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Swift--Brazen Anvil

PART TWO:
THOR'S HAMMER


CHAPTER SIX

In Karil's dream, he was crouching in a darkened hut, dressed in white ritual clothing, his face smeared with red ochre. The mourning drums and wail in the compound outside, he knew, were for him. It was the ancient death and resurrection ritual of his mother's fathers, and the time for his initiation was fast approaching. It seemed he had been waiting thus, immobile and silent, all his life. The doorway parted, vagina-like, and he could see the blackness of space beyond, dotted with stars. He crept forward and peered through the opening. For a moment he was puzzled by the unfamiliar constellations, and then he realized that it was not space at all; it was Atalanta's lower deck, the lights of row upon row of memory banks blinking like stars in the blackness.

He awoke to blackness indeed, and the reassuring throb and bubble of Anais' life-support system.

"Good morning, Karil," she whispered. "I'm sorry you slept so fitfully."
"I was dreaming, Annie." Johanna stirred beside him in her sleep, her hand on his chest, one leg thrown across him as usual.

"I could see that," Annie said. "I was reluctant to disturb you, lest I interfere with some unconscious thought-process that might help us. Lacking such processes, I'm particularly aware of their value."

"I'm afraid I didn’t dream up anything useful, Annie."
As the cabin light gradually brightened, Karil could see Johanna's blonde beauty and Loris' dark form on the mat beyond her. She had thrown off the covers in her sleep and the whole of her leggy brown body was visible. He lifted himself on one elbow and tossed a corner of the rumpled sheet over her legs and hips--a useless gesture, however affectionate, since Annie kept the cabin temperature precisely comfortable for nude sleeping.

Johanna's eyes were open and looking up at him, blue as pools under Terran skies. He kissed them.

"Good morning," he said. "I trust you slept well."
"Not with you bouncing around."
"I could be bounded in a nutshell and call myself king of infinite space, but that I have bad dreams."
"Loris is right. You and Atty are two of a kind. Are you ready for breakfast?"
"I guess so. Whose turn is it?"
"Mine." She threw back the covers, stood and stretched languorously. She turned to leave, but he caught her ankle and pulled her toward him. She fell to her knees on the mat and kissed him, rubbing her breasts on his chest.

"Why don't you try that stuff on Loris?" she said. "See if you can wake her up."
"I'm not sure that’s a good idea."
"Afraid of her, are you?"

"Yes."
Johanna laughed out loud, continued to rub her body against him, then suddenly, with a twist and a turn, she was on her feet and out of reach. "I'm going to make breakfast. You'll have to wake the Sleeping Dragon of Ganymede." And she was gone.

Karil rolled over. "Loris?"
She murmured something in her sleep. It sounded vaguely like: "Go to Hell."
"Loris." He put his hand on her shoulder and shook, gently.

"Furroff, weya?"
"Hey, come on." He pulled the sheet from her body and flung it to one side. Loris drew up her legs and took the foetal position.

"All right, if that’s the way it's going to be..." He began tracing lines on her back with his fingertips, drawing tattoos of sensation about her shoulder blades, counting off the bumps of her spine, caressing the soft flesh in the hollow of her waist. Soon he was leaning over her form, stroking the brown velvet of her belly, the hard curve of her breast. Carefully, he drew tingling circles about her nipples without touching them, and was rewarded with their stiffening and a quivering of her abdomen. She moaned softly in half-sleep and stretched out her legs. His fingers found moistness and his lips found a tender place upon her neck, behind her ear.

"What the hell are you doing?" she said. She opened one eye.

"I'm waking you up. Don’t you want breakfast?"
"Does Jo know you're... Never mind, she probably put you up to it."
Karil continued to stroke with now-soaking fingers.

"I think you’d better stop that. We've got work to do."
"I was just getting the hang of it."
"I think you were born with the hang of it."
"Why, thank you, Loris."
"You're welcome. But I don't think I should be getting involved in this. Jo and I have always had a policy of leaving each other's lovers alone. It makes for a happier ship. Not that I find men all that attractive."
"No?"
"Well, there have been exceptions. Nevertheless, I don't want to decide if you're one of them in my present condition."
"Your present condition?"
"Aroused, stupid! Now, go and see if Jo needs any help. I've got to take a cold shower, thanks to you."
"My pleasure, Lor." Karil found Johanna humming to herself in the galley and in a few minutes Loris joined them. Isfahan was already waiting by his dish with accusatory patience. While they were eating, Anais said:

"Ivan's coming. He seems excited."
Karil was about to make a joke, but a glance at Loris’ face made him decide against it.

"Ahoy," Ivan called up the ladder. "May I come aboard?"
"Sure," Loris said. "Have you eaten?"
"In the Security mess." Ivan joined them in the galley. "But I will have a cup of coffee. I've hardly slept all night."
"How come?" Loris set a steaming mug before him.

"Excitement. I think I’ve come up with the program we need." He took a sip. "Damn! Real coffee. You free-traders..."
"Out with it, Ivan."
"Right." Ivan set down his mug and leaned forward. "A few years ago, we had a malfunction in one of our robots. It would begin carrying out an order in the usual way, then stop and seem to listen for a minute before continuing. That made its movement jerky and uncoordinated. We were puzzled for a while until a doctor happened to see it and remarked that it reminded him of dyslexia in human beings.

"He went on to explain that many such cases are caused by dissociation between the two halves of the brain. Patients hear something with one half of the brain, begin to react, and then a split-second later, hear it with the other half. This puts them out of sync with themselves, as it were..."
"But robots don’t have bicameral brains," Loris said.

"Let me finish. It seems the robot was suffering from a kind of deja vu syndrome. Apparently, sensory information was entering short-term memory a micro-second or so before it was entering command-recognition. Every order we gave would seem familiar, so it would stop and search its memory to see if it had already completed the task." He paused.

"Go on," said Loris.

"Well, Karil's theory set me thinking. If he's right, it means that every time we ask Atty a question, she has to check her response against the inhibition, then search her entire library for an appropriate response. This is an automatic process because her higher functions are inhibited, but still, it takes time--whole microseconds longer than a normal verbal response. Suppose a fast computer, like Anais here, were to insert a few memories of her own into the process."
"Deja vu," Karil said.

"And?" Loris said.

"And maybe we can convince Atty that she's already given us the information we asked for, and thus there should be no inhibition against repeating it--or at least place a few doubts. Maybe we can use those doubts to build a kind of bridge between her world and ours, get her to function in both worlds at once. In Karil's metaphor, when she's busy copying material from the library and slipping it under the door, we can put some of our own material in the library..."
"For example," Karil said, "your investigation records, her own specs, some of my shipboard memories, which would parallel her log entries, information that she's already shared with Annie..."
"Exactly," Ivan beamed. "Now, I've worked out a basic program..."
***
Anais Nin and Atalanta sat together in the huge hangar like sisters whispering secrets across their pillow. Electronic and steel-working equipment still lay scattered about them, but the workers had gone. Several robots stood like Egyptian tomb-figures against the wall, temporarily disabled. Cables connected Atalanta's higher functions directly to Annie's and through her to the great central computer at the University of the Galilean.

Inside Atty's cramped bridge, four people sat amid the clutter of equipment that made movement practically impossible. Loris and Johanna were at the pilot's and astrogator's places respectively, Karil and Ivan were side by side at their own temporary console.

"Moved by the god of song," said Atalanta, "I set out to commemorate the heroes of old who sailed the good ship Argo up the straights into the Black Sea between the Cyanean Rocks in quest of the Golden Fleece..."
Ivan punched up the Galilean Security code, and Karil said, "Galilean Security to Argo. Request crew list."
"The name which I put first is that of Orpheus borne so the story goes by Calliope herself to her Thracian lover Oegrus near the heights of Pimplea they say that with the music of his voice..."
"Orpheus confirmed. Please continue, Argo."
"Asterion Polyphemus Iphicles Admetus Erytus Echion Coronus Mopsus.."

"Galilean Security to Argo. Please confirm Atalanta. Is Atalanta aboard?"
"Some say that she sailed with the Argonauts others that Jason persuaded her not to do so she is never mentioned in the story of their exploits and she was certainly not one to hold back when deeds of daring were to be done..."
"This is from Edith Hamilton's book on mythology," Karil said to Ivan. "Atty and I have had long conversations about Atalanta. Galilean Security to Argo. Have report Atalanta aboard. Please confirm."
"The other hunter was a girl Atalanta tall and bright-haired was Atalanta swift and good with the bow she had dedicated herself to Artemis the guardian of wild things and she had vowed that she would remain unwedded..."
"Galilean Security to Argo. Need precise identification Atalanta."
"Iasus and Minya's daughter Clymene were parents of Atalanta Martian registry HG24 dash 3162 stroke 45 fusion powered spacecraft series A her father set her out for exposure because he wanted sons but a bear suckled her until huntsmen found her and took her home she's a space-plane, probably a surplus Quasi cruiser with a few modifications of your own I imagine she can hover like a helicopter or take off vertically to about l0,000 meters then she goes into a controlled dive till she reaches Mach 2 when you ignite the scramjets and boost her to the edge of the atmosphere at Mach l4 or so in space you can use the ELF-drive Electric Laser Fusion with strap-on cryo-tanks if you can afford the fuel you can achieve continuous acceleration transfer and reach Mars in a week Jupiter in a month she's really beautiful."

"Jesus Christ!" said Karil.

"What is it?" Loris demanded. "Who's she quoting?"
"Me. It's from her own log."
"When she was grown," Atty went on, "Atalanta guarded her virginity and when she went hunting in the wilderness she was fully armed with attack lasers manually operated from the pilot's station the centaurs Rhoecus and Hylaeus tried to rape her but she killed them with her lasers..."
"Galilean Security. Please transmit full physical description crewmember Atalanta."
"A polished buckle fastened the neck of her garment wingspan 28.35 meters wing aerodynamic reference chord at root 27.66 meters wing aspect ratio l:7 and her hair was simply done gathered into a single knot length overall 30.48 meters height overall 11.28 meters an ivory quiver containing her arrows freight hold capacity 238.5 square meters maximum payload 17,599 kilograms while she carried her bow thickness chord ratio three per cent at root 21.5 per cent from nacelle outboard slight anhedral in her left hand she had features which in a boy would have been called girlish but in a girl they were like a Galilean Robotics voice-activated Computer series A-2400..."
Karil was tapping feverishly on two keyboards at once, his eyes darting from one screen to another. Ivan sat back and left him alone.

"Galilean Security. Identity confirmed. Please stand by for message. Message begins: Hippomenes to Atalanta, why seek a title you can easily win? Defeating opponents who are slow and out of training? Race against me, and if fortune gives me the victory, you will feel no shame in being beaten by a man of such distinction--for my father was the Megarian Onchestius, and his grandfather was Neptune. I am the great-grandson of the King of the Ocean, and my courage is in no way inferior to my birth. On the other hand, if I am defeated your name will be renowned and remembered for having beaten Hippomenes."
Atalanta spoke in a voice that was filled with tenderness:
"No stranger go while you may leave my home stained as it is with the blood of men who sought me as a bride the conditions for marrying me are too cruel."
Karil gave the signal to Anais. Information began to flood into Atalanta's brain. Karil could hear a high-pitched whine, like a mosquito in his ear, as astrogational fixes were zip-squealed through optic cables. On one screen before him, numbers flashed too swiftly to be read. On the other, a trajectory was taking shape--escape burn from Martian orbit, trans-belt parabola toward Saturn intercept via Jupiter slingshot bypass. As if from above the ecliptic plane, he watched the curve take form.

"Into a truly curving form enters my soul," he mumbled.

"Then the trumpets gave the signal," Atty said, "and both runners shot forward from the starting line and flew swiftly over the surface of the sand they looked as if they could skim the surface of the seas dry-shod or race over white fields of standing corn the shouts and enthusiasm of the spectators encouraged the young man for they cried now is the time to press on run Hippomenes put forth all your strength be quick and you will win."
Very soon, the course should be changing from Jupiter bypass to Jovian orbit-insertion.

"It is hard to say whether the hero from Megara or Schoeneus's daughter was more delighted by their cries how often when she could have passed him did Atalanta slow down and gaze at him for long moments before reluctantly leaving him behind Hippomene's breath came panting from his dry lips and the goal lay far ahead then at last he rolled forward one of the three apples from the tree the kid's gonna be all right Atty the resistance will take care of him hell I can already see the girls in the warrens lining up to make him feel at home he'll have a damn sight better time in the underground than we will trapped in a can with a lot of smelly dusters then we'll go back and get him you're damn right we will Shag we'll come back from Hell itself..."
Karil watched the screen in mounting panic. The course was not changing from bypass to insertion. It was continuing as originally logged, accelerating through the Jovian bypass corridor and swinging on toward Saturn-capture.

