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Swift--Brazen Anvil


PART THREE:
THE BRAZEN ANVIL


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Karil awoke with the scent of Loris' hair in his nostrils, her small buttocks tucked into his lap. He was, of course, hard as a brick. He nuzzled her ear and she stirred and turned toward him, whereupon he began to kiss her throat. For a few moments she moaned softly, and then she awoke. She placed the palms of her hands on his chest in the gesture that all men have always dreaded.

"Thank you, Karil," she said.

"Thank you for what?"
"For comforting me last night."
"But..."
"On Io--well, it would have been more for Johanna than me. Do you understand?"
"You're saying I'm not exactly your type."
"I'm saying that, right now, I'm the captain and you're the astrogator and we're in a dangerous situation, and I know how a man's attitude is affected..."
"I'm not like that, Lor."
"Maybe not, but I don't think we should monkey around with the status quo as long as we're in this situation. Anyway, I still haven't come to terms with the fact that Johanna's gone."
"I'm afraid it's academic now anyway."
She hugged him, confusing him even more. "You see, Karil? The minute I reminded you that I'm your Captain..."
"That's not..."
"I don't express affection as easily as Johanna, especially when I have to keep my mind clear. I think it's better for both of us if we wait and talk about this again when all this is over. All right?"
"All right, Lor. I guess I see your point."
"Good. Let's have some breakfast and build a centrifuge for the catbox." She kissed him on the nose, a gesture remarkably reminiscent of Johanna, and climbed out of bed. It was hard to imagine her the same woman he had seen on the bridge of Mjolnir.


***
Even at twelve million kilometres, Saturn was impressive--oblate as a pumpkin, its whirling cloud-bands visible, but the ring-system still smooth and hard-edged. Its icy moons circled it leisurely. Atty was in free-fall now, irrevocably committed to orbiting the gas-giant forever unless she could be refuelled.

"There are only two alternatives," Atalanta was saying calmly. "Either you call for help, in which case you will have to identify yourselves and alert al-Zubair, or you will have to use the Hum Bug."
"I'm not sure it carries enough fuel," Karil said.

"You've checked the figures three times. You can achieve Titan parking orbit, but only if you leave in a few seconds. I understand your reluctance..."
"No, you don't."
"You must overcome this fear, Karil. No one can speak to Kelley but you, and Shagrug's life depends on your doing it in secret."
"Look, Karil," said Loris with surprising gentleness, "I moved to the Outer Worlds as a child. I've lived in cramped quarters as long as I can remember, but I wouldn't step into that coffin either, if there was any other way."
"You have all the diplomacy of Shagrug," Atty said.

"Anyway," Loris went on. "Think of Nova Terra. When we get there, we'll have all that open sky above us."
***
They stood, flanked by armed guards, on the crest of a hill. A rolling landscape of forest and meadow stretched the length of a river valley before them, fading to blue in the distance. It was early autumn and some of the trees had turned; oak and birch, maple and linden, elm and spruce and poplar made a palette of greens and reds and yellows. A faintly chill breeze ruffled Karil's hair and the almost-forgotten scent of wind over earth flared his nostrils. He turned his gaze to windward, to his right, and saw what appeared to be blue sky beyond the crest of the hills surrounding the valley.

But it was not sky. It was glass--kilometres and kilometres of blue-tinted glass that arced up into the clouds. At the end, hanging nearly upside-down in the sky, from three o'clock to one o'clock high, another landscape was visible through a break in the cloud-cover. It was a snowy, evergreen-forested valley surrounded by rocky peaks. Rivers ran black, and ice-covered lakes gleamed like gold in the sun. The shadow of night was sharp across the landscape, creeping almost visibly the length of the valley.

Beyond it, directly above them, was more blue sky, with clouds scudding across the face of the sun. Karil continued to sweep his gaze around to the left and saw, from eleven to nine o'clock, a vast stretch of golden prairie, broken by wooded rivers and waterholes and moving black clouds that he thought shadows at first but quickly realized were herds of grazing animals.

Another blue window-mosaic dropped to the hills at his left. Peering through it, he could see the great mirror angling away into space, held against the cylinder's spin by suspension cables. Beyond, the vast red cloud-cover of Titan stretched below, hiding the secret of its frozen surface from orbiting eyes. Shagrug was down there somewhere.

