped troopers in
fatigues, standing stiffly to attention, eyes front, at surgically clean work-benches.

“Carry on S'arnt Major,' | said saluting casually, and there was immediately the
stamp of feet. The Sergeant Major was in an instant towering rage.

“Sergeant Wetherby!" he bellowed in a voice that made the windows rattle.
“Call this an armoury? This isn't the armoury. I've made a mistake - I've come to the
wrong place. I'll tell you what this place is. This place is a shit house. A filthy shit-
house where they shit and throw all the paper on the floor.' His eagle eye had spotted
a 2 square millimetre piece of paper by the door. "In all my twenty-five years of
service I've never seen a more slovenly hovel. I've seen cleaner floors in a wog's
kraal." His eyes fell on the five troopers standing immobile, like five statues, eyes
front. "And who are those unshaven long-haired lay-abouts slouching in the corner
over there?'

As he raved on, | left Jim standing nervously by the door and strolled between
the geometrical rows and rows of spotless lightly-oiled Mk.6 rifles, slings tightened,
silencers retracted and bolts open. Racks and racks of Browning lasers and Heckler
and Koch grenade launchers. Much as | had expected. Infantry and riot-control
weapons, a few heavy machine guns and a few anti-tank rocket launchers. The anti-
aircraft missile defence of Chrondisp was in the hands of a specialised UN Air-
Defence Service who had their own separate repair workshops. | appreciatively
breathed in the smell of gun-oil and floor polish. | had been a sergeant once; it was
good to be back.

More shouting and stamping. | knew the ceremony was nearing its close.

"And now get those misbegotten excuses for soldiers out of my sight!'

A different voice.

“Squad! Shun!" Crash! "Right turn'! Crash! "Corporal, take these men to the
cook-house. Quick ... wait for it ... march!'

The corporal and five soldiers marched out, arms swinging to the horizontal,
eyes front, and the door smashed to behind them. | walked over and took off my
beret.

The Sergeant Major unclipped his belt and removed his peaked hat, followed
by Sgt. Wetherby. Formalities over, the tension relaxed and Sergeant Wetherby
stood at ease. Now to business.

"Fucking gasper, sir?' said Sergeant Wetherby politely, holding out a packet of
cigarettes. Short, broad-shouldered, balding and about 28, he had grey direct eyes
and a firm mouth. On his chest was a long service medal and the Pakistan Cross; on
his sleeve the crossed-rifles badge of a marksman.

"No thanks, Sergeant,' | said. "I'm trying to give up the buggers.' Jim came
forward from his position from the door and made a stunned gesture of negation.

"Wish | could,' said the Sgt. Major, taking one. A butane lighter miraculously
appeared in his other hand and flared as he snapped a nicotine yellowed thumb-nail
over its wheel. He lit his and the Sergeant's cigarette and looking down they both
pulled on them with hollow-cheeked concentration. No one looked at the "No
Smoking" sign.

"We're going out on a short patrol.' | said. Sgt. Wetherby turned to a glass
case behind him containing a selection of automatic pistols and pulled it open.



"And we don't want fucking hand-guns,' | said angrily. Both NCO's looked
down their noses disapprovingly. Officers always carried pistols. "I said a patrol, not a
fucking parade.'

“Very well, sir,' said Sergeant Wetherby primly and closed the case. He looked
at me a moment, came to some decision, walked across to the armoury door and
after opening it and looking outside closed and carefully locked it. He disappeared
into his office and reappeared a few moments later reverently holding what looked
like two brand-new standard MK.6 rifles.

“It's the new 6D," he whispered, behind his hand. "We got ten of the fuckers
last week. I'm keeping them under the counter, just for me special customers, like, or
every mother-fuckin' cock-sucker would want one.’

“"Mother-fucking cock-sucker?" | muttered, shocked in spite of myself. | had
only been out of active service for six years and already ... Well, call me a purist, but |
dislike this constant leak of Americanisms creeping into what is after all the language
of Shakespeare. But the sergeant didn't notice my frown.

He worked the action of one with a silky snick. "Listen to that,' he said, cocking
his head. "Smooth as a baby's arse.' He grasped the pistol grip. "The propellant
gauge's under yer fuckin' thumb now. And look at this, fuckin' fire mode changeable
without taking yer fuckin' finger from the fuckin' trigger. Beautiful piece of work," he
said fondly. His big calloused hands slid lovingly over the rifle like another man's
would slide over a woman's thigh. "| zeroed the bastards in meself, but | suppose
you'll want to do it yourself.'

“Fucking right', | said. Everyone shot slightly differently.

"So shall | wrap up two?' he said. “Is the American gentleman having one as
well?' | nodded. We were in a gent's outfitter now as Sgt. Wetherby smoothly pulled
two plastic gun-covers from under the bench, slid the rifles in and zipped them up. He
rubbed his hands.

"What sort of ammo would you like, sir? We have a nice line in explosives, or |
could do you a mixture of tracer and hollow-points?'

“Just the standard buggers,' | said. "We may have to use the fucking
silencers.' Reaching into a steel cabinet, he pulled out a box of propellant sticks and
another, heavier, containing pre-packaged blocks of fifty 5.56mm full metal jacket
bullets. Deftly he slipped them into pockets in the gun-covers and snapped them
shut. We could have been going on a safari.

"Now if the gentlemen would place their cards in here ..." We did and the rifles
were ours.

| handed one gun-case to Jim.

"Right then,' | said and put my beret on. Immediately the two NCOs clipped on
their webbing belts, donned their peaked hats and heads back, stiffened to attention.
Sgt. Wetherby marched ahead to unlock and pull open the armoury door, we stepped
out and he and Sgt. Major Matheson simultaneously leapt up in the air and gave us
two tremendous crashing steel-spring salutes. | already had my rifle under my left
arm, freeing my right hand for a salute in return.

Unfortunately Jim still had his rifle in his right hand and surprised by the need
to salute, hastily transferred it to his left but it caught on the door. The two NCOs
patiently waited at the salute until he had sorted it out and returned their salute.

"Good luck on your patrol, sir," said the Sergeant Major. His face was
inscrutable, but his eyes were turned up, showing only the whites.

"Thank you, S'arnt Major,' | said. They stepped back and the door crashed to.

“You can goddamn well collect anything more we need yourself,’ said Jim
angrily, his face red.



We returned to Jim's room.
Chapter 14

"Paragliders!' said Jim. ‘Radar would have seen the metal of their weapons
long before they landed.’

He was right. Sophisticated radar would have seen their tooth-fillings, let alone
their weapons.

"We need a two-man stealth sled,' | said.

"And | know where we can get one,' said Jim, opening his phone. After a few
minutes of: "Yeah, Jim. You remember me? At that bar in Atlantic City. Whatever
happened to that girl ... yeah, the red-head. No?! Jeez! Me? Okay, the same thing,
electronics, you know. And you? You gotta be Master Sergeant at least. Hey, that's
fabulous! Well, look Art, | gotta favour to ask. | promised this broad | would take her
to St Quentin Island to ... yeah, sure it's restricted, but | figured if | could get hold of a
two-man air sled, you know, those fancy black ones, it'd give her a blast ... that’s
right, a "stealth" sled ... we could ... Now don't be like that Art. | know they're still
secret but there's some way to burn 'em up isn't there? That's it - "self-destruct”. So
there you are. All we ...uh, uh,... Well, if you can't, you can't. | just thought that with
you being a ... Yeah, sure we'd burn it. On my mother's grave. And I'll file off the ID
numbers. You'll do that for us? Well, that's great Art! | knew | could rely on you. And
Art, | owe you one for this." He closed his phone.

St Quentin?'

“It's a deserted island in the South Pacific,' he said. "Used for weapon testing.
He says hang on to the girl; she sounds a treasure.'

"And the sled?".

“It'll be at LA airport tomorrow,' he said.

| thought over the kit we were going to take. The same as Carstairs, apart from
the beacon. And that would be it. After all, we were collecting information, not fighting
a war. And ideally we should collect the information without anyone knowing we had
collected it.

“You'll want to take some of your own things?' | asked. He nodded.

"A satcom. Proximity detectors. Three four remote detonators. Some plastic.
Scanner. Recorder. Metal detector. You never know.'

"How heavy, you think?' He pondered.

"Coupla kilos." | nodded.

We thought and thought, trying to find some original way of covering the fifty-
five kilometers from the frontier to the landing zone. And getting out afterwards. If we
had to use local hired help we could never feel really secure.

"What's the glide angle of the sled?' asked Jim, opening his PC.

"About six degrees, loaded as we will be," | replied immediately. He tapped on
his PC.

"We could glide in from the frontier if we were released at ten thousand
meters,' he said. "We'd need oxygen of course, but we should be able to get that
here somewhere.'

"Could a smuggler's aircraft go that high?' | asked doubtfully. "Smugglers
normally sneak in at low altitude, | would have thought.'

"Probably not,' he agreed, "but we should be able to find something. And we'd
better take a coupla our own pilots too," he added.

"What about getting out?' | asked. "Can we use the same method the first
patrol was going to use?"



‘I don't see why not.'
We divided the various tasks to be done and split up.

Chapter 15

As you may imagine, the next few hours were pretty hectic, what with having
the sleds transferred from LA to Jaipur in India (acting on the principle that | wanted
to be as different as possible from the first patrol), ripping out three passenger
emergency oxygen masks from one of our shuttle aircraft, and generally chasing up
the various items on our list.

But in the end, to cut a long story short, Jim, myself and two Italian pilots
named Antonio and Georgio found ourselves at Simikot airport, on the
Nepal/Chinese frontier with a lot of excess baggage and, still in Customs, a crate
containing the 3m long airsled. And all this no more than 24 hours after Duluth had
given us the green light!

"A very creditable performance by all personnel concerned', | found myself
rather pompously saying.

By showing an end-user certificate stating the "sport articles" were not going to
stay in Nepal but going to be re-exported to Marbal in the Oman, Jim got the crate
transferred in bond to a closed hangar containing our CP21 executive jet. | calmed
my conscience with the fact that the sled was indeed going to be exported.

Antonio and Jim had hacksawed out eight of the seats from the luxury jet and
stacked them on the floor at the back of the hangar. We broke open the crate and
loaded in the brand-new sled. With a hard black surface and the odd tapered
"stealth" shape it could easily be lifted by one person and at 3m long, 80cm wide and
1m high, it just fitted through the hatch. We unpacked our luggage, strapped
everything inside the sled and lashed it down.

| was worried about the launching of the sled. Normally they were carried and
released at speed from under the belly of the launching aircraft. But ours would have
to go out of the passenger hatch; there was no other way. The difficulty was that the
slip-stream thrusting sideways on the sled when it emerged might cause it to jam
against the side of the hatch. But someone back at Chrondisp had worked out that if
the CP21 was at its stalling speed at ten thousand meters, one person sitting down
with his back against the far side of the aircraft should be able to thrust it out with his
feet. We decided Georgio was to be the "shover" while Antonio kept the CP21
straight and level at just above stalling speed. The big problem would be that when
we got free, the air would be blowing sideways on the sled at 150km/h, the stalling
speed of the CP21, which could cause it to tumble. | decided that I, with my sport
surfing experience over the Alps, would be the pilot.

| wanted to arrive at the tower from the east at 5am, the classical time and
direction for a dawn attack; the time when the human spirit is at its lowest. And the
sun when it rose at 5:34 would be behind us.

It was cold in the hangar. | sat down on one of the sawn-out seats and looked
around. The nose of the sled was just visible through the entrance hatch of the small
sleek CP21; it was already loaded up. Three oxygen bottles and masks lay on the
floor nearby.

Jim and Georgio had carefully gone over the inside of the cabin to remove or
tie down any movable metallic objects.

"The YP will have their little beady radar slant-eyes on us and we don't want
them to see anything leaving the aircraft when we do," Jim had explained. Good
thinking. We would slowly decompress before we opened the cabin door, of course, if



only to save our ears, but nevertheless any metallic articles lying around could fall out
and give an unusual radar echo.

At that moment we would be at ten thousand meters - like on the top of Mount
Everest and it would be -20 degrees. Georgio would give us a shove and we would
exit, hopefully without losing too much height. | would have to turn into the slip stream
as soon as possible and head east.

Jim had programmed the GPS-based navigator for the correct flight profile. All
| had to do was keep the analogue height bar between two moving markers and
follow a direction arrow.

The sled was constructed of layers of resistive carbon fibres to absorb radar
pulses and its outer surface had no sharp corners or flat surfaces to scintillate in a
radar beam. But the sled would heat up if it descended too steeply and Asiablock had
little beady infra-red slant eyes too. So | would have an "external temperature" gauge
mounted in front of me and | would have to keep it in the "green". | just hoped there
wouldn't be any conflict between what my two instruments wanted me to do.

