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Chapter 1

“. . . it is, therefore, with the utmost reluctance, and with deep and bitter regret that we are compelled to declare ourselves at war with Chios.


“Reserve forces are mobilised with immediate effect, veterans are invited to volunteer for service.  Let us work together and with courage to bring the war that must be to a speedy conclusion, for our planet’s sake, and also for the sake of all who were once our friends on Chios.”


The video went blank, but the picture of the harrowed face of Supreme Councillor Ion lived in the minds of the population of Delos.  The impossible, the unthinkable, had happened, and they were at war with their nearest neighbours, trading partners and friends.  A silence, as of death, blanketed the entire planet.


Earlier that day, a doctoral student and part-time junior lecturer in Human Archaeology at the University of Kallios, capital of Delos, had been engaged in an unusual conversation with her research supervisor.  Her name was Zoë Arete.


“Doctor Minyas”, she said deliberately, setting down her wine glass in a tiny space on the paper-strewn desk beside her, “you did not call me here in the middle of a morning when the Council is deliberating the biggest interplanetary crisis we’ve faced since the Sikulan Wars, and supply me with your best wine, just to exchange departmental gossip.  Explain.”


Zoë was a direct girl, independent, bloody-minded, shrewd, witty and with all the courage of her famous and much revered parents.  Her cool grey eyes were on Dr. Minyas now, and he wondered if he detected a hint of her usual sardonic amusement at life.  She must have guessed what was coming.  If so, it made her even more perfect for the role in which he and his friends would like to cast her.


“Do you realise,” Zoë remarked politely, “that you have spent the past ten minutes walking round and round on that carpet – and I don’t know if it was built for that kind of abuse.  Would you like to sit down and tell me what you’re up to?”


Dr. Minyas laughed.  There was no formality in the Department as a whole, and he and Zoë had liked each other since they had first got to know one another well when she came up as an undergraduate, although of course they had necessarily met in the course of their other lives.  Zoë refused to be overawed by anything other than merit, had the confidence of youth and position, and had caused the occasional stir in her passage through the University by proving that.  Dr. Minyas hoped that his own considerable knowledge in their field did satisfy her high standards.  He also hoped she would take an interest in his other, non-public, line of work.  He sat down on a chair opposite Zoë rather than behind his desk, crossed his legs and leaned back, trying to be casual.


“Zoë . . .” he began carefully.  She raised her eyebrows a tiny fraction, folded her arms, crossed her legs and leaned back herself.  There was a slight twitch to her lips.


“All right, let’s play it straight.”  Minyas came upright.  “Zoë, why have you refused to enter the Starforce?”


“It’s simple enough,” she said.  Her arms unfolded and she laid them along the arms of her chair, examining her hands.  “Everyone expected me to go straight to military college and follow my parents to a glittering career, or some years of it anyway, in the peacetime Starforce.”  She hit the chair arm.  “My father was one of the greatest, bravest men of this planet and beyond, he lived his whole life in its service, and gave that life away in the end.  My mother is a great starfighter, she fought with my father, and fought on when he’d gone – I’m proud of them.”  She took a breath.  “Look, my reasons for rejecting the Starforce aren’t any lack of patriotism, or resentment because my father died in space.  It’s just that . . .” she stopped, searching for a good way to express it.


“Just that what, Zoë?” Minyas prompted quietly.


She sighed, stretching in her chair.


“Just that . . . I think academic research is a valid way of contributing to the quality of life of Delos, in the Photis system and the galaxy.  I think it’s perhaps even more valid than learning how to blow a man’s arm off with a blast bomb.”


“That’s not the whole story,” Minyas said, watching her carefully.  They both knew there were other issues, not easy to face.  She met his eyes straight on.  “But you accept the necessity of fighting when it must be done?”


“I’d like to say it never needs to be done.  I believe in the God of love, and that means the idea of killing, maiming, fills me with horror – but it’s not as easy as that is it?”  Minyas just watched.  “There comes a time when you have to say, ‘No, I can’t let you do that’.  So I don’t want a profession that is dedicated to war, but that is not because I do not accept that at times my duty will be to fight.  It’s easier to say I’ll die for what I believe in that than I’ll kill for it – isn’t it?”  This time she was watching Minyas.  “Mark you,” she had to lighten the mood, “I might make an exception for the giant earthworms of Chios!”


“More than one kind of worm on Chios today,” Minyas remarked, with a mixture of sadness and anger.  “Now listen to me.  You know that your destiny is not to live in the byways of academe – no matter how you might like to try to persuade yourself of it.  You have proven your scholarship, and I value the work that you have done.  It will earn its place . . . but you have to look at the present and the future, and your place in those, as well as at the past.”