"Look," Loris said.

Karil gazed along her pointed finger to the dirt trail that wandered toward them, out of the forest and up the hill. A rider was cantering toward them, leading a second, rider-less horse. The clouds parted for a moment and sunlight fell upon the distant figure, and Karil saw a mass of golden hair fluttering in the wind, whipping about her body, brushing the Arabian's flank. Karil shaded his eyes with his hand and watched her coming. She was riding bareback, dressed in shorts and a halter despite the chill breeze, tanned thighs hugging fine horseflesh. If ever there was a woman born to ride, it was Terry. He started forward as she reached the crest of the hill and she reined in and slid down into his arms. Her hair enveloped him. Loris watched, amused, and the guards stood about foolishly with their guns.

"Oh, put those things away," Terry told them. She stepped back and looked at Karil. "I knew you were still alive. There was a new report of your death every week, but they were all different, so I decided not to believe any of them. I think this is the only place left in the solar system that you're not wanted--at least by the authorities." She smiled at Loris.

"I presumed myself dead a couple of times too," Karil said. "You remember Loris. She's my Captain now."
Terry stood on tiptoes and kissed Loris with surprising warmth. "Thanks for taking care of my boy here."
"He took care of me, actually," Loris said. "Saved my life. And my sanity, such as it is."
"I want to hear all about it," Terry assured them.

"It's a long story," Karil said. "And we have to see the Professor immediately." 

"That's why I'm here. Our place is down by the lake, a few klicks from here. Jay would have come too, but Charles is working his tail off on the Nova One projections. Besides, he's not what you'd call a rider." She turned to the guards. "Thanks for the escort, guys. I can take over now."
The guards shrugged, handed over Karil's and Loris' lasers, clipped their own and descended the elevator into the hill.

"Who's this?" Karil asked. He patted the stallion’s flank as it grazed.

"This is Kalandar Prince. He's mine."
"He's magnificent." 

"I brought you a nice gentle mare because you said you had a friend and I didn't know..."
"Wait a minute," Loris said. "You don't expect me to ride that thing, do you?"
"It's only a horse," Karil said. "Haven't you ever ridden before?"
"I'm not sure I've ever seen a goddamn horse before--in the flesh. If you think I'm gonna ride it, you're crazy."
"There are no roads yet," Terry laughed. "And you can't walk. The sun is going down. It'll be cold soon."
It was true. The sun's image was close to mirror's end and the terminator was sweeping up the valley.

"Come on, it's easy. You can ride with Karil." Terry grasped her stallion's mane and vaulted onto its back as smooth as silk. She handed the second mount's reins to Karil. He gathered them up and swung into the saddle, then extended a hand and succeeded in hauling Loris up behind him. She clutched at him with some trepidation at first, but after a few minutes at a slow walk, he felt her body relax against him.

"It's a nice way to travel," she said with some surprise.

"Some of us," Karil said, "think riding is the second best thing there is. We'll slip into a rolling trot now, so hold on. You should have the rhythm soon."
Loris fit herself into the complex rhythm of the trot and was riding comfortably in a few minutes, though the movement of Karil's firm buttocks between her legs made her smile to herself. No wonder he thought it the second best thing. The road led down into the valley and threaded its way through the darkening forest along the river bank.

"How do you manage three different environments in the same airspace?" she asked.

"Rotation creates prevailing winds that circulate water vapour. Something about the difference in air-pressure and gravity between the axis and the rim, and the coriolis forces set up by the rotation. Jay could explain it better. By varying the mirror angle and the length of the day, we can keep one valley cooler than the others, change seasons according to schedule. Valley Three up there, in the mountains, has the longest and harshest winters; Valley One, on the plains, the shortest and mildest; here it's in between, so we can maintain a deciduous forest.

"What's it like on Nova One?" Karil asked. The other cylinder was visible through the glass.
"You'd feel right at home. It's just like High Africa. There's no real change of seasons, but a big difference in humidity level from valley to valley. I don't have the expertise to explain it in detail, but it has to do with vegetation. Valley One is rain-forest--foggy, swampy, very mysterious. Valley Two is bush country and open savannah. We've already got some of the smaller animals in place. Valley Three is desert and dry scrub. Look, there's the house."
It was dark now, and they could just see the house across the lake, the lights in its windows shimmering on the surface. There was a plume of smoke rising from the chimney.