Jim set up some surveillance devices to watch the surroundings to the hangar
and switched on his scanner to check if there were any unexplained radio
transmissions. It was now 22:14. | couldn't think of anything else to do so | set my
alarm watch for 4am, and we wrapped up in our sleeping bags on the carpeted floor
of the stripped out jet. Antonio and Georgio sat up front. We slept.

* I
woke with a start, feeling a prickling in my wrist as my watch gave me small electric
shocks. | shook the others to life and handed out hot coffee. Jim cautiously slid the
hangar door slightly open and we looked out into the cold black starry night. 4:04am.
| scanned around with the binoculars set to "night", but there was nothing obviously
out of place. Jim collected his surveillance devices, helped me pull the hangar doors
wide open and we all pushed the aircraft out onto the tarmac. We returned
shiveringly back into the warmth of its cabin.

Antonio and Georgio were in the cockpit, their faces illuminated from below by
the various screens. The aircraft shifted slightly as Jim moved around inside with a
flashlight, last minute checking.

“All right?' | asked, quietly. His flashlight beam moved around once more,
illuminating the sawn-off seat supports and the equipment inside the sled.

‘I guess so,' he replied. So | closed the hatch with a thump and pulled the
locking lever down. | made my way through the cabin to the cockpit and stood behind
the two pilots. | touched Antonio's shoulder.

"When you're ready,' | said. He spoke a few words into his lip microphone and
waited. Receiving confirmation, he thumbed a button and with a cough the starboard
engine began to turn. Its note rose up the scale and after a moment the port kicked
in. | looked down at the pilots but they were completely preoccupied watching the
screens, hands on controls. Georgio reached forwards and slid the side window
closed. The noise level dropped and they both settled themselves in their seats,
sliding them forwards and tightening harnesses. Time 04:22.

The note of the engines rose to a howl, the brakes came off and we began to
slowly edge away from the hangar. We turned gradually, the note dropped a trifle and
we started to trundle bumpily along the perimeter track. Looking at one of the screens
| could clearly see it and its bright reflectors.

We wheeled into position at the end of the runway and stopped with a squeal
of brakes, rocking slightly. Antonio's eyes and fingers were flicking over the controls
and his lips were moving. The engines were making a constant howl. He raised his
hand to me and | went back into the cabin, sat down next to Jim and strapped in.



We took off quickly, ascending rapidly into the night. | looked out of a side
window but could only see the faint lights of the airport far below. | undid my seat belt
and went to stand behind the two pilots again.

We circled round and round, gaining height until we broke into brilliant dazzling
sunlight at ten thousand meters.

"Keep it at that and slow down; we re climbing in,' | said to Antonio. Georgio
unstrapped and we both went back into the bright sunlit cabin. | gestured to Jim.

Georgio helping, we crawled head first into the sled and fastened ourselves
down on our stomachs with the harnesses. | heard the note of the jets slowly sliding
down the scale and the aircraft started to bounce around as its speed dropped and
we approached stall. Jim was lying just above me in a webbed hammock and his
head was directly behind mine, so we could easily communicate. In front of me was
my GPS navigator, the external temperature gauge and a small window, looking
forwards and down. In flight | had to cover it with a carbon shutter. A quick glance at
my watch - 04:35.

And just in front of my nose was the single flight control for the sled - the
joystick. Reaching forwards | waggled it to check the controls were free.

Lastly | pulled the airline passenger oxygen mask towards me, pressed it over
my nose, stretched the elastic behind my head and turned the valve, hearing it hiss. |
heard Jim doing the same.

| tapped my foot three times against the side of the sled as a signal to
Georgio, wearing the third oxygen mask, to slowly decompress the aircraft. A minute
later my ears began to pop and the noise of the engines vanished. | swallowed, the
engine noise reappeared, but fainter. Again my ears popped. | felt the air getting
thinner and my head seemed to be expanding. | took a deep breath from my mask
and swallowed. My head seemed stuffed with cotton wool and | could hardly hear the
engines.

Ultimately the pressure seemed to have stabilised, but | still felt dizzy.

“You okay, Dig?' said a muffled voice above and behind me. | gave a thumbs
up sign.

| saw Georgio's feet in my vision port and there was a thump and immediately
the howl of the jets leapt in to the cabin, followed by buffeting freezing cold air.
Georgio had opened the passenger hatch. The sled rocked on the cabin floor and my
feet and legs felt the cold.

The sled jerked forwards with a grating sound and now | could see over the sill
of the hatch. We were in sunlight but beneath me all was darkness. Another jerk
forwards and my head was outside the aircraft. Jesus, | could feel the pressure of the
slipstream pushing the nose of the sled to the right! Those fools at Chrondisp had
miscalculated - we would never exit! The noise of the engines disappeared and we
seemed to hang weightless; Antonio had banked. There was a thump from behind, a
hollow scraping sound and we were free!

A brutal lateral jerk threw me against the side of the sled followed by a spooky
helpless feeling of weightlessness as | hung in my harness. | kept the stick forwards
and hard over to the left - | must not let the slipstream push us away. The stick was
fighting back and | needed two hands to hold it over. | had one knee against the side
of the sled to brace myself as | concentrated all my being on holding the small stick
over. The air flow rose to a roaring bubbling scream and | heard a muffled "Ker-rist!"
from above me. Would the control wires break? | could hardly hold the small stick
over and the big clumsy mask on my face rode up and stopped me seeing forwards.
But eventually the howl! of the wind diminished and the stick stopped trembling. |
slowly let it centre itself. But by the progressively decreasing pressure on my



stomach | knew we were rising and suddenly the stall alarm squawked. Hastily |
thrust the stick forwards, speed gradually built up again and stability returned.

There was nothing in the viewing port but the line of the horizon at 40 degrees.
Carefully I brought it horizontal and eased back on the stick. A quick glance at the
GPS navigator. We must head more east. A slow bank to the right centred the arrow.
Stable and on the right course. | flipped the screen over the viewing port and had a
quick glance at my watch. There was just enough light coming in from the rear to see
it. Time 04:37. Only one minute since launch?! Incredible! | took a deep breath.

Now we had to start moving, as quickly as possible. We had only lost 200m,
which was better than | had expected.

And then, like a light going out, we were in complete darkness. The sun had
sunk below the horizon again. Another glance at the illuminated display of the
navigator. It was still pointing ahead but the bar that showed our height was above
the two slowly dropping lines which were our programmed glide path. Too high. Stick
forward, nose down and the hissing wind noise rose in volume. Keeping a careful eye
on the temperature gauge | saw it slowly rising. Steeper and faster, the wind noise a
buffeting roar, the control stick vibrating like a live thing. Jim was speaking urgently in
my ear but | ignored him. The analogue bar that gave our height was still slightly
above the slowly dropping markers. Nose temperature just in the green, air noise a
constant roar. Incrementally the altimeter bar caught up with the markers. | eased
back on the stick, took a deep breath and relaxed. We seemed to have made it!

"Another twenty minutes,’ said a comforting voice in my ear.

“You OK?' | replied, pulling the oxygen mask to one side for an instant.

“You missed the tail-plane by two millimeters,' said Jim.

Yuk. | shivered, and concentrated on making sure the programmed glide path
didn't push the nose temperature into the red. | swallowed again and my ears clicked.
Seven thousand two hundred meters. The air pressure was returning. | pulled the
oxygen mask off, inched open the vision port shutter and peeked out. As we
skimmed over the dark landscape | could see faint groups of lights and | was for an
instant reminded of how similar this was to looking for a Host when | had left the
Inserter! Unconsciously | had been looking for a "swirl"!

"Prepare to turn,’ said Jim's voice. The analogue bar on the navigator was
sliding down rapidly and when it hit the baseline there was a soft beep. We should
now be about five hundred meters directly over the tower.

Stick over to the left and | felt my weight increase as we banked and turned.
Round, round and straightened up. The navigator was pointing to the left - | had
overshot. Stick a bit to the right, a tad to the left to straighten up and we were headed
west, directly for the tower, about five kilometers away. In this valley we should be
masked from ground-based radar so | flipped the viewing port shutter fully back.
Above me the snow-covered mountain peaks were golden yellow, the valleys still
pools of darkness. We were swooping down parallel to a long valley when | saw the
tower!

"That's it!" said Jim's voice in my ear at the same time. A thin straight finger,
standing up at the end of a mountain spur, still in the shade but silhouetted against
white puffy clouds. This next part was going to be hairy.

The sled was similar to the sport air-surfer | used over the Alps in Bavaria, but
with two men a lot slower and much heavier on the controls. We wanted to arrive as
close to the tower as possible, and from stereo satellite photos we had picked out a
small level area on the southern side of the spur. But it was still in the shade and |
couldn't see a damn thing. | decided to approach as slowly as possible at the
approximate height and pull up when | saw the plateau. The tower was rapidly



approaching and | veered a bit to the left, too far, back to the right, now correct. That
should be the right heading. Gently back on the stick, the nose came up and
airspeed dropped. Where was that bloody plateau? The tower filled my vision, its tip
now glowing in the sun. Jesus, | couldn't see a thing. | was going to overshoot into
the valley! But at that moment, like two identical transparencies sliding over each
other, the pattern | had been holding in my head coincided with the rocks below us.
We were a little low. Back on the stick. The nose came up and the stall alarm
squawked and went off. And again. Nose down a trifle - now too high; | could only
see the sky. Again a squawk and, thank God, a hollow scraping sound. We had
touched! Immediately | pushed the stick forwards and the scraping noise increased,
the whole sled vibrating. And with a teeth-shaking bump we were down and sliding
forwards, bumping over rocks. | could do nothing - I just had my hands over my head.
The slithering and bumping seemed to go on forever but finally with a heavy jolt we
spun round sideways and stopped. In the intense silence | heard Jim letting out his
breath. | raised my head and through the vision slot had a spectacular view down into
a valley. We had just made it!

"Not one of your best landings, Captain,' said a voice in my ear.

Chapter 16

Jim had to get out first and | could feel him wriggling above me.

“Er, we're kinda evenly balanced,’ said his voice from outside and deliberately
casual. ‘Back out slowly.'

| pushed myself backwards cautiously. Just before my feet touched the ground
the sled tipped forwards and would have slid over the edge of the precipice down into
the valley if Jim hadn't grabbed it by his harness straps. | froze there a moment, just
sitting on the ground, one hand on the sled, waiting for things to stop moving. It was
a cold clear morning with a slight breeze and we were on a flat levelled rocky plateau
about twenty meters wide and a hundred meters long. The sun illuminated the top
half of the tower but down here we were still in darkness.

With a hollow grating sound we quickly pulled the sled's lightened weight back
onto the plateau. Jim reached inside and pulled out our rifles.

| grabbed one and cocking it, rolled over to one side waving the muzzle over
the nearby tower. Jim, on the other side of the sled was doing the same. Nothing
moved. Silence except for the sighing of the wind in my ears.

"Cover me!' | said, standing up shakily. | almost fell down again but after a
moment the ground stopped moving and | made cautiously for the base of the tower.

Jim stayed crouching by the side of the sled, watching me until | had almost
disappeared round the curve of the tower then followed me. | jogged around its base
but nothing. The ground fell away steeply on three sides - the third side stretched
back to join the mass of the mountains, about five kilometers to the east. We returned
to the edge of the spur, pulled out our binoculars and carefully scanned in all
directions.

"Nix," said Jim eventually. We seemed to be safe for the moment. | made for
the tower and unzipped my pants. Wordlessly Jim imitated me.

"The kit," | said, zipping up. We went back to the sled and put on our
rucksacks, turned round and looked at the tower for the first time. The sun had risen
and it was an enormous glaring white pillar in front of us, mottled on one side with
green camouflage paint.

We knew from satellite photos that it was about two hundred meters high and
twenty meters diameter but these figures never mean anything until you see them.



The tower was bloody enormous! It was thick massive and high, soaring above us,
tapering away into the distance, seemingly thrusting itself into the clouds.
Constructed of rough unfinished concrete, the shuttering marks were still visible.

We walked around it again, this time more slowly. | remembered | had passed
a small opening. Yes, here it was, about two meters wide and three meters high, on
the side facing east.

"Cover me,' | said again and crouching, ran quickly through the opening and
stood to one side, back against the wall. Gloom, a faint smell of raw wood and human
manure. My foot struck a piece of wood and there was an echo.

| was inside the tower and it was empty. The morning sunlight entering the
doorway made an uneven bright path across the rocky floor ending in a yellow
oblong on the wall opposite. Far above me was a tiny blue disk. The muzzle of Jim's
rifle appeared around the edge.

“It's empty,’ | said, my voice echoing. "Come in.'

The sunlight reflected upwards from the floor showed the rough unfinished
concrete of the cylindrical wall stretching upwards. | pulled out my binoculars and
looked up at the bright circle far above me. On highest magnification | circled round it
but could see nothing. No fixtures for antennas or weapons.