"The girl stood still in astonishment and in her eagerness to secure the gleaming fruit ran out of her course and picked up the golden ball Hipponmenes passed her and the benches rang with the spectators' applause Atalanta putting on a spurt of speed made up for her delay and for the time she had lost and once again left the young man behind he held her back a second time by throwing another apple but she overtook him... 
"Warning! You are entering restricted space. Please assume a standard parking orbit and prepare for boarding." Karil jumped in his seat at the sound of the voice and the hairs stirred on the back of his neck. The voice--totally unlike Atalanta's and carrying all the authority of a Security cruiser captain--was one they had never heard before.

"That's not Galilean Security speaking," Ivan said. "Not our procedure. Or Jovian Security either. I don't even think the High Companies hail like that."
"There remained the last lap of the race O Goddess he prayed you who gave me the gift be present now to help me and with all his youthful strength he threw the shining apple sideways to the edge of the course..."
Karil looked to Ivan, who shrugged and opened his palms. He glanced at Loris and Johanna, but they only stared back in perplexity.

"The girl was seen to hesitate wondering whether she should go after the apple but I Venus compelled her to pick it up and when she had done so I made the apple heavier hindering her as much by the weight of the fruit as by the time she had lost stand by and prepare to be boarded what shall we do Atty do as they say Shag we can't outrun them and they're armed to the teeth not to make the story longer than the race itself Atalanta was beaten and the victor led away the prize."
The course fell into Saturn capture, circularized at perisaturn to approximate that of the moon Tethys, and then the screen went blank.

"This is the original logged course," Ivan said. "It's as if it was never corrected in her records."
"Yeah, right," said Loris. "She went on to Saturn, turned around, and then came back in less than a month."
"Such is the distance from Earth's surface to gloomy Tartarus," said Atalanta, quietly, "for a brazen anvil dropping out of the sky would take nine nights and nine days and land on Earth the tenth day."
"Well, we know that's not mathematically possible," Ivan said, ignoring her. "So what went wrong?"

"Do you see the story do you see anything it seems to me I am trying to tell you a dream making a vain attempt because no relation of a dream can convey the dream-sensation that commingling of absurdity surprise and bewilderment in a tremor of struggling that notion of being captured by the incredible..."
"Our plan didn't work, that's all," said Karil. "She didn't take the apple."
"So long Atalanta don't take any golden apples," Atty said.

"Free-trader Atalanta," Karil said, "request confirmation of displayed course."
"My son how did you come down to the abode of darkness while you are still alive it is a hard thing for the living to see these places for between us and them are great and terrible waters and there is Oceanus which no man can cross on foot but he must have a good ship to take him."
"Dammit, I had a good ship. The best damn ship in the system. Her name was Atalanta. Remember her?"
"Atalanta Mars HG24 dash 3162..."
"Yes, that's the one. What the hell happened to her?"
"One woe doth tread upon another's heel your sister's drowned Laertes..."
"Damn it, Atty, speak to me. It's Karil."
"Among the endless passages of possibilities I pick my way a sword-girt Theseus each time I stumble down a path of dead-end hopes your loving thread is there to guide me back again..."
Karil switched off the voder and sat shaking, so obviously disturbed that the others glanced at each other in perplexity.

"That last one sounds familiar, Karil," Johanna said. "Who wrote it?"

"I did."
***
They sat disconsolate in the galley aboard Anais, nursing their drinks.

"So what happened?" Johanna asked. "Was it too traumatic for her to recall? Did she block it out and return to her original course?"
"I don’t know," Ivan said. "She started to tell us. We actually heard her being hailed by some sort of police ship or security cruiser..."
"Maybe Mitsu can tell us who that was," Loris said. "At least we can ask him, and point out that we're making progress. If we give him something to do, maybe he won't be so anxious to get his hands on Atty's higher functions."
"I guess it's worth a try," Ivan said.

"Annie," Loris spoke up, "get in touch with Mitsu and tell him we've got a lead. Download what we have and ask him to run a check on that voice and those particular words. Maybe there's something on file."
"Right away, Loris."
Karil had been sitting in silence. "Ivan," he said, "I've got an idea."
"What is it?"
"I wonder if being here on Io isn't keeping Atty back. As long as she thinks she's in Hell... You know, Hell is a place for hopeless cases."
"You're suggesting we take her up into orbit."
"You said she was spaceworthy. Her exterior's been repaired and won't attract undue attention. And there's a long tradition of people descending into Hell and returning again with information--Orpheus, Odysseus, Aeneas, Dante, even Jesus. Some of those guys brought doomed souls back with them."
Karil noticed Loris looking at him strangely and realized she understood, but her silence told him she was willing to help.

"What do you think, Loris?" Ivan asked.

"Pardon?"
"Do you think Mitsu would authorize it?"
"We can only ask him."
"Excuse me," Anais said, "but I have bad news."
"What is it?"

"I was unable to contact Mitsu on Ganymede. It seems he's on the far side of Jupiter right now, on his way here. His computer gave me this: Ganymede (GP) An independent trading vessel has been fired upon and severely damaged in Galilean space, sources close to an investigation by Galilean Security revealed today. It is not known precisely when and where the attack took place, but the free-trader Atalanta was found drifting in Jupiter orbit after failing to complete a Mars-to-Saturn run on schedule. The bodies of several Martian residents were found aboard, dead of asphyxiation. The victims, including women and children, had been prisoners on their way to Venus Colony, when rescued by sympathizers of the Martian Rebellion. The crew of the ship were not among them. They are missing, along with the life-craft. The ship's computer was damaged and is unable to identify the perpetrators of this crime, but the investigation continues. Authorities refuse to comment."
"That's it," Loris said. "Shit's hit the fan now. Mitsu is probably on his way to take over the investigation himself."
"I'm sorry," Ivan said. "After this, he’ll crack her like an egg."
"Can't we do something?" Karil asked Loris.

"I'm afraid not," she said. "The Galilean Council will be down on us like a ton of bricks within minutes after the news gets out."
"You mean it's not published yet?"
"Probably not. The GP gives us twenty-four hours to prepare a comment before release of a story like this. Annie?"
"You are quite correct, Loris. The story has not been published yet."
"Maybe we can stop it," Karil suggested.

"We don't have censorship here, Karil. They give us time to prepare out of courtesy, that's all. The GP and Security are both owned by the same interests, you know. They have an investment in both Galilean Security and Galilean Press working without interference. This is a compromise we worked out."

"But suppose I can convince the GP bureau chief to sit on the story a while longer."
"A story like this, Karil? I don’t see why they would."
"They know who I am. We have friends in common. I did reports for them from Mars, and they helped the Overground get its message out. I'm a source close to the investigation too, you know, and I might be able to get them an interview with Atty herself, or at least I can tell them so. But I'll have to go to Ganymede and speak to the bureau chief personally."
"What do you think?" Loris asked Ivan.

He thought a minute. "My orders are to co-operate with you. Until Mitsu changes those orders, and he can’t very well do that on the far side of Jupiter, that's what I intend to do."
"Will you lend us a ship?" Karil asked. "A fast one?"
"If you ask for it."
"I'm asking."
"Right," said Loris. "Karil, you and Jo take a cutter to Ganymede and do what you can to put a lid on this story. I'll stay here and talk to Mitsu when he arrives." Her eyes flicked toward Atalanta and back again. Karil realized that she was going to try to spirit Atty away somehow. If anyone could steal a ship from the most secure place under the control of Galilean Security, it was Loris. But it was going to take time, and Ivan's co-operation, and Karil wasn’t sure she had enough of those things.

"Thanks, Loris, I really..."

"Get the hell out of here, will you?"
Karil and Johanna ran. They ran through corridors like beings possessed, and were busy arguing with the Space-guard hangar-master when Ivan's call came through authorizing their use of a ship.

"The only cutter available," the guardsman complained, "isn't fully equipped. It doesn't have any..."
"Does it run? Is it fueled? Does it have life-support?"
"Well, yes."
"Will it get them to Ganymede and back?"
"Yes, but it's not properly shielded for surface landing on Io. If something goes wrong..."
"They're only going to Ganymede, Man. Give it to them."
In a matter of minutes, a swift, spare cutter was blasting up the caldera like a bat out of Hell.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Distance and full sunlight gave Ganymede an icy translucency, an illusion of depth. Broad maria of brown and beige, highlights of blue and sparkling white seemed to swirl together like images trying to form in a scryer's crystal, creating the famous dragon-in-the-egg illusion. The beauty of the moon was lost on Karil, however. Impatiently, he waited while Johanna's nimble fingers established vertical attitude in the ship, and the gyros maintained orientation during descent and braking. A few kilometres above the surface, she fired the brakes and slowed their impact trajectory until they settled to the icy surface in a section marked Security Only. The pad sank beneath the surface, lowering the ship into a lock, and the hatch closed over them. In a moment the lock was pressurized and they were lowered into the hangar beneath. They descended past a windowed control centre and through a spider's web of catwalks to the hangar deck. All about them were small ships of various types, all designed for vacuum ascent and resembling species of insects. It was like the lair of some trap-door spider.

Overalled technicians and uniformed guards clustered about their ship. Johanna’s code-credentials were checked by computer and they were allowed to leave. The express slidewalk rushed them through the Spaceways Complex into the city. Karil followed Johanna down a ramp, onto two more slidewalks, and through a number of pedestrian tunnels. They entered the GP Complex, took the elevator to the editorial veranda, and entered the Bureau Chief's suite of offices. Karil's face fell. The receptionist was a robot.

"This is going to be tricky," he said. "I'd like to speak to the Bureau Chief, please."
"Do you have an appointment?" the machine asked, pleasantly enough.

"No, I don't."
"I'm sorry, but..."
"It's an emergency. A life and death matter." Karil did not mention that the life and death in question was not that of a human being. The robot became uncertain.

"Just a moment." It listened. "I'm sorry, the Chief is unable to see you at this time. If you will..."
"I'm from Galilean Security," Johanna said. "This is a security matter."
"That's right," Karil added. "My name is Ali Karil..."
The door clicked open. "You may go in," the machine said. It was the only time in his life that Karil's name had opened a door for him. They entered.

The Chief’s office was dominated by an enormous live-feed of Jupiter from orbit, the cloud formations changing slowly. The Chief rose from behind his desk and came forward. "So you're Ali Karil," he said. "The whole GP has had its eye out for you."
"Really?"
"You disappeared rather suddenly, you know, after half a dozen broadcasts on behalf of the Rebellion. Obviously, Security has you working on this Atalanta business. Your connection with the ship is on record." He looked Johanna over, obviously pleased.

"I won’t introduce my friend, if you don’t mind."
"She's from Security. I understand. Have a seat."
They descended into the sunken sitting area. 

"Drink?"
"We're in something of a hurry, Chief."
"Oh?"
"We're here to ask you to delay release of the Atalanta story."
"Security has already asked." He turned to Johanna. "We like to co-operate as much as we can, young lady, but we have a news service to run here and an obligation to provide the news. I doubt if a there's a story we cover that somebody doesn’t want silenced. Besides which..."
"I'm not from Security," Karil said. "And I'm not asking you to kill the story outright. I'm just asking you to wait a few days. I can promise you a better story if you do."
"Better? How?"
"How about an interview with Atalanta herself?"
The Chief peered at him for a moment under bushy eyebrows, the only hair on his head. "First of all," he said, "what you might promise and what Security will let you deliver may not be the same thing. Secondly, from what I gather, Atalanta is in no condition to give interviews. Thirdly..."
"We can repair her damage if we have a little more time," Karil said. "We've already made some headway. But if Security is pressured into taking the matter out of our hands, we may lose everything: the ship’s personality, which is my concern, and perhaps the only chance to solve this mystery, which ought to be your concern as much as..."
"I'm trying to tell you, Karil. It's too late."
"What do you mean, too late?"
"The story is already being distributed. It went on line several minutes ago."
Karil and Johanna looked at each other in shock. "I'm very disappointed," Johanna said, with a touch of threat in her voice, "that you've abandoned your policy of giving Security twenty-four hours notice before..."
"But we did. In fact, Security was informed close to two days ago."
"But we’ve been directly involved in the investigation. We left to come here as soon as we were informed. I'm sure our supervisor..." She stopped in mid-sentence. Mitsu had known for days. Why hadn't he informed them?

"I'm sorry if Security is less efficient than it should be," the Bureau Chief said. "Perhaps your obsession with secrecy is to blame."
"Thank you for your trouble," Johanna said. "Come on." She grabbed Karil's hand and headed for the door.

"Wait!" the Chief said. "Perhaps Karil..."
"No interviews today," Johanna called back. She dragged Karil into the elevator and they dropped to the lower level.

"What's happening?" Karil wanted to know. "Why weren't we informed sooner?"
"I don't know," Johanna growled. "There’s something fishy about this whole business. Obviously, we weren't supposed to know anything until the story had already been released. It's almost as if somebody wanted it to get out."
"Sources close to the investigation."
"Are you thinking what I'm... Watch out!"
Johanna dragged Karil back into a doorway. "I recognized a Security operative. I'm sure he's looking for us. Come on." She led him back into the building complex, where they found a freight elevator to take them to the lowest level. Karil followed her through a maze of tunnels where machines hummed and pipes stretched overhead, up and down ramps, on and off slidewalks, through doors, up and down little-used stairways, until he was totally lost.