“Come on, Minyas,” she snapped, with the impatience of youth.  “Where are we going?  You have been trying to get around to something since we started this little chat, isn’t it about time to unroll your carpet and show me the goods?”


“All right.  I’m not going to give you any off the usual story –“


“What – you’re surely not going to offer me ‘interesting opportunities offworld’?  Are you a tout for the secret service?  How exciting.”  Her tone was scathing.


“Secret service may be true, but it sounds a little . . . melodramatic for much of the work of the Interplanetary Research Agency.  And I do not care to be called a tout.”


“Oh well,” Zoë reached for the decanter to pour herself another glass, “if it’s not melodramatic then it’s not of the slightest interest to me.”  She could drink most of the other members of the Department under the table, and from time to time enjoyed reminding them of it.  Minyas, however, had no trouble matching her.


“We could find something interesting for the girl who climbs the Oros Mountain rather than take the funicular or fly,” he replied.


Zoë laughed.  “It was fun when I’d finished.  How interesting?”


“Zoë, time is precious.  There is going to be a war with Chios.  I can only explain all the details if you accept and you must accept.  You must do it for your planet, for your family – for yourself.  We need the best, the bravest and the brightest, and that is what you are.  We would not ask you to hand over your life, just when we need someone with your kind of abilities . . .”


“You won’t get my life!” her voice was cold.  “I will not surrender myself to the Agency.  I will not be compromised like that.  You say there will be a war, and you are almost certainly right, but I’m not moving till we know.  Thanks for the wine, your taste, as ever, is impeccable.” She sprang out of her seat and strode to the door, where she paused.  “I can say this better standing.  I’ll admit part of me has some romantic dreams about Agency work – danger, excitement, the chance to fight brain to brain.  But I also know that spying in peacetime turns into a pretty dirty game, however noble the intention.  I don’t think it’s a game I really want to play.  Oh and incidentally,” she opened the door, “I always did think your reflexes were a little too finely-tuned for a dedicated academic.  I expect you’ll be dropping into my lecture on neo-primitive social organisation on Kalymos – let’s get on with normality while we still have some.”  She bowed formally, spun on her heel and was gone.


Sold! Dr. Minyas thought to himself with satisfaction.  He knew his girl – she would never be able to resist the challenge, the danger, the knowledge, the need.


“. . . one of the most important factors in the social system of the Kalymians is the political importance of their shamanistic priests.  After the collapse in communications between the mother planet and the marooned colonists on Kalymos a totally new society had to be formed.  Their extraordinary religion and its emphasis on shamanism was, needless to say, an indigenous development.  Empirical evidence for the powers of the priesthood is lacking . . .” Zoë allowed herself to drawl the last sentence so that the students would respond with a laugh.  “There is, however, ample documentary evidence for their skills in showmanship.”  Another bubble of laughter.  “Never underestimate the value of giving the people a show.  The significant point –“ but the class never heard what it was.  Some of them were never to return to finish the course.  When the video in the lecture room chimed to announce the broadcast from the Supreme Councillor, it all vanished away.


Everyone knew that the Council had spent the morning debating, and desperately trying to find some basis for a negotiated settlement.  Most of the population, unwilling to consider the worst till it became inescapable, had told themselves that a way would be found.


The Delians were a cheerful, bustling people.  They were famed as intellectuals and their somewhat haphazard political system encouraged some other planets to mock them.  “Bunch of alphawaves held together by two left feet,” had actually been said, although affectionately.  There was affection in plenty for the Delians were also modestly but intensely courageous in their own and others’ defence, and they had taken the lead in many a struggle against wrong and oppression, throwing up legendary leaders of whom the most recent was Admiral Platon Arete, missing presumed dead during the last Sikulan War.  Their diplomatic skills were unquestioned, economically they bounced along, more or less.  Their social system left many awed, uncomfortable, mystified, admiring, even at times resentful.  When the crunch crunched, however, the frightened called for Delos.


And now they were at war.  The announcement ended, and the awful, choking silence enveloped the planet.  Everyone stopped, no-one spoke, it seemed their hearts could hardly beat.  Aircars stood in stationary hover, trains were halted on their single guide rails, even the space freighters stayed in silent, fixed orbit.  Soon enough the population would throw itself with understated but total dedication into its defence; now was a time for shock, and the mourning of a lost friendship.  There would be no time afterwards to remember personal friends, even relations on the neighbouring planet, to remember past holidays, business partners, school exchanges, to remember all the little, personal, quite insignificant things that make war so vile.


Slowly, slowly, the men and women of Delos came back to life.  They squared their shoulders, tightened the expressions on their faces, and grimly they turned their backs on peace.  Again.