And on the ground before us was just litter. A heap of wooden shuttering
planks, some with dried concrete still sticking to them, some old newspapers covered
with fine Chinese script, a few empty plastic drink containers, and one corner that
looked as though it had been used as a toilet. | folded up the newspapers and put
them in my pocket - they could at least tell us where the workforce had come from.
Jim opened his rucksack and pulled out a camera.

| walked back to the opening and the blinding glare of sunlight, leaving Jim
inside filming. He would film the outside too, but there was nothing here. It was
exactly what it appeared to be on the satellite photos; an enormous empty concrete
cylinder, two hundred meters high, twenty meters diameter, walls three meters thick
and sited on a windy commanding crag.

| sat with my back to the cold tower, looking around at the magnificent view. It
was summer here but the temperature was only just above freezing. The ground fell
away on all sides at about twenty degrees. Convex slope, rough limestone rocks,
scree and some stunted bushes. Why the bloody hell had the YP built it? At 4 370m
it was a wonderful site for a radar or rocket launching site. But a passive tower?

Looking back along the spur towards the nearest mountain, | could see where
the workforce had been temporarily quartered. | got up and walked over and saw the
remains of toilets, hollows where garbage had been burnt, rough concrete
foundations for machinery - for wood cutting judging by the sawdust still stuck in rock
cracks. Wood for scaffolding and shuttering. The sordid remains of a temporary
building site. There were no tracks leading along the rocky spur towards the
mountains so everything had been lifted in at enormous expense by helicopter. It
must have been quite an engineering feat to bring up all the concrete and scaffolding,
not to mention the labour force.

Jim had moved off and descending the slope was photographing the tower
from all sides.

"Cheese!" he shouted, his voice faint in the thin air but | ignored him. We had
completed the first phase of our mission. We must now try to find the lost patrol. But
first we should get rid of the still secret sled.

"So where's Carstairs?' said Jim, approaching and packing away his camera. |
shrugged. | had only begun to think of that problem.

"We've got to destroy the sled,' | answered.



"We can do that in the tower," he said. His voice went up at the end, as though
surprised; he'd just thought of it.

| nodded my appreciation.

“Yes, good idea. Let's get it in now.’

It was very light and it passed easily through the opening. We laid it on top of
the shuttering.

"And how are we going to destroy it?' | asked.

"Easy-peasy. There's a layer of some oxygen containing stuff built in. You just
break off an edge to expose it, apply a light and get away. The sled whooshes away
to nothing in about ten secs.' It sounded dramatic, but | knew the radar absorbing
plastic it was made of was still on the secret list.

"So the sled could really have burnt up if we'd come down too steeply,' | said,
shiveringly remembering the nose temperature gauge.

‘| was trying to tell you that just after we exited.’

Bloody hell! | looked at him incensed.

"Well, tell me before next time." And maybe I'll come on foot. I'm glad | hadn't
heard him; we'd been riding on a bomb.

“You want | should fire it up?' he said, pulling out a butane lighter. | had a
strange feeling of reluctance, and the expression "burning one's boats" jumped into
my mind. But we couldn't use the sled any more. If we tried to push it off the edge of
the plateau it would just go straight down. And burning it in the tower would produce
a hot plume which the YP might detect from orbit if they had anything overhead.
Maybe we could break bits off to use as fuel if it got colder. | mentioned all this to Jim,
trying to rationalise my unwillingness to get rid of an energy resource.

‘I guess so,' he said, shrugging. 'But the pieces would burn pretty quickly
though.'

| compromised by having him put one of his remote controlled detonators in it,
so we could pop it off just before we left.

Before we left with the first patrol, that is. Having rescued them. Where the hell
could they be?

So we sat on the ground on opposite sides of the tower and used our
binoculars to carefully quarter the view in front of us, looking for fallen parachutes,
movement, anything. But there was only a small village far, far down in the distance.
Jim pulled a rod antenna out of his scanning receiver and switched on, listening for
any transmissions. There were some faint long-wave transmissions in Chinese, the
usual amount of short-wave chatter, but nothing on the military frequencies.

After a quarter of an hour we moved round by ninety degrees and repeated
our searching.

Nix.

| looked at my watch - 07:47. We had been here over two hours. There really
wasn't much else we could do. We were in the ideal spot to find the lost patrol - we
had a wonderful view covering about ten kilometers in most directions.

Jim had a directional satcom transmitter that could be pointed up at one of our
special satellites and would enable me to contact Chrondisp. But that satellite was on
the other side of the world now and wouldn't be in view for another five hours.
Perhaps the lost patrol would also try to communicate with base using the same
satellite and we could be patched to talk to them directly and find where they were.
We had to wait.

But in the meantime the weather was getting worse. The wind was
strengthening and clouds were rolling up from the east. The sun was becoming
obscured and the temperature was dropping. In fact it was getting bloody cold and



windy. We were completely exposed to the elements here. | looked towards the
sharp drop into the valley.

"We've got to get out of this wind," | said. "Let's see if we can climb down a few
meters over the edge.' It stank in the tower. Jim nodded.

It was markedly better out of the wind. We opened our sleeping sacks and sat
in them. Jim had the radio scanner quietly hissing beside him.

| decided it would be safe for us to sleep, one at a time. We tossed and he
won, disappearing into his sleeping sack and buttoning over the hood.

| sat shivering and looking around at the desolate mountain spur. The wind
was buffeting the sparse rough grass and | had a brief odd feeling of unease. A storm
was building up and wet grey clouds were rushing past, hissing over the rocky edge
of the plateau then tearing and twisting rapidly a few meters over my head. Slowly
the panorama below me lost its sharp edges and slid into featureless grey. Sudden
stabs of unease, as in missing heart-beats. What was the matter with me? The
ground below was completely hidden and soon even nearby rocks were lost in the
turbulent mist. Another stab of unease and | felt a movement in my chest cavity.
Ultra-low frequency sound! It must be the wind rushing over the distant open mouth
of the tower and causing its column of air to resonate like a monster organ pipe.

| walked around a bit to keep my circulation going; the temperature was down
to -5 degrees. | put my head over the edge of the plateau but | could barely see the
loom of the tower. And now over the roar of the storm there was a deep sonorous
breathy booming sound, heard through the feet as much as the ears. As the wind
force increased it must be overblowing the tower organ pipe to audible harmonics!

| moved back to sit in my sleeping bag again but kept nervously looking back
up at the ridge, imagining monsters creeping down towards me through the swirling
mist. As the storm gradually worked itself up to its hysterical peak the booming
contra-bass of the tower was an almost continual drone. A sudden flash of sunlight
shining through an incongruous patch of blue sky was followed instantly by a hissing
white cloud of horizontally blown hailstones, fortunately just over my head, a few golf-
ball sized ones dropping by my side. The sun disappeared but that flash of sunlight
signalled the peak of the storm. It was slowly abating as | looked at my watch and
saw gratefully my time was up. | woke Jim and he took over.

| was frozen, tired and worn out. As soon as | slid into my sleeping sack and
pulled the hood fully over | began to warm up. And with warmth came sleep.

Chapter 17

| woke to feel Jim shaking my arm. His cold pinched face was just above me
and he was speaking urgently.

"What?' | asked, pulling the hood back. The wind had dropped, the sun had
reappeared and a quick glance at my watch showed it to be 09:32.

"There's some YP nearby!" he said, gesturing to the scanner. '| heard them
gabbling." In an instant | was out of my sleeping sack and grabbed my rifle. We
climbed rapidly up the slope and cautiously peered over the edge, across the
plateau.

And then we heard it. The faint rhythmic hiss of an Asiablock "whistler", over to
the right somewhere.

"There!" said Jim, binoculars up to eyes and pointing south. And now | could
see it too. It was circling nervously about two kilometers away, three hundred meters
above us, the sun glinting on its five-meter diameter shimmering rotor. Behind us the



scanner broke into life again. And just as | had got my binoculars up to my eyes on
wide-angle, a large object fell from underneath it.

"They've dropped an air-sled!' yelled Jim.

How the hell did they know we were here?! Our sled should have been
invisible during the approach. | put my binocular's cross-wires on it, pressed "hold"
and zoomed in. They were using the standard YP transparent plastic two-man attack
sled, with some angled armour over the nose. It hung motionless in the field of view
under the cross-wires, growing slowly in size. Sweating | took my binoculars down
and checked my rifle.

The sled was a black dot, getting rapidly larger as it slid round in a wide circle
and bored in towards us. The whistler for some reason had dropped down and was
hovering over to our right, at about the same height as us.

| was trembling with tension. How had the buggers found us? | felt stupid and
guilty at the same time. This looked like the end of the line. We had been caught with
our pants down! We were trespassing, spying. The two power blocks were not at war.
In an International Court we wouldn't have a foot to stand on. Our own countries
would have to disown us. But we would never come before an International Court.
Asiablock wanted us alive and that whistler/sled combination was exactly right for
capturing us. The whistler would stand off at first, fearing shoulder-launched missiles.
The sled would land and the whistler would keep us in view and direct the troopers,
supporting them with its heavy long-range machine gun. After that it would close in
and pin us down so the two troopers could take us prisoner.

But neither I, nor even more Jim, could be taken alive to face interrogation. We
knew too much. If we were lucky, we could hold off the troopers for a while, but in the
end it was the deadly choice - die or be made prisoner. | had never been in this
position before.

All these thoughts were going through my mind feverishly. | was sweating and
shivering. | glanced across at Jim and his face was covered with sweat too. He also
knew he must not be taken prisoner, and against these odds the only alternative was
to be killed. This was the end of the line. How the fuck had they found us?

The sled was arrowing straight in. It was obviously going to land on the
plateau above and the two troopers would scramble down to get us.

But their tactics were wrong. The whistler was not in the right position. Why
wasn't it watching us? These thoughts slipped away as the sled approached. It would
turn aside in a moment, keeping just out of effective range of our rifles and ... but it
was keeping straight on. It would fly right over us!

"We've got it!' said Jim in exultant relief, kneeling behind a rock and raising his
rifle. | saw his thumb moving as he switched to high-power, full automatic. He was
right. The underside of that sled was not armoured and as it flew over us, our rifles
would gut it. | was amazed at our luck - putting off the inevitable for even a minute
gave the chance of putting it off for another minute. | raised my rifle and snicked into
Automatic.

The sled was now no more than two hundred meters away, nose up for the
landing, giving us a perfect shot at the soft underbelly. This was going to be a
massacre.

But it was all wrong. | lowered my rifle.

“Jim!" | shouted. "Don't shoot!" Startled, he removed his eye from the sight and
looked across at me.

"What? We'll never get a better chance.'

"Don't shoot!" | repeated. "They don't know we're here. They're not after us.'



"Who cares ..." he began and his face froze, | could see the thoughts going
through his head. If they were not after us they must be after the other patrol. The YP
must have found what we had missed!

We ducked down and the sled hissed barely five meters over our heads and
scrunched to a landing on the plateau above us. A pause and we heard high sing-
song voices which rapidly vanished into the distance.

We scrambled down to our original position and grabbed our rucksacks,
heaved them over our shoulders and climbed up to the edge of the plateau again. |
held out my hand to restrain Jim and gradually raised my head over the edge. The
YP sled lay slewed over near the tower. There was no sign of its previous occupants.
Off to the right and about two hundred meters up, the YP whistler was motionlessly
hovering. | realised it was keeping the tower between itself and the position of the
lost patrol. So Carstairs and Sgt. Silk must be on the convex north slope of the spur.
No wonder we hadn't seen them. They had obviously dropped in from the north and
undershot. And landing on a steep slope with a paraglider was very dangerous - they
could be injured.

| turned to Jim.

“Carstairs is on the north slope and can't be far down. We can get to them
round here." | pointed to the left. If we kept the ridge between us and the whistler, we
should be safe.

We started scrambling around to the left. It wasn't too bad. There was some
slippy shale and a rather steep bit but we were able to swing out on a small bush.
And all the time we could hear the hissing of the whistler just over the edge above us.
It hadn't moved. If it came round this side, we'd just have to freeze and hope our
camouflaged smocks would hide us.

| had no idea what we were going to do when we got around the other side,
but we just couldn't sit and watch two of our men be captured. Logically | supposed
we should have just let them be taken prisoners and serve as a diversion from us.
But we don't always think logically.

Now we were around the other side and could see the two YP troopers, about
a hundred meters away, alternately moving and covering each other in the approved
manner. And there was the mottled green of a paraglider!

"There they are,' said Jim quietly. We heard a shot and both YP melted into
the ground. We were slightly above them and could see them both. Through my
binoculars the bigger one had a radio up to his mouth. The other one was just
waiting.

The sound of the whistler intensified and its flickering shadow appeared above
the horizon behind us. There was a sharp tearing roar as it let go with its MG and |
could see rock chips flying up around the paraglider.

