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				Destruction

				The Voice of Tyrannopolis filled the speakers. There was no way of keeping the Voice out, no way of turning it off. It could seep into any place, the black dust that formed Tyrannopolis. Intelligent dust. Dust that could carry the commands of its ruler, the Octopus Emperor.

				‘Obey!’ said the Voice. ‘You do not obey!’

				The Voice struck chill. Nobody could find an answer to it.

				‘What do you think he’ll do?’ whispered Vawn’s mother, Sheila. ‘Do you think he’ll attack the settlement – the domes?’ The question was not worth answering. Her voice petered out.

				The Voice grated, ‘Give us your children! Surrender the children! The Emperor has made his promise that they will be returned when they have borne children of their own. His word is law. Obey him and you may live at peace. Disobey, and . . .’

				Ispex’s father, Clyde, got up silently and left the room. He went to his sleeping son, knelt by him and shook his shoulder.

				‘Wake up, son! Wake up!’

				Ispex looked blearily at his father and said, ‘I was asleep.’ He groaned and reached, as always, for his spectacles.

				‘I know. Listen, things are happening. Bad things. The Voice threatens – well, you know.’

				‘I know. Threatens to rip up the settlement. Look, Dad, it’s all right. We’ll do what the Emperor wants. Turn ourselves in. It will be all right. It’s not for ever. Just a few years.’

				‘No. We’d never let you sacrifice yourselves.’

				‘You can’t not let us. I mean, think. What’s the alternative? If we don’t do what the Emperor wants, everyone’s finished.’

				‘There is an alternative,’ Clyde said. ‘Escape! Escape in Starstormer!’

				Makenzi was awake now. He said, ‘What? And leave you here to face the Octopus Emperor? He’ll tear the place apart and you’ll all be dead!’

				‘He won’t do that,’ Clyde said, trying to sound sure of himself. ‘We’re no good to him dead. He needs human skills – our hands, our ability to handle tools. And even if he rips up the domes, we can still survive. Just lock ourselves in Control. Isolate ourselves. We’ve plenty of food and water and air—’

				‘Plenty?’ Makenzi said. ‘OK! Then why don’t we stay with you? I mean, all that good food and water and air . . . ?’

				Clyde looked miserable and stayed silent. Ispex nodded at Makenzi and said, ‘There’s not enough of anything for even a few people. Certainly not enough for everyone. So we’ve got to obey the Emperor. Got to go.’

				‘Escape,’ Clyde said, hollowly. ‘Get into Starstormer and get out.’

				‘Starstormer’s a mess,’ Makenzi said. ‘Nothing works properly.’

				More of the parents crowded into the little room. Jass, black and enormous, entered. ‘You lot are getting out,’ he said to Ispex and Makenzi. He grinned. His white teeth seemed to light up his dark face. ‘You’re getting into Starstormer and blasting off. That’s my decision.’ Suddenly all the arguments that had gone before seemed out of date. ‘Get going,’ Jass said to Makenzi.

				Makenzi said, ‘But—’ and obeyed.

				An hour later, the Starstormers blasted off into space. The parents watched them go. Now Jass’s face was a lifeless black mask of misery. The other faces were grey. Meg cried silently in Sheila’s arms. ‘We had to make them go, didn’t we?’ Meg said. ‘It was the only way. It was, wasn’t it?’

				Sheila could not answer. She stared into space, following the dwindling flares of Starstormer’s drives.

				Then the light was gone.

				Very soon, the missiles came. They screamed in, blattering and tearing at the outer atmosphere of Epsilon Cool, searing through it; they ripped through the transparent domes that protected the settlement.

				Jass and Verona, Sheila and Dexter, Clyde and Meg stood on the roof of Control. They watched the destruction. Nobody spoke until Meg said, ‘Shouldn’t we take cover?’ She spoke without particular interest. If one of the projectiles killed her, she would not mind. Her heart was in Starstormer.

				‘They’re not aiming for us,’ Clyde said. ‘Just for the domes.’

				‘They don’t want us dead,’ Sheila said, bitterly. ‘We might come in useful some day. The Octopus Emperor never wastes anything—’ Another missile screamed and ripped. It flew flat, laying waste the domes, then hurtled on, not hitting the ground.

				Verona said, ‘Can’t we put up some sort of fight?’ She looked up at Jass, urging him with her eyes to exert some of his energy and strength. But his face was dead.

				‘Why waste what weapons we’ve got?’ he said. ‘We can’t stop them. We can’t even see the ship they’re using.’

				‘I suppose we can mend the domes,’ she said. ‘Eventually—’

				‘And they can rip them apart again, any time they like,’ Jass replied.

				‘Then why don’t we just give in – quit Epsilon Cool – try to get home to Earth?’ Verona said, knowing what answer she would get.

				She got it. Jass’s eyes came alive and blazed at her. ‘It’s our settlement,’ he said. ‘We made it. We’ll never surrender.’

				Verona, very quietly, replied, ‘Good’. She smiled to herself.

				Sheila shivered. She realised that there was a very slight draught, a gentle wind. She knew what it was: Epsilon Cool’s atmosphere, rushing away from them, escaping into nothingness. Like the children.

				‘Soon we’ll have to go inside,’ she said. She thought, ‘Soon, we won’t be able to breathe. Soon, we’ll have to lock ourselves into our own prison, the one safe place. And the TV eyes will show us all that we made crumbling to nothing. But the children are safe—’

				‘The children!’ Verona said, suddenly and loudly. ‘Why are we standing here? Why aren’t we—’ She ran indoors, into Control, and began scanning on the Navplan radio. Almost at once, she found voices.

				‘. . . Calling Epsilon Cool . . . come in . . .’ It was Tsu speaking. ‘We’re OK, repeat OK, all OK. Come in, Epsilon Cool—’

				‘Tsu! Tsu! You’re really OK? What’s the state of the ship? Is ship OK? Over.’

				The voice that replied was not Tsu’s voice. It was the Voice of Tyrannopolis. It laughed. It said, ‘Over, indeed! It’s all over for you, my dear lady. You have disobeyed. The Emperor is displeased. The Emperor does not tolerate—’

				Verona did not listen. Nor did the others. There was nothing to be said or done. All that remained was a hope, and a poor one at that – that Starstormer would hold together; that the children would find some sort of freedom, somehow, somewhere.
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