"You have open fires?"
"Sometimes, on special occasions like this. In fact, a little particulate matter in the atmosphere helps in the snow-making process. Light a fire and bring on the winter. Charles calls it sympathetic magic."
As they rounded the lake amid a cacophony of frogs and crickets, Karil could make out the big house, the outbuildings and stables. "Actually," Terry admitted, "the fire is only for fun. We're plugged into solar-generated electric power. We're at the bottom of the valley here and the superstructure is only a few meters down."
As they approached the house, Karil saw Jay coming toward him across the yard; he flung his leg over his mount's head and dropped to the ground, leaving Loris alone and somewhat dismayed in the saddle. Terry dismounted and helped her down while Karil and Jay carried on as old friends do when meeting again.

"Jesus, Still," Jay said, "I can't believe the mess you've gotten yourself into. We've been asked by three different planetary authorities to hand you over on sight. The only trouble is: we can't decide which authority has first claim on you."
"It's nice to be wanted," Karil said. "And you told me I'd never amount to anything!"
"I never said that," Jay laughed. "I said you were throwing away your life."

"Actually, I came damn close to doing that."

Loris came up beside him and Jay greeted her, suddenly shy.

"Loris? Where's Johanna?"
"Johanna's dead.
He went beet-red. "Oh, I'm sorry."
"I've dealt with it," Loris said in a voice that sent a shiver up his spine, "in my own way." Her expression changed in a flash. "Nice homestead you have here. Though you could use a more comfortable transportation system." She rubbed her bottom.

"Charles likes it this way," Jay said. "I think he's stalling the project as long as he can to keep the whole valley for himself. Come on inside; you must be freezing."
"Not in free-fall suits," Loris said. "Though I don't know how Terry can run around dressed in that fetching manner."
"I'm warm-blooded. Take them inside, Jay. I'll put the horses away."
"Go ahead, Lor," Karil said. "I'll help Terry. It's been a long time since I put a horse to bed."
After untacking and wiping down their mounts in the fragrant stable, Karil and Terry stood awkwardly for a moment. Then she stepped into his arms and he felt her warm and vibrant against him. The touch of her lips was familiar and thrilling, and memories of their days on Earth swept over him like golden tresses. She smelled of horses; to Karil, it was fine perfume.

"Karil, I think we should..."
"We'll have to talk later," he said. "It's important that I speak to the Professor. I just needed to kiss you, that's all."
She paused a moment, her hand on his cheek. "You're different, somehow. You seem older. I like it. Come on, let's find Charles."
Karil paused at the door of the common-room, observing the home that Kelley had designed--the roaring fire illuminating the wooden panelling, the thick carpet and the deep chairs arranged about a cluttered table just high enough to put ones feet up, the shelves of finely-bound paper books, the sound of Bach and the smell of smoke and food. Loris had made herself at home. She had a drink in her hand and her feet up on the table.

"I'll see if I can find the old pirate," Terry said. As she passed by Jay on her way to the kitchen, she reached out and touched him on the arm. Karil would hardly have noticed, knowing the affectionate ways of Martians, but Jay glanced up at him suddenly and dropped his eyes too quickly. He had no time to analyze the confusing flood of contradictory feelings that rose in him, for Professor Charles Kelley was striding into the room. The red-haired bear of a man extended his paw in greeting, first wiping it on his apron. 

"Karil. You sonofagun." His voice filled the room with bass reverberations, drowning out the music and the clatter and voices from the kitchen. "I never expected to see you alive again."
"Professor..." He took the professor's hand, found himself pulled into the bear's embrace.

"If I remember correctly," the Professor went on, "I won't offend you by offering you a drink."
"A little wine would be nice, but I have to..."
"Fine. Let me know what you think of this. I made it myself, right on the premises. I think I can trust my trout almandine to the crew for the time being." He poured a generous glass from a bottle labelled simply In Vino Veritas. "It's a Liebfraumilch. Goes over well with the sweet-toothed younger generation here. I prefer a nice Margaux myself, but there's not much you can do when you've got crushed asteroidal chondrite for soil. No need to comment; I can read faces. Have some more."
Karil looked to Loris for help. "Don't look at me," she said, "I couldn't get a word in either." Karil felt Kelley's huge arm around his shoulder. "I remember this handsome woman too. If they'd had Captains like her forty years ago, I'd still be in the Space Marines. Oh yes, I almost forgot your gift." Kelley strode to the bookcase and came back with a leather-bound book, which he thrust into Karil's hands.