“Our best chance is to let them be taken prisoner and follow them up onto the
plateau,' shouted Jim over the screaming of the whistler. "That whistler's gotta land to
pick everyone up,' It sounded good for a moment. But then | realised the whistler
would just touch down for an instant and it was most unlikely the gunner and pilot
would climb out. Our rifles would have little effect on the whistler's armour.

| made a negative gesture.

Over the shriek of the whistler we could hear the rattle of its heavy MG again.
It was behind us, hovering just over the ridge, firing down short bursts as directed by
the man with the radio. It was a hopeless situation and we'd just have to watch them
be taken prisoner. If we intervened, we would get taken too. That bloody whistler.
Why hadn't | thought of bringing ...? They were small enough, no longer than ... |



froze, one arm out, holding my breath. An Idea! It was quick, brutal and would be
totally effective.

| gestured to Jim and putting my mouth up to his ear, explained my Idea. He
looked up doubtfully at the tower.

"But how're you gonna get them there?'

"Help me cut this log,’ | said in answer. It was rotten, covered with green lichen
and about 10cm thick. | explained what | intended to do as he sliced it into a piece
about 1m long with his pocket laser.

"No they're not,' | said, in reply to his objections, "they're going to shit in their
pants. Just have your thingummy ready. | might not be able to give you more than
one chance.'

"But what about these two?' shouted Jim, nodding down at the two troopers.
Yes, if my plan didn't succeed, the whistler could direct them on to us and that could
be a problem.

Jim had his rifle to his shoulder.

"Hold it,' | said, putting my hand on his rifle. They didn't know we were here
and killing them wouldn't change anything. The whistler could always call up its base
for reinforcements. The core of our problem was the whistler. And if everything
worked we would want these two as prisoners.

“I think | could hit the radio,' said Jim. Now that was a good idea!

"Great,' | said. "Fire in the middle of the next MG burst.'

We crouched down and | also sighted on the radio, which the bigger trooper
had placed on the ground beside him. There was a another tearing rip of gunfire from
the whistler and we must have both fired simultaneously. The radio leaped into the air
and disintegrated.

Through the sight | saw the two troopers look round startled. It could have
been a stray from the MG. Uncertainly they turned back to firing over the hollow.

And unseen we scrambled round the edge of the plateau to our original
position. | placed my rifle on the ground and picked up the log.

"How about you ordering me to make with the log?' he said shouting over the
screaming whistler.

‘I want a good man on the button,' | shouted back, looking at the small
complicated box in his hands. He nodded resigned.

We both peered over the edge of the plateau, ducked down and moved
around to place the tower between us and the whistler, now about fifty meters up and
firing down over the ridge in short bursts. They were probably wondering why the two
troopers were not answering their radio calls.

| climbed quickly over the edge of the plateau and ran forwards, keeping the
tower between myself and the whistler's canopy.

Holding the log across my chest, | pressed flat against the rough concrete of
the tower. The whistler was making an infernal din on the other side of the tower and
its downdraft was whipping up clouds of dust and small stones.

This was it.

| walked around the base of the tower and stepped away from it, standing legs
astride in full view, the downdraft flattening my smock against my body. | put the log
to my shoulder, confidently sighting along it as though it were a shoulder-launcher. |
reached over with a white fluttering handkerchief in my left hand to clean the lens.

| was unnoticed until the fluttering handkerchief caught the pilot's side vision.
His face turned towards me and he received the shock of his life. His worst nightmare
realised! The whistler rocked crazily on its axis, the pitch going up and down as the
rotor clawed at the air in near stall. Fora moment | thought it would crash into the



tower and the rest of my plan would not be needed. The MG ripped off wildly in all
directions on full automatic but | held my aim steady, imagining the panic in the
canopy as the pilot screamed at the gunner, telling him there was a guy with a rocket
launcher fifty meters below! They both knew a rocket could instantly convert a
whistler into a fire-ball, incinerating anyone in it. And at fifty meters he could hardly
miss.

| saw shapes moving jerkily inside the canopy. The gunner would be frantically
trying to register on me, but his gun couldn't traverse far enough. The pilot would be
sweating with fear, just wanting to get away, to hide behind the tower, to land ...
anything to escape from the igniting fuel he already felt searing his flesh. In the
confined space of the canopy they would both be shrieking at each other, falling
around and getting in each other's way.

| removed the log from my shoulder and examined it nervously, as though |
had a misfire.

The whistler stabilised and started to back off, the nose swinging towards me
for the gunner. Panic stricken, | glanced up at it as the MG muzzle swung round. Just
in time | dodged back behind the shelter of the tower. A storm of heavy bullets
howled off the concrete, raising clouds of dust and thudding into the ground where |
had so calmly stood a few seconds before.

But | was not there. | had jogged around the tower to the other side and again
presented my "weapon", the fault apparently cleared.

Again confusion. However the MG was already pointing at the tower, and so
was able to traverse around to me quickly. A short burst and | dodged back out of
sight. But this time the pilot must have had binoculars on me and realised | was
pointing a tree branch at him! He would just about burst a blood-vessel with fury.

Now logically they should have pinned me down and called up one of the
troopers to pick me off, unprotected as | was. But | was depending on the fact they
both had had a terrible shock. Soaked with sweat, cut and bruised from hitting sharp
edges, sitting in soiled underpants and blind with rage, they would want to
exterminate me personally. And in any case the goddamn radio wasn't working.

The whistler began to inch around the tower, the gun firing in short bursts. But
| was able to quite easily keep ahead of them until they decided it would be easier to
get me from above. | heard the rotor scream increase in pitch and the whistler rose
and rose until it was hovering just above the tower. A short burst thumped into the
ground beside me, but at the last moment | had jumped sideways and vanished
through the opening, into the tower!

"Got the tricky bastard!' | imagined someone above saying and as | expected,
a flap opened and three small black objects dropped out. They would get me inside
the tower with hand-grenades. The steel splinters, concentrated by the walls of the
tower would shred me. And if | tried to get out of the opening the MG would be
waiting for me.

But just for the moment the whistler was directly over the tower and the gun
could not register. | dashed out of the tower again and flattening myself against its
outside wall, raised my hand to Jim, his face visible above the edge of the plateau.

There was a muffled thump from inside the tower, as Jim detonated the sled
incendiary destruct charge. Followed a few seconds later by the crashes of the
exploding grenades.

| looked upwards urgently. The whistler's nose with the long depressed barrel
of its MG was inching into view, ready to chop me up if | ran out of the bottom of the
tower. Perhaps because of their eagerness they were a little uncoordinated this time.
Unfortunately for them they would not have another chance; there would not be



another time. The balloon of hot air from the burning sled was rising rapidly inside the
tower; | could see dust raised outside the opening as cold air rushed in to replace it.

The whistler is a simple but sturdy development of the helicopter. Instead of
rotating blades it has a hollow rotating rod which simulates a blade by having air
blown over it from many small holes. Not having to change the angle of a scything
blade as it rotated, it did not need the complex cyclic gear of the helicopter. The
"blown wing" was robust and cheap. In still or moderately rising air it works fine. But
in rapidly rising air, air moving faster than the air blown over the wing, lift can be
seriously reduced. And the concentrated blast of hot air funnelled up the tower
towards it was very fast.

Seen from below, the nose of the whistler, two hundred meters above me, slid
back out of sight. There was a sort of crackling noise from the top of the tower and
the high pitched whistling, which | had been hearing for so long that it had
disappeared into the background, instantly ceased, leaving a ringing silence. And in
the silence | could hear a terrible hollow scraping and squealing sound coming from
inside the tower, getting closer and closer until there was a dreadful nearby thump
felt through my feet. The whistler had fallen down into the tower!

| ducked and ran straight for the edge of the plateau. That whistler was loaded
with munitions and fuel and | didn't know how strong the tower was. | leapt over the
edge of the plateau and turned round to watch.

"It just goddamn well disappeared,’ said Jim wide-eyed, looking at his remote
detonator box as though it were a bomb. We stared upwards. Where once there had
hovered a deadly whistler was only a small plume of black smoke blown away flat by
the breeze. But from the body of the tower we could hear a deep roaring sound
gradually building up, with occasional crashes and the unmistakable crackling of
burning small-arms ammunition. There was no more smoke from the tower now. It
had been replaced by a shimmering heat haze. Awed, we climbed onto the plateau
and moved around the base of the tower until we were opposite the opening.
Cautiously we peeked in, but all we could see inside was a brilliant white glare and
feel intense heat beaming out. Aluminium burns like magnesium if the temperature is
high enough.

Apart from the sullen roar of the whistler being cremated, the plateau was
quiet. Jim held my rifle out to me and | found | was still carrying the log. | looked at it -
it would make a great souvenir and in Victorian times would have found a place on
my study wall, to be taken down in my dotage and used to bore visitors.

| listened to the roar of the furnace within and no, | had no regrets. Those two
were enemy; it was their duty to capture or kill us and it was our duty to escape and
kill them.

There was a brittle burst of automatic fire from over the side of the hill and |
remembered the whistler was out of the way but there were still two élite Asiablock
infantrymen on the loose. | threw the log unsentimentally into the opening of the
tower. Let it be consumed with its victims.

| grabbed my rifle from Jim and we ran to the edge of the plateau and
cautiously looked over. About a hundred meters below us was the crumpled body of
the YP corporal; | couldn't see the other.

Apart from the sighing breeze it was very quiet on the sunlit mountain top now
so we shouted down, telling them we were from Chrondisp and were there to rescue
them. We knew their names and what with my British and Jim's American accent, we
stopped them shooting. In the end | stood up.

"Where's the other Wipe?' | shouted. There was a pause and a figure in a
Westblock battle-smock stood up and waved. A sergeant.



"We've got him.' He turned and motioned. A figure in YP uniform rose, hands
behind his head.

"Where's Captain Carstairs?' | shouted.

"He's here too. He's wounded.'

"We're coming down.'

Sergeant Silk was waiting for us and saluted as we entered a small hollow.
The prisoner was sitting in one corner and in the other was Captain Carstairs. He
looked up at us sullenly and had an inflatable splint around one leg. There didn't
seem much to say. He had had his chance and blown it. | broke the uncomfortable
silence by bringing him up to date on the military situation.

"We're done here,' | said. "We've gotta get back.' | turned to Jim. "How quick
before you can make contact?"

He squinted at his watch.

“It's now 10:07. At extreme slant range | can perhaps make contact with a
satellite in an hour and a half, more likely two hours.’

| looked at Carstairs.

“Is there anything | can do?' | asked.

"No, thank you," he said. "The sergeant put this on and gave me a jab.' It was
embarrassing. We came from completely different worlds and | had absolutely
nothing to say to him.

The sergeant was quietly talking to Jim and I heard him explaining how a gust
of wind had blown them down onto the rocks. He had been winded but survived. He
had been up to the tower and had seen there was nothing in it, but both the camera
and the radio had been broken in the arrival. They had spent a night on the
mountainside, hoping a rescue attempt would be made, when the YP patrol arrived.

"A whistler appeared over the edge there and started shooting at us, sir," he
said pointing. '| guessed they had sent in a sled, but | couldn't see it. And then | saw
two Wipe coming down towards us.'

"'Did they ask you to surrender, or anything?' asked Jim.

"No, sir. But the whistler's MG had pinned us down and they would have just
walked up to us and we'd have had to put our hands up.' He fingered his rifle.

"But the bloody whistler must have hit the tower as it disappeared and the MG
fire stopped. | didn't know what was going to happen until one of them just got up
from behind a rock and ran right at us - blazing away on full auto.'

"So you shot him," | said.

"No choice, sir. He was crazy.' | had met this before in Pakistan. Their soldiers
were so highly integrated that when they were separated from their unit they often
became suicidally aggressive.

"And the other?' | glanced towards the other YP, and jerked around, grabbing
for my rifle. He had moved and was crouching by Captain Carstairs! Holding it by the
pistol grip | came up to the aim but realised he was not attacking Carstairs, but just
quietly talking to him.

"He just stuck his hands up and walked in, sir," said the sergeant's voice
behind me, completing his report.

| put my rifle down and looked round. Two hours to go before we could try to
contact base and a further hour before we could reasonably expect transport out.
The YP must have somehow detected Carstairs and sent out a patrol to arrest them.
How long would the YP military take to react when this patrol didn't report back? And
how long would it take them to detect the heat plume from their tower and connect
the two? | turned to Jim.



"Will Asiablock have noticed this?' | pointed my thumb at the tower. He opened
his rucksack and sitting down opened his PC, screening its display from the bright
sunlight with a hand.

"An Asiablock observation satellite went over half an hour ago. The next one is
not due for two hours. | think the last one missed it," he said in conclusion.

So we had two hours plus Asiablock reaction time before they came to see
what had caused the tremendous heat plume from one of their secret towers. As they
said in my adopted home of Munich, it was going to be a bit "knapp". But perhaps we
could delay things a little.