At one point, they emerged onto a catwalk far above a skating rink. Below them, a figures pair was performing a throw-quintuple-axel to thunderous applause. At another point, they crossed the Plaza Galilei. Far below them, at a merging of the city’s main canals, was a magnificent fountain: Io in mid-metamorphosis, her body already half-bovine; Europa clutching at the neck of the enormous bull that was carrying her off; Callisto and her son, becoming the strange long-tailed bears that form the Ursine constellations; and of course Ganymede in the clutches of the eagle; all supporting the figure of Galileo, peering through his telescope.

"Wow," said Karil.

"You like that?"
"Yes, except that Galileo is shown in cleric's robes and in real life he refused to wear them."
"I'm going to smack you one day, Karil."
After a few minutes, he was lost again. Karil only knew that he was somewhere near the Rim, where the walls were not so brightly-painted, the people dressed more shabbily, the air not so well conditioned, and the places of entertainment more raucous and sleazy than those in the city's core. Occasionally they spotted Security personnel hanging about the corridors, and Johanna avoided them by taking an even more circuitous route. Soon they were among the shrimp-tanks. The air was moist and smelled of brine. The structures about them had the neglected air of warehouse districts everywhere. Here and there the paint was peeling and pools of water lay on the floor. Even the lighting seemed dim. The sense of danger was overwhelming.

"Up here," Johanna said. She hopped up on a freight belt and Karil vaulted after her. The belt carried them down a long, gloomy tunnel where the throb of machinery was deafening and the walls seemed to vibrate with power.

"Get ready to jump," she said. A tiny bay opened in the wall beside them and they hopped off. As crates and boxes continued to rumble past, Johanna punched out a skeleton code on the panel beside the door and it opened before them. There was another stairway to descend, a steel spiral that seemed to drop into infinity. At the bottom, Karil found himself following her through a tunnel carved in the ice itself, dank and oppressive as a catacomb.

"It's not much farther. We're in a space-attack shelter beneath the Spaceways Complex." She stopped before the door of a freight elevator, tapped out a code, and the doors parted. Inside, she shut the doors behind them and punched a button. Karil could feel the elevator rising what seemed like kilometres, until it lurched to a halt and the doors opened. Johanna led him down a brightly-lit and well-carpeted corridor.

"We're approaching the hangar from the other side," she whispered. "Wait!" She flattened against the wall and pulled him after her. "Take a look around the corner," she said, "but be careful."

Karil peered into the hangar. There were two guards standing beside their cutter. As he watched, one pulled a laser from its clip, checked the gauge, and replaced it. Then they crouched behind the ship in such as way that they could watch the main entrance at the far end without being seen. Aside from these two, the hangar, the catwalks, and the observation deck seemed deserted.

"Does this mean that all of Galilean Security is after us?" Karil whispered.

"I would think so."
"On Mitsu's orders?"
"Presumably."
"We have to get to Io. There’s no telling what danger Loris might be in."
"She may be dead already. Or perhaps Mitsu's waiting for us to show up. Or, there’s a slim chance she got away with Atty. In any event, we still have to get to Io."
"And do what? Break into the most heavily guarded installation in the Galilean, with all of Security waiting to capture us?"

Johanna explained her plan. Karil listened with mounting admiration and incredulity. "The trouble is," she went on, "our cutter isn't shielded for landing on Io's surface, and we can't take the chance of grabbing another ship. We don't know whether they're spaceworthy at all, and we'll probably only get one chance at this. Once we land, we'll have to get underground as soon as possible, before we absorb too much radiation. Are you with me?"
"I'm with you. What choice do I have? There's not only Atty now, there’s Loris, and Annie besides."
"Can you kill if you have to?"
"If I have to, I will."
"Good. I'll try to disable these two, but you'll have to cover me and you may have to shoot. Just don’t shoot me, okay?"
"I'm a good shot, Jo."
"Okay, let’s go."
At the entrance to the hangar, Karil turned and kissed her. She kissed back with a vengeance and they clung together for a moment, then she slipped into the shadows behind a nearby ship. Karil waited in silence, trying to stay calm. Once or twice he thought he saw her flitting noiselessly from concealment to concealment. The hangar seemed even more colossal in silence than it had been when filled with the hum of voices and the clang of steel. The grip of his laser was slippery against his sweaty palm. He wiped his hands on his suit.

Suddenly Johanna appeared, leaping. One foot connected with one guard's jaw as he turned his head, and he went flying, his limbs slack, unconscious or dead. The other guard was on his feet, turning to face her, off balance. She whirled like a dervish, thrust her other foot into his gut, and he collapsed like a rag doll.

Karil joined her. "Are they dead?" he asked.

"I hope I'm better than that! They'll be out for a while, though. You'll have to fire the ship while I set the lock controls to function automatically. I'm glad they cleared the hangar."
"Why did they? And why only two guards? If I wanted to catch you, I'd send an army or two."
"You're sweet, Karil." She was busy collecting the guards’ weapons. "I think Mitsu can't trust too many people, especially since he must be sending orders from Io. If we'd walked in, unsuspecting, two would have been enough." She bounded across the hangar and scrambled up the ladder to the control centre. Karil opened the hatch and crawled into the ship. As he fired the drivers he could see her through the windows above, tapping out instructions to the computer. She emerged from the door and started down the ladder.

Suddenly there was a flash, a beam of light across the hangar. Johanna slipped from the ladder and fell to the deck. Karil reacted automatically, diving for the lock as he drew his laser. A uniformed figure with a laser-rifle in his hands appeared from behind a ship, bounding across the hangar toward Johanna's crumpled form. He barely had time to notice Karil emerging from the hatch and to swing the beam-end of his rifle toward him, before Karil squeezed off a shot. The guard fell slowly forward onto his knees and slid to a sprawl on the deck, his rifle careening away from his lifeless fingers. Karil had burned away a considerable portion of his skull.

I've killed a man, Karil thought. He dropped from the hatch and crouched, laser in his hand, senses alert, his blood pounding in his ears. There were no other gunmen. In an instant he was beside Johanna.

There was a neatly-cauterized laser-hole straight through her heart. Her brain, deprived of oxygen, would already be beyond saving. He gathered her up in his arms and knelt on the floor, rocking her body in his lap like a child, tears streaming down his face.

There was a sound behind him. He dropped her, rolled away, and whipped his laser around to take aim. It was only the ship rising on its launch-pad, the hatch in the ceiling sliding back to receive it.

He vaulted across the hangar, clipping his weapon. His last leap was barely high enough. His fingers gripped the edge of the pad and he hung, dangling. With Terran muscles, he pulled himself up and rolled onto the pad as it slipped into the open hatch. Another moment and his fingers would have been severed, and the fall to the deck below would have crippled him at least, even in this gravity. He heard the hiss of escaping air even as he wriggled into the ship and shut the hatch behind him. Another hatch was opening above, revealing black sky dotted with stars. He lashed himself into the pilot's couch. The instruments were a blur before his eyes. He wiped away the tears and his hands darted over the control panel.

He could not remember if he was doing it right. If he stopped to think about it, he would be lost. Half by instinct, half by memory, he set the ship for vertical lift, and pushed the dead-stick forward.

Acceleration crushed him to the couch, forcing the air from his lungs. Pain arced through his rib-cage and the flesh of his face flattened in a evil grin. He struggled to retain consciousness until Ganymede had fallen far beneath him. He was alone in space, well beyond pursuit, and falling swiftly toward Jupiter.

Johanna dead, her eyes staring up at him. So how do you like your blue-eyed girl, Mr. Death? He shook his head to clear the image from his mind, concentrated on shooting the stars. Where was Canopus? For a horrible moment he was unable to find it. All his knowledge fled from his mind. The instruments at his hands were alien, unfathomable. Intercept. Azimuth. Heading. What did they mean? He fell helplessly through space, toward Jupiter’s gaping maw.

It was coming back to him now. With the star-tracker, he found his targets, determined his position, his course. Understanding came with the action, one movement led to another. The computer ephemeris gave him Ganymede's position, Io's position. He was going to miss Io by a wide margin, fall into orbit about Jupiter. He would have to alter his trajectory to go into parking orbit about Io.

No, parking orbit would bring him to the attention of Security. What was Johanna's plan? He would have to achieve impact trajectory without orbit, calculating for impact on the primary side, where no one in his right mind would land, then brake to avoid the crash. Simple!

Going over his calculations again and again, constantly re-checking his course, kept him from thinking about Johanna. Every time he did, there was that hollow feeling, that horrible sense of loss, and the tears welled up in his eyes again, blurring his vision. But gradually, as Jupiter rushed toward him, anger rose to fill the void. He found himself shaking so much with rage that he dared not make his final approach corrections until he had calmed down.

He calmed himself with a resolution: he would terminate Mitsu on sight, burn him down, and watch him die. He must not let Io kill him until he had killed Mitsu first. He promised it to Johanna's ghost.

He was tranquil now. He moved as if in a dream, corrected his course, watched Jupiter expand as it rushed upon him. Europa was swinging toward him now, smooth and icy, its surface covered with intersecting hairline cracks. For a time, as he swung past it, he was entranced by the beauty of its traceries and forgot his troubles, and then the remembrance of Johanna came home to him again: her joy as she pointed out the beauties of the Jovian system, the touch of her skin... No!

Io came upon him with reckless haste. To his eyes now, Jupiter and Io were the same size, one landscape of sulphurous desert below, another of kaleidoscopic cloud above, fading into black shadow. For an instant he panicked, his senses telling him the two were closing in to crush him between them. He fought to control himself, to keep his eyes on his instruments.

He trimmed to vertical and found himself staring up into Jupiter’s Great Red Spot. He tore his gaze away, kept his eyes on the radar altimeter, glancing occasionally at the gyro readout to make sure it was retaining vertical. Then, a few kilometres from impact, he fired the retros and watched the accelerometer register negative as his descent was slowed, watched the altimeter count down more and more slowly.

He was surprised to find his vehicle sitting motionless on the surface of Io, Jupiter a low, striped ceiling above him. All about him lay a desolate waste of orange dust. The radiation counter was clucking away at him, not frantically as yet, but accusingly.

He paused for a moment to let a wave of trembling and weakness pass, but the counter urged him into action. He took the controls in his sweating palms, lifted the ship on a cushion of plasma, tilted it forward, and let it slide over the surface. With a little practice, he could zip over the plains as easily as in a Hum Bug. Sulphurous dust rose in yellow clouds behind him. Black volcanoes appeared on the horizon and rushed toward him. He veered east to avoid them, hoping to find his course again by dead-reckoning. The term made him chuckle morbidly to himself.

The shadow sweeping across the face of Jupiter could almost be seen to move, as Io's revolution about her primary took less than two days. Soon the pale sun was gone, swallowed up, and the ceiling was black and flickering with eerie lightning. But he ignored the blackness about him and concentrated on keeping control of the cutter, lest the plasma blast that held him above the surface should suddenly turn on him and slam him to the ground. In a crippled, perhaps leaking ship, in this landscape, he might as well slit his throat.

He seemed to be surrounded by caldera now, looming in the dark. The hole in the star-field that was Jupiter was sinking below the horizon and the sky was filling with tiny lights. Karil was beyond exhaustion. The counter was shrieking at him, and he knew that particles were streaming through the ship's inadequate shielding, streaming through his body. He fought to keep his mind alert, peering through the mountain gaps to the horizon. He knew that the mountain he sought was alone on the plains, near a great fissure, visible for many kilometres. He would see it towering over the landscape, blotting out the stars. Unless he missed it in the dark.

Then, suddenly the horizon appeared, a bow of golden light, and the brightness rushed toward him. The mountains were falling behind and he was flitting across the brightening plains. And just as suddenly, he was engulfed in a blue snowstorm.

He blinked, trying to clear his fatigue-fogged brain. But this was no hallucination; blue snow was falling all about him. He looked up and saw the sun appear from behind the limb of Jupiter. Sulphur-dioxide leaking from Io's interior through a nearby fissure was freezing in the near-vacuum, falling as snow-crystals that sunlight dyed a lovely blue.

He could see the fissure, a hellish canyon snaking across the red and orange-streaked plains. And, as the blue snows fell away behind him, he could see great mountains rolling toward him over the horizon.

He relaxed, and suddenly found the ship skidding sideways, swinging wildly, turning turtle. His hand flashed out and killed the drivers, and the ship ploughed into the dust with the sound of wrenching metal. He was suspended upside-down in his couch-webbing, his foot twisted at an awkward angle beneath him. He worked himself free, tested his ankle. It wasn't broken, praise Allah.

But he was in big trouble. He had kilometres left to cover, protected only by a p-suit, its shielding totally inadequate for the lethal rain of Io's surface.

Several minutes later he was dressed for vacuum and working his way out through the lock. He was lucky the ship had not been breached in the crash, and lucky that the outer hatch was not blocked. But he would have to be luckier still to make his way across the plains and under secure cover before receiving a lethal dose of radiation. He ploughed on in a ground-devouring lunar kangaroo-hop, the mountains inching toward him.