"It's the latest volume of your Terran History," Karil said, delighted. It was huge and heavy, and the edges of the pages were gold. "But I couldn't..."
"Don’t be silly. I've got a whole crate of them. Somewhere. Probably Terry knows where they are. She knows where everything is. Terry?"
Terry appeared at the kitchen door, more demurely dressed, pinning her hair up.

"Where's that crate of Histories?"
"At the Institute. In your office. Third shelf in the closet."
"What did I tell you? She could find my lost innocence for me."
"Our records don't go back that...What's the matter, Charles?"
The Professor was looking at Karil with suspicion in his eyes. Karil glanced down and saw his own laser in Kelley's hand, pointed at him.

Kelley was clever: he had passed up at least two opportunities to grab the laser, and it wasn't until Karil's hands were full with the book and his attention distracted by Terry that he had made his move. Now he had stepped back out of reach, and not even Loris, who was already on her feet, would be able to disarm him before he could squeeze the trigger.

"Charles," Terry said, "this is Karil. You know him. What's the matter?"
Out of the corner of his eye, Karil saw Loris glancing from face to face. He shook his head at her to tell her to remain calm. Jay sat with mouth open, uncomprehending. Students, strange faces, gathered in the doorway.

"It may be Karil," Kelley said, "but I'm a member of the Council, and another member has asked me to arrest him. And there's something funny about the stories we've heard. They don't add up, and I need to know the truth."
"I suppose it would be al-Zubair who asked for my arrest," Karil said.

"Yes, that's right."
"Did he involve the whole government in this? Alert the security forces? Bring the request to the attention of the citizens at large? Or did he ask you in secrecy to turn me over to him personally, with as little publicity as possible?"
"Hmmph! The latter, as I suspect you know."
"Were you all right with this, or did it strike you as a little undemocratic?"
Kelley chuckled. "Well, it struck me that he was being a little self-serving, as if there was something personal between you two. But that doesn't mean his security concerns are illegitimate. And I still don't know how to interpret the inconsistencies in the stories. Atalanta leaves Mars on the way here, presumably with you on board. Then we find you still on Mars, telling us that Atalanta is headed here. Then she turns up in Jupiter orbit, full of dead bodies. Then the Galilean Press reports that you are in the Jovian system and wanted by Galilean Security. Then you disappear and turn up here, but you couldn't possibly have come from Jupiter to Saturn in so short a time, so either you were not left behind on Mars or you were not on Ganymede. I know a thing or two about space-travel myself."
"Al-Zubair knows more than all of us," Loris said. "We came here in an antimatter-powered vessel that he designed and built."
"That's impossible too."
"Not for al-Zubair. He's been working on it all his life."
"I know that's an area of expertise. But how could he build such a ship? And where?"
"On Tethys," Karil said.

"There's nothing there but mining."
"Have you been there lately?"
"No, but nobody could hide an operation of such..."
"Are you sure? Does anybody really monitor al-Zubair's activities? Do you know anything about his business that he hasn't told you?"
"Well, no. But why would he do such a thing?"
"They're warships. There are at least two of them."
"Warships!"
"Yes, and fitted with antimatter weapons. They can reach any planet in the system in a matter of days and bring incredible firepower against anyone he chooses to threaten. Atalanta has it all on record. She's in Saturn orbit now, running cold and silent--undetectable, unless you know her precise orbit."
"The last I heard of her, she was dysfunctional and being kept under wraps by Galilean Security."
"She was," Loris said. "But she was repaired, brought here aboard a ship called Mjolnir, in which Karil and I were imprisoned. We escaped and came here. The ship met with a little accident. You remember Shagrug, her Captain?"
"Yes. Of course. Hard to forget him."
"He's being held in prison on Titan. If he's still alive. That's why we're here. We need a consular order to get him out. He can verify our story. There's a secret seventh level to the prison there, where al-Zubair keeps political prisoners."
The needle-nose of the weapon had begun to waver. Now it was steady and pointed at Karil's heart. "There are only six levels in that facility," Kelley said. "Most of those are engineering and mining levels. There's only one prison level. I've seen the plans."
"Professor," said Jay, "who showed you those plans?"
"Well, al-Zubair, of course. He was the engineer who designed the facility in the first place."
"In the first place," Jay said, "he designed it with seven levels." He went to a computer and began tapping keys. "Later on, during construction, the plans were ostensibly changed. I never understood why. Why spend more money to make something smaller?"
"I worked there," another student said. "The prisoners scare each other with stories of the Seventh Level of Hell. I thought they were just stories."
"The facility was built by robot labour," another student said, "entirely programmed by al-Zubair. Just like Tethys."
"Here," said Jay. "Original plans. Look." He turned the screen to face the Professor, who carefully glanced at it, still keeping Karil under guard. Even from across the room he could count the levels.