"Sgt. Silk. | want you to stay here. Lt. Prince and myself will be going up to the
tower for half an hour or so.' Jim looked up at me in surprise.

‘| want to remove all traces of the YP patrol. It may confuse their follow-up
team.'

“You've made a good start,' he said, dryly as we left the hollow and walked
towards the dead YP Corporal. He was lying on his face. | stooped by him and turned
him over. He had been shot through the head. | completely emptied his pockets and
giving everything to Jim, grabbed one of the body's arms.

"Help me carry this up to the plateau.’

"A dead YP? What do want it up there for?'

“I'll show you. Come on, let's go.’

We slung our rifles over our shoulders and hoisted up the body of the dead
corporal. We dragged him, not without a lot of bewildered cursing from Jim, onto the
plateau.

“Shove him in the sled,' | said. Jim was beyond questioning.

| grasped the back of the sled and turned it round until it pointed at the tower.

“Into the tower,' | said.

“Jesus, Jim,' he protested, 'you can't just ...'

"We're clearing up. Remember?'

He shrugged, and got his hands on the opposite side of the sled. We were
about ten meters from the opening in the tower and carefully lined up the nose of the
sled.

We pushed it forwards a little. In spite of the weight of the body it slid easily
over the rocky surface.

"We'll rush it in,' | said as we started to push. Running along one on each side,
we got it up to speed, scraping hollowly on the rocky surface, ducking as we neared
the opening to avoid the heat still streaming out. One final push and it shot inside.
We dived one to each side.

| picked up the corporal's beret which had fallen out of the sled and threw it
also into the flames. | rubbed my hands, looking round with satisfaction. "Now, what
have we forgotten?'

It must have sounded a bit sinister as Jim had gradually moved his rifle until
the muzzle was pointing in my direction.

"Dig," he said looking at me strangely. "We're taking the other soldier back with
us.' | stared at him.

"Of course we are, Lootenant. And it's a court-martial offence to menace a
superior officer.' The rifle muzzle moved slightly aside but he still stared back at me
defiantly. Jesus, what sort of reputation did | have?

"Who killed the corporal?' | asked patiently.

"The sergeant, | guess.'

"And he killed him because the corporal was about to kill him and Carstairs,
right?' Jim nodded.



"And who pressed the button that caused all this?' | nodded my head towards
the tower.

“Sure, | did. But | had to because ...'

‘Because if you hadn't, that bloody whistler would have killed us all.’

“Yeah, but it's so ... wholesale. A whole fucking patrol gone up the chimney.'

“If we leave no traces, it'll stymie their investigation team; perhaps long
enough for us to get away. So why don't you go down there and get their rifles, the
remains of their radio, our paragliders and anything else you can find? Get Sergeant
Silk to help you.'

"And burn them too, Captain?'

“You got it.'

Chapter 18

| looked at my watch. Another hour, earliest. | took a last walk around the
tower and went down the slope to the hollow. | sat in the corner trying to think of what
to do as Jim and Sgt. Silk cleaned up all traces of the YP patrol.

Carstairs and the only YP patrol survivor were still talking in the corner and |
looked in surprise at the ill-assorted couple. The poorly clad shaved-head Asiablock
soldier, about 18 years old, talking to the handsome rather long-haired Grenadier
Guards officer, wounded but lying back gracefully.

But how could they be talking?! | turned my head out of the rustling wind and
as | saw Carstairs lips move | heard the lilting sing-song of Cantonese.

| started to remark "l didn't know you spoke Cantonese", but checked. That
would be a dumb thing to say. He was speaking fluently, and the young soldier was
looking up at him gratefully.

"Give him a cigarette,' said Carstairs to the sergeant, switching to Home
Counties English.

“Yessir,' said the sergeant, dropping a paraglider harness he was folding up
and pulling a packet out of his top pocket. He stretched it out to the private, who
looked at it with wide frightened eyes. Carstairs spoke softly to him and he gingerly
lifted out a cigarette.

“Light it for him," snapped Carstairs. "And give him the packet.' Silently the
sergeant obeyed.

Jim was about to speak, but | held my hand out, watching. Carstairs's face had
lost its usual arrogant look as he chatted to the young soldier. And the private looked
up at him, well, adoringly. Since his mother, Carstairs was probably the first person
who had addressed a kind word to him in his life.

And Carstairs was interrogating him. The soldier couldn't answer all the
questions Carstairs was gently asking and it was obvious by the way he shrugged
that he was distressed that he couldn't. | looked at Carstairs in a new light. He was
completely at ease with the young private, who came from a world even more distant
than mine. | began to see why Carstairs had had so much success with women.

After a while Carstairs leant back and the young soldier returned to his
position, his eyes never leaving Carstairs.

"He doesn't know much,’ said Carstairs to me abruptly. "He is with the 15th
Mobile Infantry Division at Do'gyaling which is based in Zhongba.' Unconsciously he
pronounced the names correctly. "He has heard the word "Tsonah" but all he knows
is that it's a secret project and is going to win the war. | may be able to get more out
of him later. Do you have any food?'



"Only tablets,' | said, handing a packet over to the private. He stubbed out his
cigarette and tearing it open wolfed them down greedily.

Jim in the meantime had taken another box from his rucksack. Using his
fingernails he pulled up a thick tube which fanned out into a narrow cone, about thirty
centimeters long. Looking at the side of the box, he pointed the cone up towards the
west and slowly moved it around.

"Our beacon was broken,' said the sergeant, watching.

Jim made an exclamation and the cone stopped moving.

"There's a handset in my sack,' he said to me, over his shoulder. | found it and
pulled it out, unwinding the cable. Jim's eyes were on a small luminous circular
display with a blurred spot in the middle. It moved from side to side as he swung the
cone around. Without taking his eyes from the display he indicated a socket. "Plug it
in here and see if you can get anything. I'll keep it lined up.'

| put the handset up to my ear but all | could hear was the hissing of static. But
after a minute the noise cleanly cut off and against a perfectly quiet background was
the dialling tone.

In about thirty seconds | was talking to Duluth. | downloaded our camera,
asked him to tell the smuggler we were ready, and just had time to repeat what
Carstairs had got from the young Asiablock private before the satellite was hidden
behind the mountain and the rushing hiss of static returned.

It took us most of the day to carry Carstairs down into the valley to the pick-up
point and on the way down we heard two whistlers land near the tower behind us.
Another circled slowly around but came nowhere near us. In the late evening we
heard the buzz of the smuggler's light aircraft, Jim switched on the beacon, it landed
and we climbed in.

Our smuggler was buzzed by a pair of Asiablock jets on the way back, just
inside the Chinese frontier, but he must have been recognised as they howled away
into the distance. We went on to land at the military airport Baipol, not far from
Simikot which had been our civil airport departure point.

And for me that was really the end of the adventure.

Chapter 19

Jim had a quick conversation with Chrondisp on the way in and it was decided
that all of us would fly farther south into Nepal which although undoubtedly filled with
Asiatics, had a long tradition of friendship with the West. | knew; my Regiment had
had Gurkha troops with us in Pakistan.

We would leave Carstairs and the prisoner there, as Carstairs felt he would be
able to better interrogate him alone. The rest of us - Jim, myself, Sgt. Silk and the two
pilots Antonio and Georgio would return by SST to Madrid and then on by shuttle to
Chrondisp.

Arriving at Chrondisp we found the sand-storm had blown itself out but left
another five centimeters of sand over the desert and most of the domes. A
particularly graceful set of dunes had built up behind the reactor tower and were
being systematically removed by bulldozers as we flew in. | could see the reactor
cooling tower itself had been cleared, so | supposed Chrondisp was fully operational.

Sgt. Silk had to report to Col. Michels immediately and after a quick shower
and change (I was still in battle-smock), | found myself in Jim's room, the only other
occupant being a rather tense Dr Duluth, dressed as usual in his smooth charcoal-



grey suit, and holding a sheaf of glossy blow-ups of the pictures Jim had taken and
transmitted back.

| quickly confirmed the previous conversation we had had about the tower and
Dr Duluth was visibly bewildered.

“Just a simple tower?' he asked.

“Just a simple empty tower,' | repeated, tapping one of the photos. "No signs
of any electronic installations, nor even fittings for mounting them. It's what it looks
like from space. A simple geometrical cylinder, two hundred meters high, twenty
diameter and with three meter thick walls. Made of concrete.’

"But it's part of this "Tsonah" project,’ said Dr Duluth, almost to himself.

"Yes, that's what Carstairs got out of our prisoner,' conceded Jim.

“Go through it from the beginning,’ said Dr Duluth, pressing a switch on his
desk.

Jim looked at me, but we were no longer in uniform. | nodded at him to
continue.

“Sergeant Silk told us he and Carstairs were dropped at 01:00 within sight of
the tower,' he began.

"On day one,' | interrupted, foreseeing difficulties in Jim's narration.

"Correct,' he said. "There was a strong wind blowing and they crashed into the
side of the rocky spur on which the tower was built. Their satcom was smashed,
Carstairs was knocked out and fractured his leg. The sergeant found a hollow, put a
splint on his officer's leg and gave him a Newphine shot. Their beacon was in
Carstair's rucksack which had dropped off somewhere. When daylight appeared the
sergeant had a quick search but couldn't find it. Rightly deciding his main job was to
examine the tower, he did so, but like us he found nothing special.'

Dr Duluth nodded approvingly at the sergeant's conduct.

"So how did Asiablock find them?' he asked.

Jim shrugged.

"This is only a guess, but | think the beacon landed on its side somewhere and
was screened from our east-west orbiting satellite. But Asiablock have a polar orbit
satellite which may have detected it. Perhaps the shock switched it on to transmit.'
He waved his hand. "Whatever. The satellite is quite slow scanning and made its
pass over the tower at 22:20h". | opened my mouth. "On day two,' he added.
"Asiablock could have shifted its orbit so it repeated its scan six hours later, at 04:20,
on day three.'

“Just about the time we were starting off,' | added.

"So Asiablock knew there was something worth examining just about the same
time you left,' said Dr Duluth.

"Yes,' said Jim. "They sent off a patrol from Zhongba and arrived four hours
after us.'

"It was fortunate you arrived first,' said Dr Duluth, prone to understatement as
usual.

"Quite so,' said Jim, in the same vein. He related the rest of the story and Dr
Duluth looked satisfied.

"So the Asiablock team, when they arrived to investigate the heat plume,
found nothing but incinerated fragments which they identified as the remains of their
patrol and its whistler. They will assume there was some accident and the whole
patrol perished in it," he summarised.

Jim wanted me to provide some more details, but | preferred to forget the
whole thing. | am able to switch off my imagination when I'm in combat but afterwards
| don't seem to be able to avoid playing it back, frame by frame. And the thought of



those two men falling out of the sunlight, dropping faster and faster down the dark
inside of the tower, knowing full well
what was waiting for them at the bottom ... | felt slightly sick.

“You saw it all. I've got to hand my kit back,' | said abruptly and left.

Chapter 20

Al, looking very muscular in bathing trunks, met me in the chlorine-smelling
swimming pool and apologetically said he was supposed to debrief me and the
sooner we got it over the better. | sighed as he proudly showed me a waterproof
recorder no bigger than a wrist-watch. That plus the novelty of being interviewed
sitting in a swimming pool must have overcome my unwillingness.

“I've got some good news for you," he said half an hour later, switching off the
recorder. “You're slated for an Insertion soon and Jim asked if it would be convenient
for you to pop round to his apartment this afternoon at two o'clock.’

""Pop round", he said that?'

“That's right. It's British, isn't it?' he said. | grinned reluctantly.

‘I suppose so. All right, I'll be there.

We spent the rest of the time watching some pretty secretaries splashing
water over each other.

Jim was in his gaudy Hawaiian shirt, which for some obscure reason | always
associated with authority.

"Hi, Dig. Siddown. We gotta have a chat. Coffee?' | shook my head and took
the chair at his desk.

He sat on his bunk and opened his PC. He seemed a bit uncomfortable.

"A quick bit of background. All the recent Asiablock unidentified Insertions,
except your last one into Indonesia, seem to be connected in some way with finding
out how part of the world was before a catastrophe struck. Yours was the only one
that actually viewed a catastrophe striking.'

True enough, | thought.

"Well,' continued Jim, looking down at his PC, “there is another unidentified
Insertion also not connected with finding out how things were before a catastrophe
struck. If you see what | mean.' | assumed he was talking about what was going to be
my next Mission. He usually briefed me more clearly.

""Also not connected"?," | repeated. What | wanted to know was if there were
any similarities between this Insertion and my last one. | tried to phrase a question,
but failed.

"Where and when was this latest unidentified Insertion?' | asked. Give me the
info and I'll work out the resemblances myself.

“In the Mediterranean, off the coast of Morocco on the 21 June 1806. We can't
find any trace of any natural catastrophes there, before or after,' he said.