The conflict was triggered by the question of the second moon of the gas giant planet of Tartaros.  The moon was called Lars, and it had the biggest uranium deposits in the sector.  Because Lars was equidistant from Chios and Delos, the governments of the two planets had spent a very long time discussing in careful detail what they were to do about it.  Finally they had made an exhaustive survey of the entire moon, and after studying the conclusions they had divided it up into sections giving each planet an equal share in the uranium wealth.


It had, of course, taken years to get the plans settled and agreed.  Each area of the moon had been mapped out with meticulous care and the deposits minutely calculated.  Then the two planets had worked out equal areas of rich and poor deposit, which meant producing an intricate jigsaw puzzle chart.  In the end, it happened that Chios had more area than Delos, in order to balance the shares.  It never occurred to anyone that it could matter, and there were those who considered all the negotiations, surveys and Interplanetary Commissions a complete waste of public funds.  Delos and Chios had been allies since their settlement. There were those who said they should simply have pooled their efforts and started mining.


The Delians had been least impressed by this argument.  The two planets were allies, but were entirely separate in their internal political, economic and military organisations.  It was only right that each should have their own uranium to use for their own ends.  When it all started to go wrong, Delian economic planning for the next two hundred years was based on the uranium of Lars.  There were, of course, other sources for energy, but they regarded it as folly not to use what was there to hand, and there were significant sections of the economy dependent on the resources of Lars.


Another point of interest about the place was that it was of considerable strategic importance, being placed conveniently overlooking both Chios and Delos, and also overlooking a crossroads of hyperspace.  Near to Lars was one of the most frequented spaceways of the entire sector.  Here was the best point for a hyperspace jump leading straight to the Metropolitan systems of the Thebes, the economic capital of the whole galaxy, and Terra Grande, whose entire system was a vast administrative capital and headquarters of the ambitiously planned, widely legally empowered, and largely ineffective, Galactic League.  All traffic to and from the Photis system passed through that point, that empty corner of space known as Corinth.  It was also a staging post for traffic from other systems, the remote planets of Thule and Exestin, for example, had to send their ships on three separate jumps before coming to Corinth and the straight run home to the Metropoleis, as Thebes and Terra Grande were known collectively.  This traffic was controlled by a Galactic League station on a neutral section of Lars.


A couple of years ago, the new government of Chios had sent a polite diplomatic note to the Delians requesting a realignment of territorial boundaries on Lars.  The Delians got out the charts, re-examined the survey reports, and refused.


From that point on, relations between the two planets began to deteriorate.  The Chians sent a diplomatic mission to the Galactic League.  They pleaded an eloquent case.  The Delians, they said, had falsified the data on Section Fourteen of Lars, and by so doing had robbed Chios of uranium with an energy value of approximately twenty years.  Loss of energy was, they pointed out, the biggest economic and social threat to the civilised worlds.  Space travel, life-support systems in hostile environments, often food production, almost every necessity of life was utterly dependent on reliable supplies of energy.  On many worlds artificial plants provided the very air that was breathed.  Energy was life, and the accusation of the Chians was therefore very grave.


The Delians protested their innocence and asked for a Galactic League survey team to be arbiters.  The team was provided, it went to Lars and spent a couple of months there, searching, checking, re-checking.  Finally they returned to Terra Grande with their report.  It found in favour of the Chians.


The Delians were astounded by the decision, and told the League they must reject the survey.  All was set for a shocking upheaval in interplanetary relations.  The Galactic League was at times a toothless organisation but its integrity was considered sacrosanct, and was never challenged.  Before the Delians could force the issue, however, the Chians unexpectedly offered them the chance to send in their own survey team.


Naturally the Council of Delos suspected something was in the air, but it was unable to much other than accept and send in the Delians’ own experts.  It took them less than a week to draw the obvious conclusions, and they returned to Delos.   Their report was shattering to the Council.


There was no uranium in Section Fourteen.


There was no explanation.  There was no way even to try to look for one.  The Council of Delos knew they must have been tricked, but who could prove it?  The facts were impossible to believe.  Faced with these impossibilities, the Delians did the only thing they could do in the face of interplanetary pressure – they ceded half of their best mining region to Chios.


There was now a huge proportion of the moon in Chian hands, and Delos was discredited in the eyes of the League.


Two weeks before Ion’s broadcast, the Chian government sent a note to the Council of Delos claiming a lack of uranium in Section Thirty-Two.  The Council spent those weeks in a desperate struggle to find an explanation, a reason, a settlement.  The Chians were implacable.


At last, weary and afraid, but firmly convinced that they were in the right and must somehow prove it, the Council warned Chios that the only option was war, and the Chians withdrew their embassy.