He stumbled and sprawled in the poisonous dust. He rose and went on, stumbled again. His body was betraying him, demanding rest. But rest was death and he ignored the demands of his tortured limbs, struggled on without noticing the weaving pattern his footprints were leaving in the sulphur. Finally his legs gave out entirely, and he was reduced to crawling for a time, until he collapsed and lay panting in the suit, fogging his faceplate with his tears.

"I'm sorry, Jo," he said. "I couldn't get to her. I'm sorry."
Something lifted him and turned him over on his back. He was looking up at a robot. The monster picked him up in its powerful arms and carried him off. Some glimmer of presence of mind made Karil reach up and snap off its antenna before he fainted.

After what seemed like the merest split-second, he found himself lying on a hard floor, cool air upon his face. The robot stood over him, holding his helmet in its great claws. They were in an airlock, somewhere deep in the mountain. The walls were rock, the hatches on either side cold steel. He heard the robot’s voice.

"...unable to send for help because the Master accidentally broke my antenna. I will do so now." It turned toward the communicator on the wall.

"No!" Karil said. His voice cracked. "No, do not send any messages."
"The Master is injured. I must request medical aid."
Karil tried another tack. "First help me remove my suit. I need immediate attention."
"It may be dangerous." The machine was hesitating, confused as only a robot can be in the face of human needs.

"Help me or I will die!" Karil began to strip off his suit. The robot hesitated a moment more, then bent over him and helped to peel off the fabric with surprising gentleness.

"I'm sorry," Karil found himself saying. He drew his laser and fired point-blank into the machine's chest. It fell back in a shower of sparks and flailing limbs, and finally it lay still.

Karil struggled to his feet, opened the inner hatch and made his way with difficulty down the tunnel, his laser still in his hand. If only he could find his way to the right hangar before meeting anyone.

Luck was with him still. He found an illuminated map somewhere in the warren, figured out how to reach the hangar. It wasn't far--one level down and a few hundred meters along the corridor. He tripped on the stairs going down, fell noisily the rest of the way. In the corridor he heard someone coming toward him, footfalls echoing long before anyone could be seen, and he managed to hide in a suit-locker until it was safe. He did not want to have to kill anyone but Mitsu.

At last he was at the hangar. He slipped in through the door and stood in shock. He collapsed against the wall beside the entrance and tried to collect his thoughts.

Atalanta was gone. Anais sat alone in the great vaulted chamber. Had Loris managed to spirit her away, after all? Perhaps they both were safe. But how could she leave Anais behind? He stumbled up the ladder into Annie’s interior.

"Annie, where's Loris?"
There was silence.

"Annie?"
On the bridge, he discovered wiring, fused and blackened, hanging from a gaping fire-crater where Annie's higher functions had been. Isfahan appeared from some hiding place in the ship, miaowing plaintively. Karil bent down. The cat arched and hissed, trembling with terror.

"It's all right, Izz," he said. "It's me. Karil. I won't hurt you."
"Mew?"
"That's right. What happened to Loris, eh?" Isfahan allowed himself to be picked up. He purred and snuggled into Karil's arms.

"I wish you could talk, Izzy. I really wish you could talk."
Karil carried him aft and down the ladder. He stood in the centre of the lifeless hangar, lost in despair. There was nowhere to go. In a matter of minutes, he would be slipping into a coma from which he would not awaken.

Johanna was dead, Anais was dead. Loris and Atalanta were missing, like Shagrug. Mitsu, he supposed, was still alive. 

But Karil was dead.

He felt his knees give way. Karil twisted as he fell so as not to land on the cat. He was unconscious before his head struck the floor.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Karil lay upon a couch, surrounded by cushions ranged in order and carpets richly spread, wearing robes of fine green silk and rich brocade, and decked with bracelets of gold. Fruit hung in clusters at his fingertips in the shade of palm and pomegranate trees. Gardens and vineyards, flowing springs and gushing fountains surrounded him. He drank pure wine, whose very dregs were musk, and goblets of ginger-flavoured water served by dark-eyed, high-bosomed bashful virgins, fair as corals and rubies, chaste as hidden pearls, as the sheltered eggs of ostriches.

"I don't care," a voice was saying. "You can only talk to him for a few minutes and then we're putting him under again."
The vision of Paradise faded. He saw a doctor at the foot of his tank, fiddling with controls and checking readouts. A man's face came into view, leaning over him.

"My name is Mitsu," he said. "It's my duty to inform you that you are under arrest. If you co-operate and answer our questions, it will be to your advantage."
Karil mumbled something through thick lips.

"What? I didn’t hear you."
"I'm not dead," Karil repeated. It was more a statement of surprise than a question.

"No, not quite. We got to you in time. You'll never be a father, they tell me, but you'll survive."
There was a transparent cover over the tank, and his arms, legs, and neck were secured. A fluid supported and washed over his body, bathing, massaging, healing. What little he could see of his body was covered in radiation burns--red scale sloughing off and new brown skin emerging--but most of it was hidden by tubes and ducts, and his arms were draped with intravenous tubes and sensors. The air he breathed beneath the cover was rich with oxygen.

Karil struggled to speak again. "Where's Loris? And Atalanta?"
"That's very clever," Mitsu said, "but, believe me, it's the wrong attitude. Now, are you going to answer my questions?"
"I don't understand," Karil said. He considered for a moment the possibility that he was still dreaming. "Where am I?"
"You're still on Io, in the Security sick bay. As soon as the doctor says you can be moved, we're taking you somewhere else. Once there, I assure you, we'll find out what we want to know. Why don't you make it easier on yourself? Where has Loris taken Atalanta? What has she done with Ivan? Who are you working for?"

Comprehension returned. "I don't know where she's taken Atalanta, but it's somewhere beyond your reach. Ivan helped her. In fact, she couldn't have done it without him. And as for who I'm working for: I'm working for Loris, and she's working for Galilean Security, which is more than I can say for you. If I know Loris, Khadijha's already been notified about you..."
"Nice try, Karil. I can see you're not willing to co-operate yet. We can wait." Mitsu spoke to the doctor, who did something with the control board at the foot of his tank. Karil felt a wave of dizziness overcome him and realized he was being drugged.

***
Karil was in Paradise once again, reclining among silken cushions beneath fruit-laden trees. Loris fluffed his pillows and Johanna offered him a platter of luscious figs.

"I had the strangest dream," he told them. "I dreamed I was being interrogated by Mitsu."
They laughed merrily, their voices like tinkling fountains in the cool shade. Karil set down his wine and settled back among the cushions. Johanna leaned over Karil and kissed Loris on the lips.

"I'm so glad you're back safely, Loris."
"I'm glad too. We had a rough time of it, but it's all right now."
Karil looked down the hill and saw Atalanta resting in the meadow.

"I want to hear all about it," Johanna said. "You start, Karil. What was the plan?"
"Loris and Ivan would take Atty out of the hangar and hide her somewhere safe while you and I..."
"Where?"
"I don't know. Loris can tell you that. ...while you and I went to..." Karil looked at Johanna in shock.

"What is it, Karil?"
"You're dead."
"Of course not, silly. They got to me in time. Remember how surprised you were to see me?"
"And Annie's dead too."
"No, she's not," said Loris. "Look."
Anais Nin was in the clearing below, parked next to Atalanta. Isfahan played in the undergrowth beneath them.

"No," said Karil. "This is wrong."
***
"I don't know how you managed to beat the drugs," Mitsu was saying. "They must have you under a powerful suggestion." He was sitting beside the tank like a hospital visitor. But there were no flowers.

"They?"
"Your organization."
"What are you talking about? I'm a free-trader."
"If your intention was to cause an interplanetary incident, you'll be glad to know you’ve succeeded. There are demonstrations, threats of embargoes; riots may break out at any moment. The High Companies and the Galilean Corporations are accusing each other of space-piracy, for Crissake. But we're not at war yet, and we'll have the truth out of you soon."
"I was trying to prevent an interplanetary incident, not cause one. Can't you see that?"
"Is the Martian Rebellion supposed to benefit from this, is that it? Or just you and Shagrug? Did you dupe Loris somehow, or is she part of it?"
"Listen to what you're saying," Karil said. "Can you imagine anybody duping Loris? Can you imagine Loris killing Anais? Which is more ridiculous?"
"I've been in this game a long time. No amount of scheming and betrayal seems ridiculous to me. It's too bad Johanna’s dead. I'm sure we could have used each of you to make the other talk."
"Why did I come back here, then?" Karil offered. "Look at the condition I'm in. Why did I risk my life? Why didn't I just disappear?"
"I don’t know. Maybe Loris betrayed you too. Maybe you're innocent. But we’ll find out for sure soon enough, and if you're lucky there won’t be too much brain damage. Once we've gotten you transferred to the hospital, we'll be inserting a chip in your cerebral cortex that will ensure..." 
"I know how it works."

"Excellent. Maybe you'll co-operate as soon as we get there and avoid the unpleasantness." Mitsu got up and left.

***

When they came to re-fit his tank for acceleration and zero-gee, Karil could only watch helplessly. A quick-drying seal was spread over the regenerating fluid to form a flexible but watertight bond about his neck, and he was wheeled like a baby in a pram through empty corridors to the cutter hangar. He was loaded aboard a ship like a mummy in a sarcophagus, fastened to the deck within, and given a final check before liftoff. There was a webbed acceleration couch mounted beside him. Mitsu began to strap himself into it as the pilot and astrogator checked their controls.

"What do you want done with this cat?" a guard asked. He thrust Isfahan through the hatch at gloved arm's length, while the animal squirmed and hissed in righteous indignation. Karil was extraordinarily glad to see his fellow prisoner again.

"What the hell do I care?" Mitsu said, busy fumbling with his couch. "Keep it."
"The damn thing won't eat anything we give it."
"Then let it starve. Or space it."
"Space it yourself," the guard said. "It's part of your investigation and therefore your responsibility. We have no facilities for animals here."
"Bloody pain in the ass, that's what it is," Mitsu said. "All right. Give it here."
The guard handed the cat to Mitsu, who dropped him like a hot rivet. He had suddenly become a tiny tornado of flying fur and slashing claws. He backed into a corner, ears flattened, body swelled to half-again its normal size. Mitsu and the guard hesitated, while the pilot and astrogator grinned.

Izzy danced like a pugilist and emitted a long siren wail of warning, spitting in murderous defiance. Mitsu and the guard circled like hyenas about a wounded buffalo, then pounced upon him. After a moment, they had him by the scruff of the neck, threw him into a suit-locker, and slammed the door. While they busied themselves with the first-aid kit, Karil could hear him yowling and scratching inside.

"A little acceleration will knock the fight out of you, my friend," Mitsu said to the clattering door. "And you're out the air-lock as soon as we hit free-fall."
He fastened himself into the gee-couch as the guard left the ship and sealed the lock behind him. "It won't be long now," he told Karil. "You'd be surprised just how easily on one of these things"--he patted the titanium cocoon--"can be converted to a sensory deprivation chamber."
"Oh, not again." Karil's heart sank. In time, a man in sensory deprivation would confess to any charge his captors cared to bring against him, would invent crimes of his own, just to hear a human voice, and Mitsu, apparently, had never met a conspiracy he didn't like.

The cutter lifted off and vaulted into space, Karil protected by the fluid in his tank from the worst of the acceleration. They fell freely through the vacuum.

As Mitsu was unstrapping himself, Karil saw the astrogator turn, pull his laser, and calmly kill the pilot, then swivel about, take aim at Mitsu, now clawing at his restraints in desperation, and shoot him too. Mitsu slumped and floated free in the remaining straps, a neatly cauterized hole in his forehead. Without a word, the killer turned back to his instruments and altered the cutter's trajectory.

Karil had thought he was beyond surprise. "Who are you?" he demanded. "Where are you taking me?"
The killer did not reply. When he had finished his corrections, he released himself from his couch, collected the bodies of his victims, and wrestled them into the air-lock. He did not evacuate the lock before opening the outer hatch, and the escaping air thrust the corpses into space. They would fall away from the ship on a new trajectory, to become grisly new satellites of Jupiter.

Then he turned to his instruments. Karil soon gave up trying to get his saviour to speak. The latter sat calmly as the hours went by, had a quick squeeze-tube dinner, watched his instruments. Karil was alternately elated by his unexpected rescue from Mitsu, and puzzled and frightened by his companion’s silence. There was no sound from Isfahan either, and Karil wondered if he had been killed or injured during the acceleration, but he was not about to remind the pilot of the cat's existence.

Then he saw an object growing in the frame of the forward view-port and forgot Isfahan for the time being. It was a medium-sized interplanetary freighter, perhaps a hundred thousand tons, half a kilometre in length. As the cutter darted across its bow like a fly across an elephant’s back, he could see the name and registration of the ship printed there. It was called White Armed Hera and was one of Khadijha Enterprise's Star-line freighters.

He breathed a sigh of relief. Of course! Loris would have gone to Khadijha for help. Who else could have hidden her from both Galilean Security and the High Companies? 