"And you want me to go there and try to see what their Observer is doing?' He
looked at me - | would have said apologetically.

“Yes. But | have to tell you this Asiablock Insertion is kinda unique in that it's
the very first Asiablock Insertion we couldn't identify. And second - Asiablock seem to
have sent two Observers there - the second about an hour after the first.'

| just stared at him. Two Observers on the same Mission!

"They must have a very difficult Mission if they need to send two Observers,' |
said. ‘Jeez, | don't know if | can handle two Observers.' He waited while | absorbed it.



“I'm sure you can. But the real problem is that two Observers means twice the
chance of them spotting you. So you must keep your head down as much as
possible.'

He meant | should only passively Observe my Host's Timeline and bend it by
Empathising with him only if an emergency arose. Jim was looking at me fixedly.

“Just remember, if Asiablock start suspecting we can follow their Observers
around, our big secret would be out," he finished.

There wasn't time to do much research except for a quick browse through the
Chrondisp library.
1806 was one year after the Battle of Trafalgar :

"...where the 27 ships of the English fleet under Admiral Nelson defeated the
combined French and Spanish fleet of 33 ships, capturing 17 of them and putting
paid to Napoleon's hopes of invading England. Admiral Nelson's message to his fleet
just before the action had been: "England expects every man to do his duty'.
Trafalgar ensured England's total mastery of the seas for the next hundred years."

It sounded like this section had been copied from the "Encyclopaedia
Britannica".

| continued reading, to find Napoleon still soldiered on on land, but had only
another nine years to go before he was defeated by the Duke of Wellington at the
Battle of Waterloo. This brought an end to the Napoleonic Era. There was a musical
section | could have clicked on, but didn't - it would probably have been "Rule
Britannia".

In 1806 there was no stable government in any of the countries we now call
Algeria, Tunisia or Morocco. In fact, the whole north coast of Africa was infested with
pirates, or "corsairs", and was called the Barbary Coast. The infant United States had
fought against some of these pests in the rather grandiosely named "Tripolitanean
War", (1800-1805), but the main result was to have allowed the US Marines to have
put "...to the shores of Tripoli..." in their marching song. The pirates were not
stamped out until 1830, when France colonised Algeria.

During mid-June 1806, the time of my Insertion, there had been a rather
curious skirmish where a British frigate had chased a pirate sloop into a heavily
defended port. The pirate ship had eventually been captured, a number of pirates
had been hung and the ship sold on 11 July 1906 in Malta as a prize for 2 422
pounds sterling. But there were a lot of conflicting reports from the crew as to how it
had actually occurred.

Chapter 21

| reported to the Medical Section as usual, wondering how my Insertion was to
be hidden this time - Duluth couldn't camouflage it as a calibration check again. But
as soon as | had finished in the medical section, | was loaded onto a stretcher and
wheeled down into the echoing ozone-smelling Inserter hall through a narrow service
passage | hadn't seen before.

The cage was down and a sleeping man, wearing a helmet plugged into an
electro-narcosis unit, was being helped out of the cage and loaded onto a stretcher.
He was rather plump and it needed the efforts of both medical orderlies.



Shit. This was bad scheduling. Scantily clad, | would now have to wait in the
cold Inserter hall for about twenty minutes or so until the Resonator was re-charged
for my shot. | turned to one of the orderlies, asking if they had a blanket.

"Don't worry,' he grinned at me. "The Resonator is still charged. You won't
have to wait.'

He didn't enlighten me any further, but this accounted for some of the
"unexplained misfires" | had heard about and that Chrondisp Research were "actively
investigating". The unknown man | had just seen would no doubt be kept under
electro-narcosis in the underground ward for Observers on Mission. It would be
switched off in two weeks or so, and he would wake up, surprised to find he hadn't
been Inserted and had become yet another of the mysterious statistics. Tough. Still,
after two weeks of muscle anti-atrophy electro-exercises he would be fitter than he
looked now. And under drip-feed he would have lost a lot of weight too.

| was then wheeled over, climbed into the cage and its door clicked into place.
With a whine from the hoist motor | rose, was positioned between the two discharge
spheres and went through the usual thought calibration routine - handled this time by
Al. | supposed slipping in covert Insertions needed a complete cover-up, with an
accomplice in the Inserter complex as well. | cleared all this from my mind and
prepared for that all-important moment when | had to select my Host.

The clock counted down 5, 4, 3, 2, 1 - and | was off!

Chapter 22

The usual coloured time Markers as | slid back up the Main Timeline, the
feminine voice signalling the turn-off to the Branchline followed by the green marker.
A dense group of swirls with two off to one side. | killed my forward motion and
cautiously approached. They could already be occupied by the two Asiablock
Observers! | gently brushed against the first one. A young man, almost a boy, but
very alert. The other an older man, also very alert. Both of them unoccupied. |
decided on the elder and just as my forward motion ceased | eased into him and ...

Jesus! | was falling! The wind was whistling in my ears, the empty sky was
swinging round, there were ropes and masts blurring past and far, far below me was
the crashing sea! | must get out, my Host was going to die!

"In Xanadu ..." There was no time!

“Are you all right, Mr Fletcher?' said a solicitous young voice in my ear. My
Host was crouched down in a waist-high box, gasping and desperately hanging onto
its edge with clenched hands. He gradually released his breath, relaxed his grip and
slowly stood up, to meet the curious eyes of a young Midshipman standing beside
him in the box, which | now could see was fixed to the top of the tall mast of a big
sailing boat. Involuntarily my Host grasped the edge of the box again.

“Yes, I'm all right, Mr Gray," said my Host, after a moment. His face was
covered with sweat and hot with embarrassment. "What the devil came over me?" he
said to himself. He thought of making some excuse to the Midshipman, but rejected
it. Never admit confusion, especially to a subordinate. And Midshipman Gray, sixteen
years old and on his first commission, was the most inexperienced, the most junior
officer in the 250-man crew of the frigate HMS Dorchester.

First Lieutenant Fletcher, second in command of the Dorchester and now in
command of himself too, took a deep breath and looked around the wide horizon. It
was late afternoon, a clear warm day with a cloudless sky. The small box, the "crow's
nest" or "maintop”, was mounted near the tip of the main mast and gave a



magnificent all-round view. Fifty meters below, through a mass of supporting ropes
and spars, | could see the steeply tilted main deck with small groups of men standing
around each gun. Fan-like white waves were thrown out on each side of the thrusting
bow and there was a long creamy wake bubbling behind us. The wind whistled
through the rigging and the six large square sails, two on each mast, set at an angle
to the wind, were trembling, humming and straining. The maintop described slow
circles as Dorchester shouldered her way close hauled through the long rollers. In
the stern a group of blue-uniformed officers were gathered around the capstan on the
raised quarter-deck. But Lt. Fletcher had not climbed to the maintop to admire the
view.

Fletcher was twenty-eight years old and had been in the Royal Navy all his life
after passing out from the Naval Academy at Dartmouth. His parents owned a farm in
Suffolk and it was his ambition to marry a local girl and buy one too. But he needed
money and his salary was woefully inadequate for that. And so far he had had no
luck with prize money. He looked longingly at the pirate. If they could capture that
sloop it should sell for two thousand pounds at least, and with his share at an eighth

He raised his telescope and looked out to sea again. The situation was
unchanged. The pirate sloop was two kilometers away, heeled over in the brisk wind
from the east, spray glittering from under its sharply raked bow.

We were so placed that the pirate was hemmed in between us and the curve
of the coast, but there was little hope we would overtake the agile and lightly loaded
pirate before she reached her bolt-hole. A last critical glance at the set of the sails
and Fletcher snapped his telescope shut. He turned to the Midshipman:

“Very well, Mr Gray, keep a sharp watch out and report if there's any change.'

"Aye, aye, sir.'

| looked at Gray's eager sunburnt face. Through my Host | knew that Gray,
unlike the other Midshipmen, sprigs of the nobility who had found a coveted berth on
HMS Dorchester through the preference of influential titled fathers, was merely the
son of a village school-master. But Fletcher liked him and thought he was the only
one who would make a professional officer.

Fletcher climbed over the edge of the maintop, transferred himself to some
ladder-like ropes ("Futtock shrouds" sprang instantly into my mind) and climbed
nimbly down to the deck, the wind blowing out his coat-tails. Looking around alertly,
he walked quickly along the crowded main deck between the rows of guns, the
gunners clustered around their weapons, but the gun-ports closed. The uncluttered
decks showed we were at action stations.

He mounted the steps to the quarter deck, passing two armed marine sentries
who stiffened to attention.

Fletcher touched his hat to a short, bulky figure standing slightly apart and
wearing the epaulettes of a Captain.

"Well, Number One?' asked Captain Blake.

"They have the heels of us | fear, and are making for Al Hoceima.'

Captain Blake was a clean-shaven, heavy-faced man of about forty five. He
was old to have command of a frigate and was lucky to have been promoted from
First Lieutenant seven months ago after the Battle of Trafalgar.

| began to see confirmation of what | had learnt at Chrondisp. The North
African coast was infested with pirates who preyed on the multi-national
Mediterranean shipping, including English merchantmen, who therefore had to travel
in convoy with a Royal Navy escort. Looking into my Host's mind | could see that
Dorchester had been sent out from Malta to clean up some of the small ports that



succoured these pirates. The ship fleeing in front of us had shown Turkish colours
when challenged. But when requested to heave to, she had crammed on full sail and
being trapped between Dorchester to windward and the Moroccan coast, was
seeking refuge in the small port of Al Hoceima.

From Fletcher's mind | could call up a plan of the harbour of Al Hoceima. The
port itself was very old, dating from before Roman times, but it had been taken over
and fortified by pirates. They had established their base in a village about five
kilometers up the river Moulouya, and were therefore safe from sea bombardment.
There were two small unoccupied islets opposite the river mouth, each about three
hundred meters from the coast. The entrance to the bay was through a narrow
channel between one islet and the coast. On the east or far side of the bay was a
battery of unknown size which covered this channel. There was a chain barrier
between the two islets, but as the soundings under the chain gave a depth of only
two meters, it was difficult to see what it was supposed to keep out.

Captain Blake's intention was to effect a "coup de main" - to enter the harbour
directly behind the pirate, using it as a shield to protect Dorchester from the battery.
He would sweep the sloop's decks with grape-shot and canister, close and board.

Apart from the Captain and my Host, there were four other officers on the
quarter deck. Lt. Boulton, a balding, tough-looking man of twenty three was the
gunnery officer. Mr Small, the sailing master was a wizened old man of fifty wearing a
frock-coat. To the rear was the officer of the watch, second Lieutenant Ford and
another Midshipman. And at the big spoked wheel of the capstan was the coxswain,
a squat gorilla-like seaman who had his long arms up on the wheel and one eye on a
compass bowl set in front of him.

From the deck we could all see the pirate, and in the distance behind it, the
shore. The pirate was sailing as close to the wind as it could and fortunately for it, this
led it directly to Al Hoceima. We were on a converging course and had the wind more
on our beam. All things equal we should have been able to overhaul the pirate sloop
in twenty minutes. But we were a ship of war, loaded with provisions to give us
autonomy for six months at least, whereas a pirate just dashed out of its lair to snap
up a prize and needed no more than a day or two's provisions. As it was, we were
barely keeping level with the pirate, although the distance between us was slowly
closing.

There were two strokes of a bell.

"Sunset in less than an hour,' said Mr Small gloomily. Fletcher shrugged his
shoulders impatiently and looked up at the masts, wondering if he dared risk putting
on more sail.

"Mr Boulton,' said the Captain. "I'll have the starboard upper-deck guns run
out.'

"Aye, aye, sir,' replied Boulton and walking to the quarterdeck rail bellowed a
command to the gun captains.

The starboard gun-ports were swung open and fastened back and with a
squealing of gun carriages and enormous effort, the 22-ton 18-pounder guns were
hoisted by their tackles up the steeply sloping deck. And after a while their extended
weight did somewhat reduce the incline of the Dorchester's deck. The starboard gun
crews crouched at the open ports, looking out and talking quietly to each other. They
also would get a share of the prize money if the pirate were captured.

"Mr Horrocks,' said Fletcher, "take the log.’

"Aye, aye, sir,' said a voice behind us and a burly swarthy young man in
Midshipman's uniform went to the quarterdeck rail and shouted for a seaman who



climbed up the steps carrying a one meter long piece of wood and a carefully coiled
length of line, with knots in it every ten meters or so.

Under Fletcher's critical eye the seaman cast the piece of wood over the stern
and at the same time the Midshipman inverted a sand-glass. Pulled by the piece of
wood the line spun out, the rating counting the number of knots passing through his
hands until the sand-glass emptied. Immediately the rating pinched the line and said
how many knots had passed.

"Six an'a half, sir,' shouted the rating from the stern rail. But Fletcher wasn't
satisfied and made them do it twice more, without any improvement.