Much of this history had been suppressed from public debate by the Council, fearing the effect on the morale of their people.  Everyone knew that the Chians were playing a deep game with their uranium, few knew the whole chilling truth.  On that morning, however, the Supreme Councillor took the responsibility for telling the population the whole story, as he knew it.  He was a good man, he had entered politics for all the fine old-fashioned reasons, but he was now leading his dearly loved planet into a war he did not know they could win, and it was his duty to tell them why.


“My God, so that’s it,” Zoë whispered, breaking the pall of silence in the lecture room.  As the numbness of shock ebbed, she felt torn between cold rage and bitter grief.  “Ladies and gentlemen,” she said quietly to the students, “I have no doubt you all wish to be with your families now, before the fighting starts.  Go now, and let us all pray that before long we shall sit in this room again as members of a free, proud people.”  She stopped for a moment to see the sorrowing faces, all so young and full of dreams.  “And may God take you safely through the stars.”  With those traditional words of farewell, the class began to rise and leave.  They made a few noises at Zoë, suggestions of words, and she gave them a quick smile of sympathy and encouragement.  But her eyes were cold.


“How could they!” a girl blurted out, “How could they do this to us?”


“I don’t know,” Zoë replied evenly.  But inside there was rage – how could they indeed, but more to the point how did they.  She intended to find out, and stop them doing it again.


Peter Minyas was lounging elegantly in a seat at the back of the room, watching.  Zoë was hardly older than the students who had shuffled out of the room temporarily broken by the news, yet she stood composed and calculating.  Of course she was a product of her background, but even so he was struck by how far she had left them behind.


She looked at him across the room.  “Well,” she demanded, “where do we start?”  


“Are you sure?”  He uncoiled from the chair as she came down from the dais and walked to the door.  His voice was gentler than usual.


“You said you wanted the best, the bravest and the brightest did you not?  We both know that means me.”


“Yes, it does,” he replied.  “We’ve wanted you for years – for your sake as well as ours.  I need to say this to you though – you’ll face cold dangers as a spy, and you won’t be like a starfighter or a trooper, you’ll face them alone.”


She shrugged him away.  “I’d have thought you would have noticed by now that I expect to do things on my own.  I have never had any intention of becoming some hamstrung, run-around-in-circles, good little starfighter officer.  I think for myself, I have no time for fools and I take very unkindly to anyone telling me what to do – just how far would that get me at military college?”


Minyas laughed, “Admiral in two months or a firing squad in six.”


“Precisely.” There was a glint of wicked humour in her eyes – that could keep her sane, and therefore alive, on Chios . . . and bring her home.


They had been walking down the corridor.  Zoë stopped to face him.  “Look, I’m with you, wherever it leads, but I want to see my mother now.  I don’t suppose I’ll be able to persuade her to stay grounded, and . . .” I might never see her again.


“I understand, Zoë.  You must go to her.”


She looked up at him, at his expression.  “You’re in it for all the right reasons, aren’t you?” she asked softly.  “I see that in your face now.  I couldn’t be so sure before.”


“Before?”  Minyas asked.


“I’ve had my suspicions about you for a long time, but I had to know that you were more than an adventurer.  I’m an adventurer too – the bigger and more dramatic the adventure the better, but,” he was struck by the look on her face, preternaturally old, “but I am ready to be dedicated.  To be totally dedicated in the service of what I hold to be good and true, to serve Delos.  I could never work with anyone whose dedication was anything less – do you understand that?  I haven’t the compromises in me.”


“Hence not the peacetime Starforce?” Minyas asked, understanding more now.


“Exactly.  I mean –“ she tried, as she regularly did, to lighten the moment, “can you really imagine me with all those sweet, eager, freshly-scrubbed little cadets so excited by offworld travel, the jolly communal life, and their endless status games?  I think not.”  She became serious again.  “My parents had their path, and I admire what they achieved, but I am not them, and cannot walk their way.  I have to be a lone wolf.”


Minyas laid a hand on her shoulder.  “Zoë, we are going to do some remarkable fighting, we’re going to do it for all the right reasons, and we are going to do it together.  Our team is made up of individuals, but together we are strong and share our strength.  Joining us you gain, and we gain.”  He gripped her harder, unconsciously.  “We’ve waited for you, Zoë, since you were a schoolgirl.  We knew what you were, but we could not use you, nor you learn from us, until you were ready.  Now do you begin to understand?”


Zoë shrugged his hand away, though not coldly.  “I have been set up,” she reproved him.


“Do you mind?”


There was a pause.  “I suppose not,” she said in the end.  “Sooner or later, destiny will catch up with you.”  She nodded to him, and was gone, running now, to get to her aircar and return home to meet her mother.
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