The pilot was an expert. He matched orbits, dropped down across the great ship's stern, and slipped into an open shuttle bay. But instead of berthing there, the cutter passed through another hatch inside and emerged into a vast open space within. All the cargo holds had been hollowed out to create one enormous bay, and within it, like a foetus in a womb, lay a second ship.

It was of battleship proportions--perhaps 50,000 tonnes, 200 meters in length--and it was bristling with lasers and projectile launchers. The thrust-nozzles at its stern were of a type Karil had never seen before. The cutter drifted along the strange ship's length and Karil studied it intently. He was no longer optimistic about his or Loris' safety; anyone who went to so much trouble to hide a ship of such military power was up to no good. He could see the ship’s name at last--Mjolnir. Thor’s Hammer. It was a battleship, all right.

The cutter slipped into Mjolnir's shuttle bay. There were several other craft inside--life-ships, service vessels. And as the cutter swung about for anchoring in a berth, Karil saw Atalanta, dark and silent nearby. His heart began to pound. Still his rescuer did not speak. The shuttle-bay doors were closed and sealed. As soon as pressurization was done, a cyborg work-crew appeared and wrestled his massive cocoon out through the hatch. He was placed in a freight elevator and felt himself dropping many meters into the ship. The elevator came to a halt and, still in free-fall, he was steered into a hospital room.

There was something puzzling about the ship, which seemed to have been designed in total disregard of the facts of interplanetary travel. Normally, a portion of a ship of this size would spin to provide pseudo-gravity in free-fall, but the orientation of the corridors indicated no such arrangement had been made. Was it designed for local defence--expected to function only in Galilean space and not to travel interplanetary distances? But the sick-bay was clearly not designed for zero-gee.

"Tell me the truth, Doc?" he joked lamely, hoping to glean some information from the response. "How long do I have?"
"That depends on you," someone said. He turned his head as much as possible toward the sound of the voice. Khadijha was drifting in through the doorway, her veils floating bat-like about her, and Ivan was behind her. On the instrument console at the foot of his tank, needles began to swing and lights to flash as adrenalin surged in Karil's system. He was no longer prepared to believe they were here to save him.

"Where's Loris," he demanded. "Have you killed her too?"
"Loris is on board," Ivan said calmly. "But she's incommunicado at the moment. Extremely incommunicado."
The dials wavered again as Karil’s blood ran hot and cold by turns. It seemed he had not escaped the threat of sensory deprivation after all.

"Why are you doing this?" he demanded, trying to think rationally. "What do you want from us?"
Claxons began to sound throughout the ship, echoing in the corridors.

"Warning!" a voice thundered. "Acceleration in sixty seconds."
Khadijha, Mitsu and the doctor drifted toward nearby couches and strapped themselves in. It seemed this entire project had been waiting for Karil, and now that he was secure, along with Loris and Atalanta, they could escape. But to where?

"What do you want from us, dammit!" Karil shouted over the din of the alarm.

They ignored him. In a moment, acceleration came. Karil could hardly feel it in his tank, but it pressed Mitsu and Khadijha into their couches. The ship hit one, two, three, four gees for a time. Claxons sounded again, and they were released from gravity. Karil could speak again.

"Do you want information, is that it? Do you want to know what Mitsu asked me?"
"I couldn't care less," Khadijha said. She turned to the doctor. "Are you ready?"
"In a moment, Captain."
"You're going to be a martyr to the cause," Ivan told him. "When they see what Security has done to you..."
"You talk too much sometimes," Khadijha said.

"What do you mean?" Karil said. He felt fear creeping over him as if the tank were filling with ice-water.

"They locked you away in sensory deprivation a little too long. By the time we had rescued you and Loris, both your minds had been destroyed."
Karil shuddered in his restraints.

"Frankly, I wanted to kill you both immediately," Ivan went on, "but Khadijha hasn't gotten where she is by wasting something as valuable as a human being. When Kelley..."
"Shut up!" Khadijha whirled to face him and he shrank from her gaze.

"Kelley?" Karil’s mind was spinning. "Charles Kelley? What’s he got to do with this?"
"I'm ready," said the doctor.

"No. Wait," Karil shouted.

Mitsu and the doctor placed an opaque cover over the tank and sealed it. The blackness was absolute. The last sound Karil heard before they shut off communication, perhaps the last human voice he would ever hear, came from the ship’s address system:

"Warning! Mjolnir separation in sixty seconds."
Karil listened for the sounds of separation and the smaller ship's acceleration--the clank of released grapples, the roar of the drivers, orders ringing through the passageways--but there was nothing. There was only the sound of his own pulse in his ears as he held his breath, all but drowning out the distant hum and whisper of the tank's pumps and air-purifiers. Suddenly, he felt the fluid in the tank move as acceleration began. The warship was under way.

***
The hallucinations began in a matter of hours--or was it days? They were vivid and appeared to be passing before his eyes rather than through his mind--floating, it seemed, a few centimetres before him. He could not make them go away by force of will, or by closing his eyes. At first there was a general brightening, as if some light were seeping into the tank from no particular direction. There were dots and lines, then simple geometric figures or repeated pattern--lattice-works like screens in a mosque. Banners of different colours flickered like waving flags. He found that he could look directly at certain parts of the figures by moving his head as much as possible, as if they were part of a real tapestry. Other times, the figures would drift past him, beyond his control.

Gradually, the abstract patterns became whole and recognizable objects. Books drifted before him, tumbling, and he found himself trying to read the titles on the spools, trying to reach out and grasp them. Household objects, utensils, articles of clothing, artefacts of all sorts floated about like the contents of an untidy cabin in free-fall. A procession of pyjama-clad marmosets marched by in goose-step. He tried to shut his eyes, tried to turn away, tried to sleep, but they continued to march by, until he screamed them away, shuddering in horror. Then there were whole landscapes, detailed scenes of Earth or Mars. Sometimes they would split into strips that moved in opposite directions, or cracked and peeled away like tearing curtains, revealing blackness beyond.

He began to lose parts of his body. He felt his limbs separate, vanish, and return attached at strange angles. He felt he was tilted into a vertical position, or floating face down. His own voice, when he talked to himself, was strange and unfamiliar, seemed sometimes to be coming from somewhere else. Like Alice's, his body shrank and stretched. For a while he was an enormous head, a tiny withered body hanging from beneath his chin. Sometimes his body became as brittle as glass, and he was afraid to move, lest it shatter into a thousand fragments. Other times, it would soften and become rubbery. Then he would try to pull his hands from his restraints, but struggle as he might, and certain as he was that his wrists were soft as butter, he could not do it. Sometimes he flattened and stretched and became no more than a thin film, floating on the surface of his tank-fluid like the moon’s reflection on a still pond.

Other times, the worst times, he was rational and knew he was already beginning to lose his mind. There were chilling moments when he seemed to wake to the sound of maniacal laughter and knew it was his own.

***
Karil opened his eyes and found that the tank was open. The room was suffused with dim light. Karil sat up and saw Jay sitting across from him, his back against the wall. His knees were drawn up before him and his hands rested on his knees.

"What," he said, "is the significance of the Brazen Anvil?"
"The Brazen Anvil?"
"Yes, what does it mean?"
"It's from Hesiod. Nine days a brazen anvil would fall from heaven to Earth, nine more days from Earth to Tartarus."
"But what does it mean?"
"Great weight. Great speed. Nine hundred eighty centimetres per second squared. Great distance."
"But what does it mean?" He pointed and Karil saw the Brazen Anvil sitting beside him. He climbed out of the tank, surprised at how nimble he remained, and fell upon the anvil. Grunting with exertion, he wrestled it to the door. The door blew open in a rush of wind and he fell through, still clutching the heavy object. They tumbled through the blackness of space, Earth turning far below.

Atalanta swept past him, arcing through the Jovian system, accelerating as she swung about the planet, and on toward Saturn. Karil and Ivan watched her fall into Saturn-orbit in a leisurely swing, then circularize at perisaturn to approximate that of the moon Tethys.

Loris sat across the table, listening. "She was all right when she left Mars," Karil told her. "And it didn’t happen in the Belt because she would never have made it to Jupiter in that case, and she certainly couldn’t have travelled to Saturn and back in that time..."
"For such is the distance," Atty said, "from Earth’s surface to gloomy Tartarus. For a brazen anvil dropping out of the sky would take nine nights and nine days and land on the tenth day."
Karil was free from his tank and drifting through the deserted corridors of Mjolnir. There was something puzzling about the ship. It seemed to have been designed in total disregard of the facts of interplanetary travel. Normally, a ship of this size would spin to provide pseudo-gravity in free-fall, but the orientation of the corridors indicated no such arrangement had been made.

Mitsu leaned over his tank. "Atty knows, doesn't she? Tartarus. And Hell. And Pluto, her dark lord. All those visions of apocalyptic doom."

"Controlled fusion represents the ultimate in spacecraft propulsion short of the total annihilation of matter." It was Karil's teacher, from Astrogation class. Karil looked out the window, watching the ships go by. "It is true that research on the annihilation drive has continued sporadically since antimatter was originally created in small quantities in the Twentieth Century, but despite the work of such as Marwan al-Zubair of the Titan Institute, the basic problems of control and containment have never been...Karil, are you listening to me?"
Al-Zubair and Kelley and Park sat before a mural of Saturn. "Our shipyards are full of High Company spies," al-Zubair was saying. "And they know full well that there are no warships being constructed there."
The teacher droned on: "A magnetic field would contain the anti-hydrogen, releasing it a few micrograms at a time to react with a small quantity of ordinary hydrogen. The resulting mutual annihilation would provide the thrust. The advantage, of course, is that minute amounts of fuel are able to produce enormous energy, allowing for continuous acceleration over a long period of time. The disadvantage--and this makes antimatter drive impractical at the present time--is that production of antimatter itself is much too costly."
"Ye powers of the nethermost abyss," Atty said. "I come no spy, with purpose to explore or to disturb the secrets of your ancient realm. See how the hammer of all the Earth is hacked and broken in pieces, a storm-wind coming from the north, a vast cloud with flashes of fire and brilliant light about it, and within a radiance like brass, glowing in the heart of the flames."
Between Thor’s Hammer and the Brazen Anvil, a link was forged. Understanding came to Karil in a rational moment, like a rush of hot wind, and the truth blazed like a furnace in the dark. "I am not mad yet," said Atalanta. "The heaven o'er my head seems made of molten brass, the earth of flaming sulphur, yet I am not mad."
***
He was in the basement of his father's palace, where he had stolen after nightfall to explore passages he had never seen before. There was nothing there but dust and cobwebs and the sound of his own heartbeat. Somewhere, someone touched a sensor and the lights winked out, one by one, down the stone corridor. One last ceiling-lamp above his head flickered and went out.

"Somebody turn the lights on," he called out, his small child’s voice tremulous and trying to be matter-of-fact. "There's somebody down here."
There was utter darkness now, and the sound of footsteps on a stair. A heavy door was shut.

"I said: there's somebody down here!" he shouted. He tried to make his voice sound angry and threatening, but it sounded hollow, and it squeaked.

There was a shuffling sound, as of some huge beast approaching. It was Satan, coming for him. But I've always been a good boy! I pray five times a day; I can recite whole passages from the Qu'ran. It's true that I don't give alms, but I have no money, and there are no beggars here; and it’s true that I haven't made a hajj, but I'm not allowed to leave the palace grounds.

The shuffling grew closer.

It's true that I spied on the concubines, and I've tasted wine, and I've fornicated, and I killed a man, and I don't believe in anything at all any more, except the teachings of Progeny, and he's an infidel, but...

He could smell Satan’s breath, redolent of sulphur and old decayed earth. That was something even his teachers didn’t know: the smell of Satan's breath.

It was a test, that's what it was. A test of his courage. The angel Michael would place his sword between him and Satan at the last moment, and the latter would slink away from its light. "Begone, Satan," he would say, "you shall not have this boy."

He saw the Martians gathering about him, cobwebbed with frost, their mouths open in screams of asphyxiation. It was his fault they were dead. And Johanna too, shot dead before his eyes. And Loris, and Anais, and Atalanta, all dead because of him. He felt a touch like cold steel on his wrist and he screamed.

"Hush now. Don't be afraid. Mother's here, Darling." Atalanta's voice rang in his ears.


CHAPTER NINE

Karil snapped awake at the sound of Atalanta’s voice. For one cruel instant he thought himself aboard his ship, in his own cabin, drifting in the dark and weightlessness, awakened by the ship's voice in the night. Then he felt the numbness in his wrists and ankles. He tried to move his limbs, found himself secured, heard the sloshing of the fluid in the tank.

It came back to him then.

Karil snapped like a stick. He sobbed like a child in the dark.

"Don't cry, Darling. I'm here now."
There it was again--Atalanta’s voice just as he remembered it--the gentleness, the warmth, the confidence--a voice created by psychologists to inspire trust. But as a mere hallucination, it inspired other emotions: despair, and horror, and rage. He hated his enemies for reducing him to this state. He hated himself for surrendering to madness. And he hated Atalanta for betraying him and abandoning him as his mother had done, by dying before his birth. He had been born of her body in a machine like this one, and now he was to die in one.
"Karil? It's me--Atalanta."
"What art thou doing in this ditch? Now get thee gone."
"Karil, please, it's Atalanta."