"Six and a half knots,' groaned Fletcher to himself. It had been two years since
Dorchester had left the dry dock at Gibraltar, and in the warm water of the
Mediterranean her hull must be thick with barnacles.

"We must careen her at the first opportunity,’ said Captain Blake, echoing
Fletcher's thoughts.

"She's still head-reaching on us,' said Small, a sextant up to his eye,
measuring angles. Fletcher turned to the Captain.

"I think we might just reach her with the long nine, sir.' The Captain turned to
the gunnery lieutenant.

"What do you say Mr Boulton?' he asked.

“Yes, sir,' said Boulton, "It's worth a try.'

“Very well, Mr Boulton." Eagerly Boulton ran down to the gun deck and
snapped out commands to the crew surrounding a long bronze gun just below us. It
was the only one of its type - the others that lined the bulwarks were shorter and
heavier. A seaman climbed out of the gun-port and returned holding a wooden disk
which had been used to seal the muzzle of the gun against spray.

Another seaman pulled out a stepped piece of metal from under the breech
and the gun muzzle tipped upwards. Boulton had his hand over the flint-lock to shade
it and tugged at the lanyard to check for sparks. He signalled to the gun-crew and
they all heaved on a rope going through an eye-ring at the back of the gun to pulleys
fixed to the side of the ship. Squealing on the small wheels of its wooden carriage,
the gun moved forwards until its muzzle was clear of the gun-port. A hand-spike was
put under the carriage and it was pushed round to point forwards. There were several
more adjustments until Boulton was satisfied. He primed the flint-lock with fine
powder from a horn and crouched behind the gun, squinting along its sights. He
ordered another slight shift and lastly, taking the lanyard in his hand, turned and
looked up at the Captain on the bridge above.

The Captain took a speaking trumpet and pointed it upwards.

"Mr Gray. We are opening fire. See if you can observe the fall of shot.’

"Aye, aye, sir,' came the faint reply from the masthead. The Captain waved his
hand at Boulton.

A few seconds later there was a loud bang, the gun leapt back and a choking
cloud of smoke blew towards us. All eyes looked upwards to the main-top. After ten
seconds:

"No sign, sir." Not surprising. A small splash could easily pass unnoticed in the
white capped waves.

A crew-member swabbed out the barrel with a damp sponge on a long flexible
pole. A boy appeared from below holding a bucket containing a serge tube of powder
which was pushed down the muzzle. A thick felt wad was inserted and the two
rammed in. A cannon-ball was taken out of a net lining the bulwarks and rolled into
the muzzle. This was followed by another felt disk and the gun was hauled back into
position ready to fire. It was all done very quickly, obviously the fruit of much practice.



Boulton reprimed the lock. The powder-monkey disappeared below for another
charge.

The gun continued firing but it was only after the third shot that an excited
voice shouted down:

“In line, but fifty meters short!'

Now he hadn't said "fifty meters", the Translator had slipped that in for me. He
had probably said "half a cable's length" or some such outdated unit. Although |
hardly needed the services of the Translator when everyone was speaking English, it
still came in useful for giving me the equivalent of old units or the meaning of
complex nautical terms.

"He'll reach her when the gun heats up,' said Fletcher confidently. As |
watched, | decided it was not a bad idea to open fire at extreme range on this tack.
Because of the tilt of our deck, the gun was cocked up to a high angle and | further
noticed Boulton waited for the moment when the deck was tilted to its highest point
before pulling the lanyard.

And the pirate could not fire back. The sloop had five 9-pounders to a side, but
close-hauled it was so canted over its gun ports had to be kept closed.

Both ships were straining in the brisk gale; the pull of the jib and mainsails
carefully balanced against keel and rudder. If one of our small cannon balls could
carry away a spar or cut a vital rope, a sail could break loose and destroy the critical
balance of the pirate ship. While a new rope was being spliced the pirate would have
its speed marginally reduced, perhaps for long enough for Dorchester to approach
within the range of its heavier guns. That would be the end and we wouldn't need to
enter Al Hoceima. Knowing their fate if captured, the pirates would never surrender
but would try to flee in their boats. Only last week Fletcher had hung seven pirates on
the mizzen mast and duly entered the event in the ship's log.

He coldly studied the situation again. The pirate would be at the harbour
entrance in about a quarter of an hour. At that time Dorchester would be about four
hundred meters, just in range of her main armament, and with the sloop so close the
pirate harbour defence battery dare not fire for fear of hitting their own. If this wind
held. On the other hand if the wind dropped, as it usually did near the land, this would
affect the heavily laden Dorchester more than the pirate. The sloop would disappear
up the river to safety. If we could only wing the pirate! That would slow it up long
enough for us to arrive just behind it at the entrance to the port.

Another shout from above.

"No splash. | think you hit him." There was a cheer from the men clustered in
the rigging and standing on the bulwarks, looking out to sea.

“Silence!" bellowed Fletcher. "‘Bosun, keep the men quiet.' The gun-layer
needed to hear the voice of the spotter.

All telescopes turned to the pirate, but it sailed on unscathed. The gun
banged again.

Fletcher was looking at Captain Blake. This was a critical moment. The pirate
was almost in range and a full broadside might well inflict some damage. On the
other hand, the recoil from firing a broadside would take the wind out of the
Dorchester's sails and close-hauled as we were, at least three minutes would be
required before she got underway again.

The Captain raised his speaking trumpet.

"Mr Boulton. See if you can reach her with one of the lower-deck guns.'
Boulton waved his hand in acknowledgement and a seaman doubled along the deck
and down a companionway.



That seemed a good idea, | thought. The excitement of the chase was
infectious! Just one extra gun and we would double our chances of winging the
pirate.

"Hardly,' said Fletcher. "The powder charge necessary to reach from here her
with a cast-iron 24-pounder would burst the breech.’

Damn. My Host had heard me. | must keep calm. It was of course comforting
to know | would be able to Empathise with him if the necessity arose, but | had been
told to keep a low profile on this Mission. No danger so far, Fletcher had just thought
he was talking to himself.

Which reminded me. There were two Asiablock Observers around here
somewhere. Who had they Inserted into? | pulled my fascinated attention from the
chase to give some thought to my main objective.

Who had they Inserted into, and more important, why? Certainly not
Midshipman Gray, | had checked him before | had Inserted into Fletcher. It's a pity |
hadn't been able to check out all the other "swirls" | had seen, but an Observer has
only a very limited time to spend before he must choose his Host and Merge.

If | wanted to see whatever the Asiablock Observers wanted to see, | would
choose as a Host someone with the freedom to move around, an officer. And the one
with the most freedom was Captain Blake. Failing that, Lts. Boulton, Ford, or one of
the three other Midshipmen. One Midshipman was forward at the jib, another by the
starboard guns, Horrocks was on the quarter deck with us and Gray was of course in
the main-top.

It was not easy to see what everyone was doing. In my passive role as
Observer, | could only look at what Fletcher was looking at, and his overpowering
interest was in the chase and the state of the ship. He hardly cast a glance inboard
except to look up at the sails or to check the compass heading. Perhaps | should
cautiously try to influence him.

My thoughts were interrupted by two seamen running up from below and
collecting two of the 9-pounder cannon-balls from the net by the side of the gun
below us. Carrying one each they disappeared below.

"Double wadding!" said Lt. Ford, who so far had been merely watching. A well-
built, red-headed man, about twenty-two, he was the officer of the watch. Fletcher
was annoyed, he should have thought of that himself. It was some technique of
wrapping a small cannon-ball in two of the usual felt wads, to make it fit in the barrel
of a larger gun. Being lighter, the 9-pound ball would fly farther, though less
accurately, than a 24-pound ball with the standard gunpowder charge. The
equivalent of those high-velocity “sabot projectiles' used against armour in my time.

The 9-pounder banged, followed thirty seconds later by a deeper bang farther
away. The two guns were firing alternately so as not to upset the wind/sail balance of
the close-hauled Dorchester and also to avoid confusing Midshipman Gray at the
mast-head who was spotting the fall of shot.

The land was clearly visible now, the wind had not abated and it was clear that
in a few minutes the pirate frigate was going to enter the harbour. Captain Blake was
looking restless.

"Mr Fletcher, take command and keep her on this course. I'm going aloft.'

'Aye, aye, sir. Take command,' said Fletcher automatically. The Captain
descended to the main deck then climbed up the rigging and disappeared from view
into the main-top.



The two guns continued to bang alternately until there was a wild shout from
the main-top.

“She's hit!" And even from the deck we could see the pirate sloop floundering.
A long streak of white sail was flying out to one side. By great chance one of the
small 9-pound cannon balls must have severed the jib stay. Deprived of its balancing
thrust on the bow, the pirate had turned into wind and its main sails were flapping.

But during the panic someone there had seized an opportunity. Several of the
pirate's upper-deck gun-ports opened and a few seconds later its side disappeared in
a bank of leaping smoke followed by the booming of their nine pounders. Fletcher
jumped up onto a hatchway coaming to see better. There were some splashes about
a hundred meters away and freakishly one cannon ball skipped past us, bouncing
twice like a flat stone. We were just out of range.

"Nowhere near!' shouted Midshipman Horrocks contemptuously.

"He's firing to get back into the wind,' snapped Ford, "and keep your eye on
the compass.'

"Aye, aye, sir,' said Horrocks, abashed.

""Get back into wind?" | asked Fletcher.

"Of course,' he answered absently. “The recoil pushes the bows round and
temporarily compensates for the lack of a jib. Gives them time to reset the sails.’

The loose flying jib was quickly made fast.

"They've some good seamen over there,' thought Fletcher reluctantly. "It's a
pity we'll have to hang most of them,' he continued. "But we may be able to recruit
some of the better seamen into Dorchester if they can convince the Captain they'd
been captured by the pirates and forced to work for them.' HM ships were always
chronically short of good seamen.

Unless they were deserters from the Royal Navy of course, in which case they
would be taken in chains back to Malta where their gruesome public punishment and
deaths would serve as an example to the crews of any ships that happened to be
refitting there. Lack of able seamen and desertion, the two greatest problems of the
Royal Navy.

But now we were perceptibly closer.

Captain Blake was descending the rigging and a few minutes later his head
appeared at the top of the steps and he touched his hat to the quarter-deck.

His heavy face was alive with enthusiasm.

"Now we have a chance, Number One!' he said, cheerfully, rubbing his hands.
Turning to the steersman:

"Two points to starboard.'

“Aye, aye, sir. Two points to starboard.’

"And I'll have the top-gallants set.' Fletcher was waiting for this command, the
wind had slightly dropped, and immediately his voice was blaring out. The bosun's
pipe shrilled and a crowd of seamen ran agilely up the ropes to the very top of the
masts, where extra sails were shaken out.

There were more shouted commands and some of the starboard guns were
run in. The wind was still on our beam and | could see we were steering a course to
intercept the pirate just outside the harbour. The pirate also had all sails set and was
fleeing as quickly as she could to her safe harbour, about a kilometer ahead of her.
We were less than a kilometre behind when we heard a tearing sound followed by a
boom. Six waterspouts rose eighty meters off our port bow.

"A point to starboard,' snapped the Captain and Fletcher looked upwards.



"A battery two kilometers away and dead ahead,' came the thin voice of Gray,
still at the mast-head. He would have seen the smoke. Fletcher and the Captain
dashed over to look at the compass and take a bearing on the battery.

"Too soon,' said Fletcher, triumphantly. And in a minute | could see what he
meant. The harbour battery on the far side of the bay had revealed its position
prematurely. It had hoped to cripple us with a lucky salvo. But we were almost
directly behind the pirate now and the battery dare not fire again.

“The fools should have waited until we were closer; they could hardly have
missed," | heard Ford quietly explaining to Horrocks behind me.

The pirate was directly ahead of us, about six hundred meters away, forced to
stay on this course to enter the channel, and screening us from their battery. Five
minutes to go. You could cut the tension on the quarter-deck with a knife.

“Steer small, damn you,' snapped Fletcher.

"Aye, aye, sir. Steer small,' repeated the coxswain phlegmatically.

The sun had almost set and we had about half an hour of daylight left. As |
saw it, the pirate's best bet would be to enter the bay and move aside so as to allow
the heavy battery on the far side of the bay a clear field of fire. It would also be able
to bring its small five-gun broadside to bear.

“It's going to need some damn quick manoeuvres,' thought Fletcher, ‘and I'm
not sure they can do it. And in any case, pirates don't want to fight, they can't have
much repair facilities here if they get damaged.’

"And men?' | asked.

"They don't seem to have any shortage of men,' he said bitterly, looking at the
crowded decks of the pirate through his telescope. "After Trafalgar this part of the
world is full of unemployed French and Spanish sailors. And nothing would delight
them more than to be able to pick off an English ship.’