"Jesus Christ," he said, flipped over the laser, and handed it to Karil. He strode to the screen and examined the plans in detail. Then he tapped the keyboard.

"Yes, Professor?" said a voice.

"Lee, prepare a shuttle for the morning. Do it yourself, and don't tell anyone."
"Yes, Sir." 

Kelley turned to Karil. "I still find all this hard to believe, but you've answered my questions consistently, and I'm giving you the benefit of the doubt. If I find prisoners being held without trial, I won't need any more evidence to have al-Zubair arrested. Then we'll check out this facility on Tethys."
***
After dinner, Terry led Karil and Loris up the stairs to the guest rooms under the eaves. "Do you sleep together?" she asked matter-of-factly.

Karil was not surprised by the question, familiar as he was with Martian candor, but Loris was startled. "I'm not sure how to answer," she said.

Terry touched her arm in another familiar Martian gesture. "There's no need to be embarrassed."
"I'm from Ganymede," Loris laughed. "We don't embarrass easily. I'm just not sure what the answer is."
"I just wanted to know whether to find you another room."
"We can share this one," Karil said. "It's the roomiest quarters we've had in a long time. Trust me."
"Okay, then. See you in the morning." She kissed them both, Loris quickly, Karil lingeringly, and left.

In bed, listening to the unfamiliar sounds of the country, Loris spoke in the darkness.

"Sorry about your friends, Karil."
"What do you mean?"
"You know they're lovers. I saw it in your face."
"I'm happy for them both," he said unconvincingly. "Anyway, Terry's Martian. It doesn't mean anything to her. I mean, she can..."
"But it means a lot to you, Karil. You're jealous of your best friend and it disturbs you deeply. You Terrans still think of women as property."
"That's not true," Karil said. "At least, not me."
"No? If I were a man, would you have gone after Johanna?"
Karil was silent.

"Good night, Karil." Loris turned away and dropped instantly into deep sleep. Karil lay for some time, listening to the slap of water on the lakeshore, the myriad chirpings and murmurings of the night. He was strangely homesick. He got up and slipped out of bed, Loris still sleeping, and rummaged in a desk drawer until he found some paper. In a few minutes, he had a poem:
Whatever gods bestow good fortune,

reproach me not.
For I have one

who is the very sun to me.

In her laugh is sunshine;
in her step

is energy inexhaustible.
Dependable and giving,

warm and proud,

she is the source of being,

the Queen of Day,

the central fire;
A golden corona is her hair.
And yet another comes,

a night-haired, ancient,

deep and restless being,

responsive as the sea

to my embrace.
And in her smile

is Diana's laughter in the forest.
When she shrinks into herself,

dark dreams disturb the mind,

and when she opens,

like some night-anemone,

priest-like, I mark the day as holy.
Whatever gods bestow good fortune,

reproach me not:

If a man possess the sun,

shall he not desire 

the moon also?

CHAPTER TWELVE

The mist rising from the lake drifted wraith-like across its surface. As Karil watched from the window, a doe appeared out of the mist, wading alertly along the shoreline. She glanced about, ears twitching, and bent down to drink. Suddenly she jerked up her head, stood stone-still for an instant, and bounded into the forest. Karil heard a door slam and saw Terry lugging a hay-bale across the yard toward the stables. She was dressed in space-attire and a parka, and her hair was in braids. She saw him, waved gaily, and went on in to the stables.

Loris stirred and sat up, the covers falling away from her small brown breasts.