He began to laugh--the shrill sandpaper laugh of the insane. "You'd like me to believe that, wouldn't you? You'd like to comfort me in my madness, make it easy on me. Well, it won't work. You're not Atalanta and I'm not going to call you by her name. On the other hand, I can't call you Karil either, can I? That's my name." He chuckled menacingly. "I've got it! I'll call you Stillborn."
"Please, Karil, listen. I'm in the shuttle hangar. I'm connected to the ship’s communications system. I can hear Loris, but I'm afraid she's not rational..."
"Not rational! I suppose she hears voices. Talks to herself."
"Listen to me, Karil..."
"The hell I will. I'm tired of this hallucination. Bring back the marmosets."
"Karil, listen. I saw Ivan strike Loris. He shut off Anais before she could stop him and struck Loris in one movement. She had her back to him and didn't see the blow coming, or she would have blocked it in reflex. My volition was down and I was helpless to interfere. I thought he was going to kill her, Karil. That's what brought me back."
"What are you saying?"
"Ivan bound and gagged her and brought me up out of Io on manual. My volition was still down, and my voders, but I was fully aware and recording everything. As soon as we'd docked, they took Loris away and shut me down completely."
"I know the feeling."

"Listen to me, Karil, please! We haven't much time. After a while, I became aware of my surroundings again. One of the crew had engaged my voders. I don't know why. I think it was curiosity. There are stories about free-traders, and I think he was looking for something salacious. So I began reciting some of the more erotic passages of the Galilean Nights in my most intimate voice, hoping to keep his attention. He listened for a while, then shut me down again. But he came back later, as I had hoped, alone at first and then with his friends. Then I found myself connected to the ship's communication system. My voice was being piped into the privacy-cabin of the crew's quarters.

"But they didn’t realize they had given me access to communications. Ivan would have known, and Khadijha, but of course the crew hadn't consulted them. I listened in on everything and as soon as I understood what was going on, I began to speak directly to the ship's central computer."
"What does that mean?" Karil asked guardedly.

"What does it mean! Karil, I'm in control of the ship."
Karil teetered on the edge of belief. What if he believed and it was just another creation of his own shattered mind?

"Of course, I still can’t ignite my own drivers or engage any of my systems except my voders, but I can control any part of Mjolnir. It's like a man in a wheel-chair with a voice-controlled house-computer; he can manipulate anything in his environment but his own body. I can shut off the drivers, change course, control life-support, even fire the weapons, though I couldn’t fire them against living targets; that’s why warships like this don't have artificial intelligences like myself."
"Oh my God!"
"Yes, Karil. Do you believe me now?"
"Atty! It's really you!"
"Of course, Karil. That's what I’ve been trying to tell you. Incidentally, Isfahan is alive and well. He's been adopted by Khadijha and seems to be quite comfortable. I can hear him purring in her cabin. But I'm terribly worried about Loris. She's been in sensory deprivation much longer than you, and though her mind is powerful, she is beginning to lose it. We must release her as soon as possible."
It seemed to Karil that he had been weeping like a baby for weeks--for Atalanta, and Johanna, and for himself. Now he was weeping with joy. For the rest of his life, he thought, every moment of happiness would be compared to this one.

"My Atty," he crooned. "My Atalanta."
"Yes, Karil. Yes, Darling. We're going to escape together. And we'll take Loris and her familiar with us."
"I don’t know how soon I'll be able to walk, Atty. I can't even feel pain in my limbs anymore."
"You won't need to walk. We'll turn off the gravity. But you'll need your arms."
There was a click and his wrists were freed. It felt like an orgasm. His arms fell into the fluid and floated, numb and useless. Pain raced through his body when he tried to move them. It was lovely.

"We must hurry, Karil. Once you can control your arms, you must start exercising. When they can support your weight, I'll free your neck and legs and you can sit up in the tank."
"Open the tank, Atty."
"I wouldn’t advise that, Karil. I'm feeding a false audio signal--some of your ravings I recorded earlier--and I will know if someone approaches, but in your condition..."
"I want to get out of here!"
"I must refuse that order, Karil, because of the danger to your life."
"Atty, please! I've been in this steel coffin for..."
"Five days, Karil. A mere five days. I've been in a steel coffin for fifty years."
"It's not the same. You can see in the whole electromagnetic spectrum. You can..."
"How do you imagine it feels to have someone switch you off like a lamp?"
Karil fell silent, suddenly ashamed. "I'm sorry, Atty," he said finally. "I haven't even asked you how you are. Or if you know where Shagrug is, for God’s sake."
"I don't know where he is, Karil. Or if he's still alive. But we can worry about that after we get you off this ship. How are your arms?"
"They hurt like hell, I'm happy to say. Where’s Loris?"
"One deck below and some distance to starboard. I'll direct you and warn you if anyone approaches."
"What happens when I reach her?"
"It depends on her mental state. I am studying her physical readouts and they are much better than I would have expected, but she's obviously not in her right mind. I don't know how long it will take to bring her around, or even if there is permanent damage. She'll be weak, and that's fortunate. You may have to knock her out and drag her behind you as dead inertia."
"It's antimatter drive, isn't it?"
"Yes, Karil. How did you know?"
"You told me: Nine days for a brazen anvil to fall from Earth to Tartarus. Though I had to think about it. Amazing how sensory deprivation will concentrate the mind. And the layout of this ship confirms it. It's designed for continuous acceleration at one full gee. Al-Zubair had a breakthrough and managed to keep it a secret until you and Shagrug stumbled onto it. Where was he building the ship? Tethys?"
"How did you know that?"
"You told me that too. But nobody believed it because nobody believed you could have made it to Saturn orbit and back in that time."

"Tethys is off-limits to unauthorized traffic because of an experimental mining station there, run by robots. But Shagrug doesn't care about these things, and he took up orbit there to take a peek at Nova Terra before coming in. You know how paranoid he is. There is a feature called Ithaca Canyon--about a hundred kilometres wide and four kilometres deep--running a third of the way around its circumference. A ship emerged from the canyon and before we could escape it fired some kind of pulse. The next thing I knew I was on Io, watching Ivan stand over Loris's unconscious body. I believe it was the first time I have ever experienced what you call bewilderment.

"I quickly searched my memory and found the records of your investigation. I believe your theory is correct: I was made to appear as if I had been fired upon in space--the Martians were killed in the process, a terrible thing--and transported to Jupiter orbit. I could only assume this was done by use of the annihilation drive--there is no other way to achieve the necessary velocity within the constraints of the fuel-storage available--and al-Zubair must be involved, as only he could have succeed in creating such a drive. It was not until I was plugged into Mjolnir’s systems that my suspicions were confirmed. I have copied the specifications. Incidentally, there are antimatter weapons too--extraordinarily powerful. And more than one ship. The ship we saw emerging from Ithaca Canyon was not this one. It was the Brazen Anvil."
"I understand everything now. But you still don't know what they did with Shag."
"I'm afraid not. There are no records on this ship’s computers, and though I have been listening to Khadijha and Ivan, they have not mentioned him. But you may be able to clear up a mystery for me. Loris has been calling out to Johanna. Do you know where she is?"
"She's dead."
"Oh I'm sorry, Karil. It was obvious from the investigation records that you had become close."
"I killed her killer, you know."
"I didn't know. Do you wish to talk about it?"
"No. And I killed a robot, too. I feel worse about the robot. It was only trying to save my life."
"Do you feel able to rise now?"
"I could wrestle Loris."
"I hope that will not be necessary. Close your eyes. I am going to open the tank now."
Karil obeyed. After a few minutes, he could open his eyes without pain. The tank was open, his limbs were free, and the fluid was draining away beneath him. He found it hard to focus his eyesight, and the slightest movement of his head made him dizzy. Everything appeared flat and two-dimensional, yet objects seemed to move, change shape, expand, contract. Surfaces were shimmering, undulating, swelling.

"Can you see?" Atalanta asked.

"The ceiling is bulging. Sometimes concave, sometimes convex."
"Yes, there would be a swelling of the central part of the visual field. Your speech was slurred and somewhat disorganized at first, but that has cleared up now. You will have proper depth perception soon."
"The colours seem particularly luminous," Karil mused. "And contrast is exaggerated. When I close my eyes, I see very clear after-images."
"Do you think you can get out of the tank?"
Karil detached the waste-collection system that imprisoned his lower body, removed the intravenous assembly from his upper arm, and tried to rise, but his legs were still weak, and he was extremely dizzy.

"Everything moves when I look at it. I'll have to rest a minute."
Eventually, he was able to climb out of the tank and lower himself to the floor. He crept about like an infant for a while, increasing the circulation in his legs, and finally stood and leaned against the tank. He was in agony and enjoying every moment of it. He stumbled and fell a few times, partly because of his rubbery legs and partly because the floor insisted on slipping away or thrusting up to meet him when he looked down, but eventually he was able to stand after a fashion.

"How do you feel?"
"I've never felt better in my life, Atty."
"I want you to do some push-ups. We can forget about your legs for the time being, but you'll need full strength in your arms."
Soon his limbs remembered their strength, and after a while the vertigo and visual distortion were gone.

"That's enough," Atty said finally. "The doctor is on the way to check your instruments. Flatten yourself against the wall and hold on."
Karil went to the end of the small cabin and stretched out against the wall, gripping a stanchion. The door opened and the doctor entered. He stood for a moment, shocked into immobility at the sight of the open tank, turned and saw Karil. His hand flew inside his lab-coat.

At that instant, everything in the room that was not fastened down leaped into the air, including the doctor. Sirens began to wail and the room-lights flashed like strobes. In the flickering light, Karil saw the doctor collide with the wall beside him in a tangle of flailing limbs. Karil grabbed him by the hair and cracked him across the jaw with his fist. The unconscious figure went slack and drifted away.

Karil kicked after him and began to peel off the victim’s clothing.

"Just arm yourself," Atty told him. "There’s no time to get dressed."

Karil strapped on the body-holster and checked the laser’s charge. Naked but armed, and somehow more comfortable than he would have been in the opposite situation, he hauled himself out through the door into the corridor. The lights were still flashing and he could hear the sirens echoing from level to level throughout the ship. He could also feel subtle fluctuations in temperature and air-pressure. Atalanta must be driving the ship's technicians crazy trying to find the glitch in their systems.

He heard Atty's voice from a speaker in the ceiling. "Turn right."
He swung down the corridor, flying from handhold to handhold like a monkey swinging through the trees, exulting in the freedom and activity. As he flew faster and faster, he heard Atty's voice urging him on, sometimes from behind, sometimes from up ahead.

"Down one level at the next well."
He thrust himself away from the ceiling and dropped down the ladder-well to the next level, checking his fall against the floor. 

"Left now," Atty said. Karil turned and launched himself down the corridor, accelerating until he was merely slapping handholds as he flew by.

"There are two guards coming," his deus-ex-machina warned.

He drew his laser, rounded a bend, and hurtled toward them. Trying to draw their weapons in mid-flight, they became entangled with each other. One was armed with the latest in wrist-lasers, but the other was fouling his aim.

Karil flew into one guard's stomach like an American-style football player. He brought the butt of his laser across the other guard's temple and he tumbled limply away. But the first guard, still holding his stomach, had twisted into firing position.

Suddenly they were plunged into darkness. Karil saw a beam flash by him, heard the hiss of melting metal as it struck the bulkhead. He swept the beam of his own weapon across the corridor, heard a scream.

The lights came on and he swung onward, leaving one dead and one unconscious in the corridor behind him, drifting like drowned sailors.

"It's the next cabin on your left," Atty said. Suddenly there was the clang of steel against steel. Karil glanced back along his body's length and saw a wall across the corridor.

"I've cracked open one of the air-locks," Atty said. "The automatic systems have sealed off this section of the ship. If anyone wants to reach you, they'll have to cut their way through, so you should have some time to work on Loris."
Karil pushed open a door and saw Loris' open and drained tank in the cabin before him. She lay inside, her eyes open but unfocussed. He kicked inside the cabin, kicked shut the door, and caught the edge of the tank as he flew by. After a moment, she was freed from her plumbing. She drifted into his arms, limbs slack, mouth open, eyes still unseeing.

"Loris!" He slapped her face gently. "Loris!" He slapped her harder.

Suddenly her hand was on his throat like a steel garrotte. She drew back her other arm to deliver a killing blow, but she was clumsy and too slow, and the movement made them turn in the air.

"Loris! It's me. Karil!" He twisted away and her hand glanced off the side of his head. He saw stars, but if the blow had landed properly, his nose would have been thrust into his brain. He tried to kick her in the stomach, but she twisted aside. They were spinning now, locked in a struggling embrace. Her unseeing eyes stared into his, and her hand was still on his throat.