"But is there no battery on the west side of the bay?' For answer a map of the
bay appeared in his head. Just sandbanks and mud-flats.

The Captain seemed to have made a decision.

"Mr Fletcher,' he said, formally. "I intend to come up to wind as soon as we are
inside the bay and open fire on the pirate.'

"Aye, aye, sir,' said Fletcher automatically. The Captain turned to shout down
into the well for the gunnery lieutenant. Boulton sprinted up the stairs and saluted.

"As soon as we have entered the bay we will turn to port and open fire," said
Blake crisply. "Starboard guns loaded with grape first and we will complete the turn,
which will give the port guns a chance. | want the upper deck guns loaded with grape
too but five of them to be loaded with chain. Port guns to be fired only on my orders.
And then we will close and board.'

"Aye, aye, sir!' said Boulton, his face alight with anticipation.

"And Mr Fletcher. Have boarding parties told off.'

It was a classical manoeuvre. The first broadside into the pirate's stern. The
thousands of small grape-sized shot would traverse the decks from stern to bow and
cause untold casualties, followed by a quick turn to present the port guns. The
second broadside should cripple her. If not, the chain shot, (short lengths of chain
joined to a metal ring and fired upwards at the rigging) would. A last resort as
damage done to the rigging would have to be repaired before the captured prize
could be sailed out.

And all the time the battery at the other side of the bay would be masked.

Fletcher looked back over his shoulder. The sun was a red ball, just above the
horizon. Another twenty minutes of daylight. The pirate had traversed the passage
and was entering the bay.



Captain Blake was standing by the coxswain, looking ahead and quietly giving
orders.

"Get your men ready, Mr Ford,' he said. Ford had a speaking trumpet up to his
mouth and was looking upward at the seamen, waiting in the rigging.

"Now!" said Blake to the coxswain and immediately the long simian arms were
spinning the wheel. The sails shivered and there was a rushing sound behind the
stern as the rudder bit. With cries and the blowing of whistles the ship came level and
tipped over in the opposite direction as we turned through the wind, barely a hundred
meters behind the pirate.

Immediately there was a series of crashes from the starboard guns. They were
firing one at a time as they bore, and Boulton was running along the deck from gun to
gun, checking the aim. There was a tremendous crash nearby and Fletcher jumped.
A seaman had just fired a stubby swivel-mounted gun mounted on the rail behind us.
Other carronades were also firing across at the pirate, although the range was really
too great for them.

Fletcher's attention was on the pirate. Pieces of wood were flying off her stern,
her upper deck had been swept clean as though by a broom and we could hear
screams coming over the water.

The pirate was no more than eighty meters away, wallowing clumsily, sails
flapping and blood running from her scuppers. There were the yellow flames of a fire
at the stern, probably started by a flaming wad from one of Dorchester's guns. Some
of the 9-pounders banged at us and there were defiant shouts and the popping of
muskets. Boulton blew his whistle and all our guns ceased firing. We wanted to
capture the pirate, not destroy it. But the pirate sloop not only sheltered us from the
battery but also the wind. Our sails flapped loosely as we drifted up. The boarding
parties were crouched ready behind the bulwarks, pistols and cutlasses ready. The
bosun's mates each had ropes with grappling irons ready to throw over the pirates
gunwale. It was getting dark and we wanted to capture and secure the pirate before
nightfall. Fletcher was supervising the boarding parties when suddenly it happened!

Chapter 23

There was a boom over to our right and a tearing sound simultaneous with a
crash in the bows! A stunned pause then shouts!

"Battery due south at four hundred meters!' screamed a voice from the mast-
head.

Even as we watched there was another red flash and almost instantly a
tearing sound and another crash! The captain was bellowing orders, men were
pouring up the rigging, the jib was pulled over and we began slowly to turn. The new
battery was low down, almost at the water's edge and hidden behind a sand-bank.
That explained why it had not been seen from the sea. Sited to only fire at targets
inside the bay, it had waited until we had entered the trap. We had made a terrible
mistake!

The Captain leapt over to the compass and was taking the bearing of the
hidden battery. Fletcher needed no orders. He was screaming through a speaking-
trumpet and the sails were being shook out again. We were using the little way we
had to complete our turn and retreat.

"Lt Boulton. Fire at that battery as soon as your guns bear." Aimost before the
words had left his mouth there were crashes from the upper deck guns, firing as the



quickest way of getting rid of the now useless grape and chain-shot loads. They were
quickly reloaded with round shot in an efficient silence. The lower-deck guns fired in a
ragged salvo.

In the dark the only sign of the battery was its flashes, and it seemed pretty
pointless to me for us to fire at all if we couldn't see the fall of our shot.

After a few rounds the same thought occurred to the Captain.

"Avast firing there, Mr Boulton,' he shouted. "We're just giving our position
away.' Yes, coastal artillery would know how their guns ranged and could aim at our
gun-flashes.

A tearing whistle and six waterspouts appeared ten meters behind our stern.
We were moving away from the pirate ship now and so exposed to the fire from the
other side of the bay as well. This was a disaster! We were under the cross-fire of
two batteries.

The battery across the bay seemed to have lighter guns and sailing away from
them we presented a narrower target. On the other hand the gun at the mouth of the
bay was a big one, we were broadside on to it and so were a much bigger target. We
must get out of the bay as quickly as possible.

But there was another danger. Someone had lit a flare over our stern and just
at the edge of its blue circle of illumination | could see three large rowing boats, each
crammed with heavily armed men. They were keeping directly behind us and so safe
from our main guns. As soon as their batteries had immobilised us, they were going
to dash forward and board.

"Douse that light!" screamed the Captain furiously. "The fools are just showing
where we are,' he said to Fletcher. There was a hissing sound as the flare was
dropped in the sea. But we must make them keep their distance. They could damage
our rudder.

"Mr Ford. Try a long shot with the deck carronades,' said the Captain.

"Round shot," snapped Ford and there was some confused movements in the
darkness at the rear of the quarter deck.

"Ready to fire, sir," announced the seamen, one after the other. Ford stood
behind one carronade and gave the order to fire. Fletcher was standing to one side,
looking backwards over the stern-rail, a hand up to shield his eyes from the flash.
There was a loud crash and a second later he saw a splash about ten meters in front
of the three boats.

"Reload the same,' said Ford and dashed across to the other gun. In its flash
Fletcher could see the boats were spreading out, rowing as fast as they could,
making to run alongside the Dorchester and grapple, long boat-hooks ready,
standing up like spears.

"Three boats behind us, sir, preparing to board,' said Fletcher to the Captain.
The fire from the two shore batteries had ceased.

“Very well,' said the Captain pointing his speaking trumpet into the well of the
ship, "Prepare to repel boarders!' There was a roar and in the faint glow of our battle
lanterns men could be seen standing on the bulwarks holding round shot, ready to
drop them in the boats as soon as they approached.

There were two thumps against the Dorchester's sides, muffled cheering from
below, the popping of pistols and grappling irons appeared over our bulwarks.

There must have been about a hundred men in the pirate attack. Dorchester
had about fifty men aloft in the rigging, a hundred on the deck setting the sails and
another hundred manning the guns. The attack was ferocious but didn't last long.
Several pirates made it to our lower gun-ports by hauling themselves up grappling
lines, but they were met by fierce resistance from the gun-crews using boarding pikes



and their rammers. One boat was sunk with round-shot, another was hit by a deck
carronade and the sea around the Dorchester was filled with swimming figures.
Aiming by the faint light from the burning pirate ship, the marine marksmen hit
several swimmers. And gradually Dorchester was gathering way.

“Starboard your helm. Steer north by west,' said the Captain, his voice nearby
and the imperturbable coxswain, after a glance into the faintly illuminated compass
spun the wheel. The deck tilted, there was a bump and shouts as we struck a pirate
boat, and we were underway at last. But seeing no more pistol flashes, the two
batteries must have realised we had beaten off the boarders and they recommenced
firing. They seemed to have lost the range but even so one last shot from the hidden
gun howled across the deck, killing ten men and severely weakening the mizzen
mast support rigging. Officer's voices bellowed and bosuns' whistles shrilled as
seamen ran up the rigging to hastily furl the mizzen salil, for fear wind pressure would
snap off the mast.

Fletcher looked back. Behind us was complete blackness; the pirates had
extinguished the fire on their ship. Our main sails were fully spread to catch the faint
breeze and with it behind us we crept out of the harbour entrance, safe as the
enfilading gun could no longer bear on us. There were some red flashes from the
distant battery on the other side of the bay but in the dark they were firing blind and
he couldn't see where their shots fell. He heaved a sigh of relief. We had escaped the
trap. But at what price?

We had been defeated! We had had the pirate under our guns, on fire, its crew
decimated and we were about to board, when the trap had been sprung and we had
been forced to retreat. To underline this there was a thin derisive chorus of jeers from
the distant pirate sloop. Two of their pop-gun nine pounders flared and banged at us
defiantly. Fletcher thumped his fist on the taffrail with fury and Captain Blake was in
any icy rage as he heard the damage reports come in.

"Twenty-two men killed and seventeen wounded, four seriously,' he raved,
“and all for nothing.' He was no doubt also thinking of the report he would have to
make. The Royal Navy could never be seen to be defeated by a small pirate
community. A bigger force would have to be sent to destroy them and maintain
English prestige. But Blake wouldn't be part of it. He would be court-martialled and
lose his command.

It was also a wrathful and short-tempered crew that sailed west, out of the
choppy water of the bay, hearing the jeers of the pirates ringing in their ears. They
had done their best; their stupid officers had let them down. After the glorious victory
of Trafalgar it was unthinkable that the mighty Royal Navy should be defeated by a
band of pirates. When the rest of the Navy heard of this ...

Finally out of sight of land the Dorchester hove to, pumps clanking to pump out
the sea water pouring in from the holed hull.

Chapter 24

The crew of the Dorchester was busy, angrily repairing the damage, splicing
ropes, patching holed sails and resetting the mizzen mast.

"Come down into my cabin,' snapped the Captain at Fletcher.

A map was open on a table and they peered at it under the light of a lantern. It
was of Al Hoceima bay and the captain carefully drew a line showing the bearing of
the hidden battery.

“It's here,' he summarised grimly. "It's a 32-pounder, it's mounted at the end of
this low rocky promontory and is surrounded by mud-flats. The gun must be mounted



just above the water-line so we can't see or hit it from the sea. And all these mud-
flats mean we can't attack overland. It's screened from us until we enter the harbour.'

It was indeed a cleverly sited gun. Of course, being mounted so low down
meant it would not have the range of one mounted on a cliff-top; but its targets would
never be more than five hundred meters away. The only way to approach it would be
to land far down the coast and take it from the rear.

What could we do? As the night wore on, many were the wild schemes
proposed as the Captain and his First Lieutenant talked together. The key was the
big hidden gun. Our guns could probably reduce the fire of the battery on the far
shore, enough for us to run the gauntlet and up the river. But the enfilading cross-fire
from the big gun would always wreck us.

There was a tap on the door and Fletcher opened it. It was Midshipman Gray.
He had a piece of paper in his hand and looked nervous.

"Yes?' said Fletcher bad-temperdly. It was 4am.

"Excuse me, sir," said Gray, "but | have something urgent the Captain should
see.' Fletcher looked at him angrily, amazed at his temerity. When he was a
Midshipman he would never have dared to have approached a Captain.

“You know very well, Mr Gray, that if you want to speak to the Captain you
must first report to Lt Ford, the officer of your watch. Now go back to him and tell him
| have put you on three extra watches.' That would teach the young man his position
in the ...

The Captain's weary voice appeared from behind the door.

"Who is it, Number One?'

“It's Gray, sir. He wanted to speak to you directly. | sent him away with a flea
in his ear. | don't know what the young officers of today ...'

“Call him back. We could do with any ideas at the moment.' Fletcher leant out
of the cabin door and shouted up the companionway.

"Belay that, Gray. Come down here.’

"Well, Gray,' said the Captain. "What do you have for me, that you can't show
to your officer first?' The young man looked wide eyed and over-awed at being in the
presence of the older and vastly superior officers. But his face set with determination.

“Well, sir, it's this ..." He swallowed nervously. "You know | was at the maintop
during the whole of the action and | noticed something, something which you
probably didn't notice on the deck.' The piece of paper fluttered in his hand.

"Both the Captain and | went up to the maintop,' said Fletcher, "And we saw
everything there was to see. And if that's all you've got to say ... The Captain held up
his hand.

"What did you see, Gray?' he asked.

"Well, it was the sea, sir,' he answered. He put the piece of paper on the chart
table and | could see it was a neat sketch of the harbour entrance, showing the two
islands with the chain between them, the far battery and the gun that had revealed
itself at the last moment. But also drawn on the map was a series of arcs of circles
and fine lines. With a prickling feeling in my scalp | was instantly back on Gili
Trewagnan, my head under a chest lid, looking at an alm