"How did you sleep?" Karil asked.

"I woke up once or twice," she said. "Noises in the woods. You slept like a baby."
"It took me a while to get used to it," Karil told her, "but after a while it was just like home. I used to hear lions and hyenas from my room." He watched the mirrored image of the sun rising above the trees, sweeping away the mist. "I could get to like it here, I think."
"You don't know what you want," Loris snorted.

The door opened a crack and Terry stuck her head in. "Can I come in? I brought you some orange juice. Imported at great expense all the way from Nova One."

"Come on in," Loris said.

Terry brought a glass of juice to Karil at the window. Her hand lingered on his chest for a moment. Then she brought the other glass to Loris and sat on the edge of the bed.

"How did you find sleeping in Earth-normal?" she asked. "It took me forever to adapt."
"I fall asleep quickly, but I'm not a sound sleeper," Loris said. "Too much Security training, I think. Always listening for strange noises, and you've got some weird ones here. I'm a little stiff this morning."
"We can't have that," Terry said. "You're our pilot today. Turn over."
Loris set down her glass and flipped over. Terry peeled the covers down the length of her body and began to massage her back.

"Loris, you're in fantastic shape."
"I have to be. You've got a nice touch."
"Comes from growing up in a mining community. Massage is a skill that everybody learns."
Terry's small white hands caressed and kneaded Loris. The latter stretched like Isfahan and turned her face toward Karil. A faint smile played about the corners of her mouth.

"How soon are we leaving?" she asked.

"Very soon. You just have time for a shower and a quick breakfast. Charles is probably wondering what's keeping us."
"Too bad," Loris said.

"Yes," Terry said simply. "I'd better go."
"Thank you," Loris said as Terry hopped off her body. "That helped a lot." She rolled over on her back and stretched languidly. There was a moment's hesitation, the atmosphere crackling with tension. Terry trotted over to Karil and kissed him warmly.

"You'd better hurry. I'll see you downstairs." She left.

Loris leaped to her feet and tossed off the rest of her orange juice. "I'll say one thing for you, Karil," she said. "You've got good taste in women." She turned and headed for the shower.

Karil turned and gazed out the window, his mind whirling.

***
The tiny shuttle named Orville dropped from Nova Terra toward the blood-red clouds of Titan. Karil was wearing a Council Guard's uniform, a bulky needle-gun strapped to his thigh. Beside him, in the uniform of a Council Pilot, Loris was at the controls, and behind, flanked by Terry and Jay, Kelley was the image of a Titanic Council-member accompanied by aide and secretary.

They plunged into the clouds and for a moment Saturn was still visible, darkly, through a hydrocarbon mist, and then both it and the sun were blotted out. The darkness was Tartarean indeed, except when flashes of lightning rent the clouds, revealing great crimson thunderheads like mountain ranges all about them. Outside the ship, the temperature was three hundred below, Karil read, and steady.

Loris kept her eyes glued to the screen, where radio-echo revealed the contours of the surface below. They sped over the icy plains and seas of methane slush, their faces gaunt in the cabin light reflected off the red mist outside.

"There the Titan gods lay buried under the darkness and the mist," Karil quoted.

Kelley's laugh boomed. "An unpleasant, mouldy place, and even the gods loathe it."
Loris grinned. "Don't tell me Karil has finally met...Jesus, Professor, what the hell is that?"
"I guess that's the wall of bronze that Hesiod was talking about," Kelley told her. "There is no escape; Poseidon has fitted brazen doors and the walls enclose the whole."
Some heat-source in the canyon below--perhaps the methane furnaces of the smelters and factories on the valley floor--had boiled off clear ammonia vapour and hydrogen gas from the slush, and there was a kilometre-wide bubble of transparent, if smoggy, atmosphere beneath the lowering crimson clouds. Great banks of artificial lights illuminated the scene. Along the edge of one precipice, towering over the robots and crawlers on the canyon floor, stretched a vast, many-storied citadel. It reminded Karil of Lhasa in Tibet, but it was not beautiful. The colours were infernal and the walls, dotted with thin illuminated windows, seemed indeed to be made of brass. It was Satanic, chthonic, and awful.