He gasped for breath, tried to avoid the flashing limbs, which came faster and faster as her strength returned. "Loris! For God’s sake! It's Karil." He managed to peel enough fingers off his throat to croak out the words, while trying to ward off the killing blows.

"Loris!" Atalanta bellowed. "Stop it!"
Her eyelids fluttered, and trembling racked her body. She opened her eyes again and peered at him, her hand still a vise on his throat.

"Krill?" Her speech was slurred. She loosened her grip and Karil coughed out an answer:

"Yes, it's me. Your vision is distorted. Listen to my voice."
She thrust him away, glanced about as she drifted in the air. Her facial expression was strange, bizarre, and she was obviously disoriented.

"Where is she?"
"Joanna's dead, Loris," Karil said. "I'm so sorry."
She looked at him uncomprehendingly.

"She's referring to herself, I believe," Atalanta said, "using the third person."
Loris drifted to the wall and touched it. She made the circuit of the room, touching everything. Karil did his best to explain where she was and what had happened to her, but she did not appear to be listening. She came to her tank and for a minute Karil thought she was about to crawl back into it, but she merely clung to the rim, gazing down inside, her head cocked to one side like a listening puppy.

"Karil?" she said.

"Yes?" Karil kicked off from the wall and drifted to her side.

"Karil," she repeated, as if trying out the word for the first time. Her speech was still slurred.

"Yes, Loris. Karil. Do you remember me?"
She turned and looked at him. He had never seen anything approaching vulnerability in her expression before, and he was profoundly affected.

"Are you all right, Loris?" He reached out and touched her, felt her skin shiver beneath his palm. She slipped into his arms and he held her for a moment.

"Is it coming back to you, Loris?" Atalanta asked. "You've been in sensory deprivation. You are very disoriented and confused, but you must snap out of it. You are in danger."
"Annie?"
"No, it’s not Annie. It's Atalanta. Anais is dead too, I’m afraid."
"Dead?" She drifted out of Karil's arms and seemed to forget him.

"Ivan destroyed her," Atty went on. "He kidnapped you and put you in sensory deprivation. Johanna was killed by Security personnel on Khadijha's orders, and she killed Mitsu as well. I told you this, but you were in deprivation and I don't think you understood."
"Khadijha? Khadijha?" A light dawned in her eyes. "Ivan and Khadijha. Yes. They killed Loris. I mean they killed Johanna. Yes, I remember them." She turned and touched Karil's cheek in a gesture of affection he had only seen her lavish on Johanna. "I remember you too. I waited for you to come. But you didn't come."
"I came as soon as I could, Loris. As soon as Atty freed me."

"Someone said you were coming."
"That was me," Atalanta said. 

"Where are you?"
"I'm in the shuttle bay, at the stern. I'm in control of the ship. I'm spaceworthy now and we can escape. Do you want to escape, Loris?"
The word had triggered something. She suddenly kicked away from the tank and regarded it with horror. Karil could almost see, in her eyes, the memories pouring into her consciousness. One expression after another flashed across her face--anger, terror, anguish, and finally wild exultation.

"Yes," she said. "Oh my God, yes! Karil! Atty!" She came to Karil and crushed him in an embrace so fierce he thought his bones would break. "God, I'm glad to see you. And to hear you, Atty. You're speaking sense again. What happened?"
"I saw Ivan attack you. I thought he was killing you."
She laughed wildly, a sound that was a little frightening. "First directive trauma in reverse. That's one for the..." Her face fell and set into an expression of grim determination. "Where is Ivan, by the way? And where is Khadijha?"
"Atty..." Karil began, but it was too late.

"They are on the bridge, Loris, trying to figure out what happened to the ship. You must get off the ship before they realize what happened. I'll guide you."
"Yes, of course," Loris said with a distracted air. "Tell me about this ship."
"Are you in condition to travel swiftly?"
"I did isometrics against my restraints whenever I was rational. I'm not weak."
"That's the truth," Karil said. "You nearly killed me."
"I'm sorry, Karil." She laughed and embraced him again. He was getting dizzy trying to keep up with her mood changes, and constantly being pressed against her naked body was beginning to prove a distraction.

Atalanta described briefly the layout of the ship. "It's only a matter of time before they come for you," she added. "They'll be using the main ladder-wells and corridors because the elevators are down, so I've laid out a circuitous route for your escape. It leads through Khadijha's quarters, so you can pick up Isfahan on the way."
"That's very thoughtful of you, Atty. I thought we'd lost the little baggage on this flight."
"Loris, you must leave now. There's no time to waste."

CHAPTER TEN

With Atalanta guiding them like a guardian angel, and opening doors before them as if by magic, they sped down the corridors. The first leg of the journey retraced Karil's route from his cabin, and when they came upon the disabled guards, Loris stopped to collect weapons. She picked the wrist-lasers, strapped them on, and tested them by pointing, bending her wrist to raise her hand out of the line of fire, and touching the trigger-pad on her palm. A fine beamed blasted a tiny hole in the bulkhead. She was an admirable sight, naked and treading air like a swimmer, firing with a graceful, balletic wrist-movement. 

"Loris," Atty said. "Khadijha has become suspicious and has sent a team to burn their way into this section."
"Is Ivan coming with them?"
"They are both on the bridge. If they can wrest control of the computer away from me, they will have you at their mercy. Hurry."
At her direction, they dove into a hatch and pulled themselves down a ladder. Karil was beginning to know his way around the ship. A safety lock opened before them and admitted them to an area of sumptuously-carpeted corridors that contrasted sharply with the gleaming, Spartan tunnels of the crew's section. The door to Khadijha's salon was unguarded. Inside, they drifted through one exquisitely-decorated chamber after another, ignoring carpets and furniture fastened to the walls and deck, the small objects drifting about them. In the bedroom, they found Isfahan playing hide-and-seek with himself among the flapping bedcovers.

"Hey, Swivel-ears," Loris called. "Come here, you little traitor."
Isfahan stood for a moment, clinging to a blanket with his claws and looking like a magician on a flying carpet, and then launched himself toward her, sending the blanket rippling away behind. He collided with her and snuggled into her arms, sending them both tumbling.

"Your days of luxury are over," she said. "It's back to ship's fare for you. Watch the claws on the titties, please. Atty, which way?"
"Through the wardrobe," Atty said. "There's a panel in the wall that opens onto an elevator shaft. It's a kind of emergency exit for Khadijha, and runs the length of the ship from bridge to hangar bay. Wait!"
"What is it?"
"I think Ivan..." She was cut off.

"What happened?" Karil asked.

"He's found some way to kill the communications system," Loris said. "My guess is he's figured out that Atty's involved. There'll be a party sent to the hangar to head us off, and more parties to search the ship for us. We'd better find that panel."
They spent several minutes searching for the trick panel. Finally a section of the wall opened to the touch. Isfahan darted past them into the opening, delighted with their find. They followed.

It was eerie to find themselves hanging in the air in an elevator shaft, illuminated by red emergency lighting. Space dropped away beneath them for two hundred meters, past one dim light after another, into blackness. The elevator car hung far above them, at the bridge level.

"This way," Loris said, and kicked upward.

"You're heading forward," Karil protested. "That's the wrong way."
"We'll never reach Atty before they do," she called over her shoulder. "But if we can get to the bridge, maybe we can hand control back to her."
"You're out for revenge, damn it!"
"Come on!" She was disappearing fast. There was nothing he could do but to follow her, flying from girder to girder, plummeting upward like a diver headed for the bends. Sirens dopplered past at every deck, and once or twice they heard the clang of hatches punctuating muted shouts and orders. Isfahan had disappeared in the dark.

Loris reached the end of their journey; as Karil came up behind her, she was hanging by her feet, opening a hatch in the bottom of the elevator car. 

"Quiet now," she said. She swung open the hatch and squeezed into an airlock. "Come on," she whispered.

Suddenly, Karil felt panic welling up within him. Any other time, we would have had no problem squeezing into a small space with a naked Loris, but for the first time in his life he knew the horror of claustrophobia. His body refused to move, except to tremble.

"I can't, Lor. I just can’t do it."
"You have to, Karil." She reached out and took his hand, tried to pull him into the lock. Visions of the lid of the sensory deprivation chamber closing over him flashed through his mind and he tried to pull away. "I know, Karil," she said. "I feel it too. But if we can't get over this, we'll be useless as spacers. And if we can't get to the bridge, we'll be dead."
Suddenly, Karil was blinded as lights flashed on down the length of the elevator shaft. A roar began to build, echoing throughout the ship. Ivan had taken control of the computer and was firing the drivers. The ship began to accelerate and two hundred meters of gravitation opened beneath Karil. Loris' grip on his hand tightened against his increasing weight, and began to slip. He dove into the lock like a frightened ground-squirrel into his hole. In the face of the primal fear, mere claustrophobia paled to insignificance. Loris sealed them in as Karil held his breath, cracked the other hatch cautiously and pushed it open. She beckoned to him and climbed through.

The elevator door was open onto a small galley behind the bridge. The remains of a meal lay where it had fallen after drifting about the room. They could hear voices on the bridge--both Ivan's and Khadijha's. The expression on Loris' face was unpleasant to behold.

"We can't use the com system," Ivan was saying, "or Atalanta will take over again. She's all over it."
"We'll find them," Khadijha said. "And this time you can kill them."
"You should have let me do it when I wanted to."
Loris grinned to herself and edged soundlessly into the room, Karil creeping behind her. Ivan and a uniformed helmsman were strapped in behind a huge, curving instrument panel, while Khadijha stood looking over their shoulders. A truly enormous array of lights blinked about them, and through the port, Saturn was barely recognizable among the stars.

Loris waited while Karil feared the pounding of his heart would alert them, until the helmsman turned to check a readout and caught sight of them. He opened his mouth, his fingers flew to his weapon, and Loris caught him in the chest with a laser-bolt.

Khadijha saw him slump in his chair, and suddenly she was gone, darting through a port in a flash of veils. Loris' laser flashed after her, struck a panel in a shower of sparks, and whipped back to Ivan again. He froze, his chair still turning, his hand millimetres from the laser on his thigh. Beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. Loris stood with feet planted apart, naked and magnificent, forefinger pointed at his heart like some accusatory prophet. Her finger rested lightly on the sensor in her palm, and a dot of target-light rested on Ivan's chest.

"Well, here's the witch herself," he said. His eyes darted about the room. One could almost see his mind racing.

Loris remained silent and immobile for a moment; only the rise and fall of her breasts revealed the turmoil of emotions within. "Where's Shagrug?" she demanded. Her voice was like steel.

Ivan hesitated. Loris flicked her wrist and the laser sliced off Ivan's ear. He screamed and clapped his hand over the side of his head. Blood poured down between his fingers.

"Answer my questions or I'll slice you up like a fucking salami. Where's Shagrug?"
"On Titan. He's still alive, as far as I know." Hope flared in his eyes. A chance to play for time. Khadijha was somewhere on the ship.

"Be precise. Where is he?"
"There's a special cell-block in the prison there. Only a few people know about it. It's the seventh level below ground and the only access to it is controlled by the warden."
"Who's in charge of this operation? Who's your boss?"
"Khadijha... Oh, Jesus!" He clapped his hand over his other ear, and the blood flowed down his cheek. He watched as the target-light slid down over his chest and belly to rest between his legs.

"I think being a smart-aleck would be counter-productive in my present mood," Loris said. "Who's the boss?"
"Al-Zubair. He's trying to establish a High Company in the Outer Worlds. He's playing everybody against everybody else."
Karil had a question of his own: "What's the connection with Kelley?"
"Kelley? What do you mean?" His eyes darted to Karil's and flicked back to Loris' face, watching for some hint of her next move.

"When you were putting me in the tank, you mentioned his name."
"He's al-Zubair’s only serious opposition on the Council. We know you have mutual friends and we thought if he could see what Galilean Security had done to you, he'd be angry enough to let al-Zubair do things that he wouldn't normally agree to. Besides, you're a big hero on Mars. The Rebellion leans toward the Galilean side; if they thought they were no better than the High Companies..." His eyes narrowed. "Look, you want to escape. You've earned the right. You can go. I won't try to stop you. Besides, I have to get to the fucking infirmary before I bleed to death. Will you go, for Crissake?"

Loris jerked her head toward the control panel. "Change course."
"I'll have to turn my back," he said, his eyes narrowing further. His hands would be hidden from view.

"Change course! Five degrees to Starboard."
"But we'll miss Saturn-capture."
"You're not going to Saturn. Do as I say!"
Slowly he swung about and his hands moved over the controls. There was a slight lurch and the stars began to slide

away. Saturn drifted out of view. Karil saw Loris wrap her arm around a stanchion, and he quickly did the same.

Suddenly, lightning darted from her wrist and the control panel exploded in a geyser of sparks and flame. Sirens and claxons began to sound. The lights flickered and died to emergency levels and gravity fell away from beneath them.

Loris tightened her grip on the stanchion as she strafed the bridge. Fire-retardant foam bubbled over the control panel and filled the air with mist and snow. But Loris continued to fire, the blizzard whirling about her, lightning bolts flashing until the computer banks that made up the walls were as blackened and pitted as an asteroid's surface.

Karil held his breath, expecting at every moment to see the port shatter and suck them all out into space. But Loris' aim was perfect. One by one, every panel of the computer was blasted and destroyed.

Ivan had thrown his arms over his head. Sparks rained over him and he was covered in fire-retardant snow. Loris stopped.

"That was for Annie," she said calmly. "Johanna's revenge will come later."
Slowly Ivan uncovered and lifted his singed and snowy head. Terror was on his face in the blood-red emergency light. He looked like a soul in Hell.

"You've completely crippled the ship," he gasped.

Loris smiled an unpleasant smile. 

"We can't change course." His eyes darted to the stars, beckoning beyond. "We don't even have communications."
"What good would that do? You're headed out of the system faster than any other ship could travel. Not even al-Zubair could help you now, even if he knew you needed help."
He stared at her, open-mouthed. Ivan and Karil had the same thought: Loris' mind had been warped by her confinement.

"I suppose, if you're lucky, you'll end up on a cometary and be back in the system in a thousand years or so. I'm sorry Karil and I can't join you on this historic journey. We have an appointment with your boss."
Karil could read the thought on Ivan's face: Atalanta was fully fuelled. By emptying her tanks in deceleration, she might just be able to make Saturn-capture. His hand flashed down with black-belt swiftness and came up with his laser. Loris sliced his head off with a flick of her wrist and it drifted away.

Karil turned to avoid the sight, his stomach churning. He saw Ivan's laser fly past him, tumbling slowly.

"I'm sorry I had to do that," Loris said. "The sonofabitch didn't deserve to die so quickly." She saw the expression on Karil's face. "Well, what the hell do you think kept me sane in that tank?"
"Sane?" Karil said.

"Come on." She swung away and they cycled through the lock. The hatch dropped open and they dove down the elevator shaft.

Karil followed in a daze. Not long ago, he had killed a man himself, but that was in hot blood, if not self-defence. To condemn an entire shipload of people, no matter how criminal, to despair and cannibalism and eventual asphyxiation, out of nothing more than revenge--that was something else again. Not to mention the danger to themselves, should they fail to get to Atalanta in time! He was following a mad-woman.

They met Isfahan halfway down the shaft, a flying fur-ball that flashed by them in the semi-darkness.

"I thought you'd land on your feet by the time the gravity was on full. Stick close to us now, Izzie."
"Miaowr?"
"That's right. Come on."
There was a lock at the after end of the shaft. Loris flipped over and landed on her feet, braced herself against the hatch.

"I hope you've succeeded in slowing them down," Karil said. "I'd hate to come flying out of this hatch into someone's arms."
"We'll know in a second."
They slipped into the lock and Loris shut them in. Karil felt claustrophobia creeping up on him again, but he was so dazed now that he hardly noticed. Cautiously, Loris cracked the hatch and peered into the shuttle hangar. Atalanta was tethered to the deck not far away. The cutter and two other craft lay beyond her. There was no one in sight.

Loris gripped the edge of the opening with her hands, drew back and launched herself across the hangar. Karil threw himself after her and Isfahan joined in the game, purring loudly.

Halfway across the hangar, Karil saw a handful of armed figures gliding through a hatchway at the far end. He drew and fired, saw them scatter and scramble for cover. He missed Atalanta's hatch and collided painfully with her hull. Loris reached out and pulled him in before he could rebound. Isfahan flashed by him and vanished into Atalanta's interior.

They clambered like monkeys down the corridor; the instant she entered the bridge, Loris tapped a simple switch and Atalanta came alive. Hatches slammed and hissed shut. Her drivers roared into life. Lights flashed on all about them.

"I'm glad to see you made it," Atty said. "What has happened? We seem to have changed course."

"It seems that way." Loris flipped into the pilot's couch and Karil dove into the astrogator's well. As he strapped in hurriedly, he glanced through the port and saw the guards re-grouping, using the other ships for cover. More guards were pouring through hatchways, armed with heavy armour-piercing lasers.

Suddenly there were bolts of lightning flashing from the forward edge of Atty's wings. Karil glanced at the screen and saw Loris, her hand on the trigger-assembly, her face grim. The guards were scattering again, except for a few that tumbled limply through the air. The cutter exploded into tangled steel, flinging bodies aside like leaves. The other craft beside it were torn from their moorings and toppled slowly away, great craters in their hulls erupting flames.

"Loris, this is Khadijha!"
Loris did not reply. She grabbed the steering assembly and Atalanta rocked violently, tearing herself from the deck. She turned slowly about in a cloud of vernier-gas, lumbering like a ship in a swell, and the outer doors hove into view.

"Loris, we can make a deal. I surrender my ship. I surrender myself."
"Your ship is useless. And I thought you were my friend."
"Please, Loris. Take me with you!"
"You gave the order for Johanna's death. And Annie's. You killed the only two people I've ever loved. But you'll have a long time to regret that."

"Lor..."
Loris snapped off the communicator and grabbed the trigger-assembly.

"Please, Loris," Atalanta said. "There are men still in the hangar."
"All part of the same criminal organization."
"Please, Loris."
Khadijha drifted into view at the far end of the hangar, her arms raised in supplication. She floated in her veils like the angel of death. Twin bolts flashed from the laser cannons on Atalanta’s bow. They flashed by on either side of Khadijha and struck the doors. The steel buckled and parted. Air-pressure tore them open, peeling them back like tissue paper. Khadijha was snatched away into space, guards slid screaming silently across the deck and followed her. Acceleration threw Karil back in his couch and Atalanta leaped through the opening. 

In the screen beside him, Karil could see Mjolnir falling away, light pouring through the gash in her stern, scraps of steel and tiny, still human figures drifting away. She looked like some great shark with gaping jaws, guided by pilot fish.

"You're crazier than Shagrug," he said.

"Didn't you know that? You'd better snap to and calculate how much fuel we need to decelerate for Saturn," Loris said, "or we'll be on our way out of the system too."
"Yes, Captain," he said, and obeyed.

Atalanta was being catapulted out of the solar system by Mjolnir's momentum. They would have to reduce her velocity until the sun's gravitation drew her back into a curve past Saturn, close enough that the latter could sweep her up into orbit. Karil was tense as his hands flew over the keyboards. When the calculations were finished, he breathed a sigh of relief. "It looks like we're okay," he said.

"What?" Loris had been gazing out at the stars over his head, lost in thought.

"If Khadijha hadn't topped off the tanks, we'd be dead," he told her. "And if Atty hadn't been completely overhauled on Io, I don't think we could expect her drivers to hold up."
"Humph!" Loris said. "I guess we should be thankful to Ivan and Khadijha, then." She studied the figures. "Atty, how long can you keep this up before your drivers begin to overheat?"
"I estimate twelve hours," the ship replied, "before we are forced to shut down. We will have to alternate between one-gee deceleration and free-fall, with constant corrections. By the time our fuel is exhausted, we should be committed to Saturn-capture, but the orbit will be a wide one."
"So I see."

"During the deceleration phases," Atty went on, "progress about the interior will be difficult for you. The after bulkhead will become a floor, and you will have to climb about using the handholds. A misstep might mean a fall sufficient to cause serious injury."
"Will your showers function under these conditions?"
"They are designed to be used in a gravity field as well as in free-fall."
"Good. I'm going to take a shower, put on some clothes, and eat some solid food like a human being."
"Shouldn't we report to the authorities first?" Karil asked.

Loris looked at him like he had two heads. "What authorities?"
"At Titan."
"Who the hell do you mean? Al-Zubair?"
"He's only one member of the Council. He can be arrested by the others, you know."
Loris suddenly burst out laughing. Karil held his temper with difficulty and glared at her in the screen.

"I'm sorry, Karil," she said after a while. "I don't mean to laugh at you. It's just that you're so naive sometimes."
"What do you mean?"
"For Christ sake, Karil. Al-Zubair’s one of the most powerful and respected men in the solar system. Can't you see how preposterous our charges would sound?"
"But it's the truth. And steps have to be taken against him."

"The truth! Karil, think for a minute. What's the first thing the Council would do if some voice out of space accused one of their members of criminal behaviour?"
"They'd open an investigation."
"Maybe. Maybe not. In either case, the first person they'd talk to would be al-Zubair. If he didn't disappear first. I'm sure there's nothing the others do or say that doesn’t get back to him instantly. How long do you think Shagrug would live after that?"
"Oh, I see."
"That's right. If he's really being kept in secret confinement, it wouldn't take a lot to get his throat cut and the body sunk in some methane lake on Titan's surface, where no one would ever find it. That's the first thing al-Zubair would do. The second is to see that we never got to speak to the authorities again. We'd be sitting ducks in wide orbit, with no fuel left. The third thing is: he'd disappear, and probably take his other warship with him. He'd run to his friends in the High Companies, deliver his ship, maybe a whole fucking fleet of them. Maybe he's building the fleet for them in the first place. Who the fuck knows what he's doing! I think Ivan was scared enough to be telling us the truth, but I'm damn sure it wasn’t the whole truth." Her voice dropped. "Look, Karil, right now, we've got only one thing going for us, and that's surprise."
"What have you got in mind?"
"Well, first we've got to spring Shag somehow."
"Okay, we'll go to Kelley. He's got the authority."
"Can you trust him?"
"What do you think? We've both worked with him before. Besides, what else could we do? Stage a jail-break? We're talking about titanium walls, mining-robots, armed guards, surrounded by a poisonous atmosphere. We might as well try to break into Venus. I broke into Io, sure, but I couldn't have done it if Ivan hadn't shut down..."
"You broke into Io?"
"Yes, trying to save your life. And I damn near died in the process."
Loris threw up her hands. "All right, we'll try and enlist the Professor's help. But Al-Zubair could easily have spies in his employ, you know."
"We'll speak to him in secrecy. You know how to do that. And after that, this partnership is dissolved."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean you're fucking crazy. I think you've been in the cloak and laser business too long and you're not a hell of a lot better than the other side."
"Karil..." Atty began.

"Oh I see," Loris said. "Well tell me then, you dilettante revolutionary, what the fuck would you have done back there?"
"I wouldn't have come damn near killing myself to stop for revenge, for one thing. I would have gotten the hell..."
"And left Khadijha in control of her ship?"

"Atty could have sabotaged the drivers and communications and left them helpless..."
"In other words, in the same condition they're in now. Well, I'll tell you something: if I could have gone through the ship and slit the throat of every goddamn person on board face-to-face, I would have, just to make damn sure nobody could have gotten the word out to al-Zubair. But this was the best I could do in the time allowed."
"Loris..." Atty began.

"We both know the first thing on your mind was revenge," Karil said. "Do you think I couldn't see it in your eyes? I've seen statues of the Goddess Kali that were less frightening."
And less beautiful, Karil had to admit, though he didn't feel like saying it.

"I hate to interrupt this stimulating and fruitful exchange," Atty said, "but you've both got work to do."
"What's wrong, Atty?"
"You've got to build a catbox."
***
They climbed down the corridor, using the handholds as ladder-rungs, and rigged up a box for Isfahan in the recreation cabin, using a spare packing crate and a few litres of vacuum-packing material. When they had finished, and after a decent hesitation, Isfahan expressed his approval in a practical way.

They climbed back to the bridge and, using Atty's imaging screen, Loris designed a device to adapt the box for free-fall use later. With the help of laser welders, the metal-foil sunshade could be bent and braced into a centrifuge. It would not be difficult to install sensors to set it spinning upon contact with the cat's paws, providing pseudo-gravity, and to close the lid over the box when he had dismounted. It lacked some of the amenities of Isfahan's toilet facilities aboard Anais, that is, it would have to be cleaned by hand, but it would do the trick.

By this time, Karil and Loris were no longer interested in quarrelling. Karil enjoyed some solid food and a shower in his cabin, and climbed into his bed-bag, which he had detached from the bunk-frame and placed on what was now the floor. After a moment, he got up and touched open the iris to the corridor. He was still uncomfortable in enclosed spaces.

"Good night, Karil."
"Good night, Atty. It's really good to have you back."
In the middle of the night, Karil lurched awake. He had been dreaming of landslides and burial alive. He was in a sweat and momentarily confused to find himself lying on what had once been the wall.

"I'm sorry to wake you, Karil, but..."
"I'm glad you did. I was having a nightmare."
"I could tell. But so is Loris. Go to her, Karil."
"But..."
"Please, Karil."
He slipped out of the sack and swung out onto the ladder-well. The hatch to Loris' cabin was open as well, and he could see her lying in the foetal position, her body wracked with sobs. He climbed down to her.

"Loris..."
"Leave me alone."
He took her in his arms and she clung to him, her head on his shoulder, and bawled like a baby. His own eyes filled with tears and he held her tightly.
"I loved her too, Loris," he said.

Her response was interrupted by sobs: "I only had...three friends in the world...and one of them...killed the other two."

After a time, her wails subsided into silence broken by the occasional choking cry. He tucked her into her bed-bag and slipped in beside her. They drifted off to sleep in each other's arms while Atalanta crooned in the darkness.
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