"This is restricted territory," a voice rang in their ears. "Access is limited to authorized persons on official business. Please identify."
"This is Charles Kelley of the Titanic Council. I await voice-print confirmation."
After a moment, a different voice replied in a more conciliatory manner. "Your identity is confirmed. Welcome to Titan Works, Professor Kelley. If we had known of your intention to visit..."
"...it wouldn't have been a surprise inspection. I assume this is Warden Jann speaking."
"Yes, Councilman. I'll meet you at the landing-pad. Your pilot has already received the landing signal."
The ship touched down on the broad, flat roof of the structure, and a pad lowered them into the hangar. Panels closed over them and the hangar was pressurized. Warden Jann and a handful of guards met them in a fancy reception room. Jay immediately strode to the com-station, plugged in his pad, and punched in a code. "No messages have been sent, Professor," he said. "Communications are now shut down."
"Councilman," Warden Jann said. "Surely there is no need for such secrecy..."
"Of course there is. Now, please show us this facility."
The interior of the mining complex was not so bleak and dismal as the hellscape outside; they could have been beneath the surface of any planet. The party toured the residential, engineering, and computer sections, the warden explaining in detail, Kelley making the occasional noncommittal remark, then descended to the prison level. Karil lost track of the locks and guard stations they passed through, the cellblocks and cafeterias, workshops and exercise domes, the last pleasant with trees and running water, but artificially lit and somehow depressing. Finally, they were in the Warden's well-appointed office.

"Perhaps some refreshments before you leave," the warden said, reaching for a button on his desk.

"Perhaps later, when we have finished our tour."
"I assure you, Councilman, you've seen everything. Unless you'd like to descend into the mines. Normally, only robots..."
"I'd like to see Subterranean Level Seven," Kelley said.

The warden did not flinch, but he smiled a little too quickly. "I'm afraid there are only six subterranean levels," he said. "I can show you the plans."
Kelley glanced at Karil and the latter drew his needle-gun.

"Warden Jann," Kelley said patiently, "we know about Level Seven. We know there are prisoners being held there without benefit of trial. If you have any hope of leniency from the Council, you'd be wise to co-operate with this investigation. Any attempt to interfere will go very hard with you indeed."
"But..."
"Al-Zubair will not be able to protect you. You'd be foolish to rely on him."
The warden had begun to sweat despite the air-conditioning. "Professor Kelley, I assure you..."
"Very well. Officer, place this man under arrest. Terry, will you contact Titan City and tell them we'll be arriving with our prisoner in a few minutes? Warden, as your last official act, will you please send for your assistant and inform him that he is in charge? Or will I have to do it?"
The warden was thinking quickly. He had a small army of guards at his disposal, but there was little chance of them detaining a member of the Council on his orders. Kelley's manner implied that at least some of the authorities knew he was there and why. He could have no illusions about al-Zubair going out of his way to protect him.

"All right," he said finally. "I'll show you."
"Excellent," Kelley said. "You've done a good job here. I'm sure, with my recommendation, the Council will be inclined to be lenient. After all, you were only following al-Zubair’s orders, were you not?"
"That is true, Sir."
"If you co-operate, you may even be detained in Titan City, instead of here below."
Faced with the possibility of confinement in his own prison, the warden leaped to co-operate. He touched a sensor somewhere under his desk and a wall-panel slid open behind him. They followed him down a short corridor to an elevator and, Karil's weapon always on the warden, descended into the mountain. The doors opened on a dimly-lit passageway. An unkempt middle-aged man in prison-garb was coming toward them. At the sight of Kelley, his eyes grew wide with fear and he fell to his knees. He bowed to the ground as if to royalty and remained in that position, trembling.

"Forgive me, Councillor," he said. "I'm only a trusty."
"Never mind that," said Kelley. "I want you to show me the prisoners here."
"At once, Councillor." The trusty ran to a nearby room and returned with a set of power-keys. He went before them down the corridor, punching open one cell after another. As if in a dream, Karil followed the group from cell to cell, more horrified with each sight.

An elderly man sat slumped in a corner like a bundle of rags, staring at them uncomprehendingly. A younger man began to weep and threw himself at Kelley's feet. Kelley picked him up and turned him over to Terry, who did her best to comfort him. A young woman was chained to a bed in another cell, her naked body covered with scars.

In a flash, Kelley reached out and snagged Loris' wrist as she started for the trusty, who shrank back from her, throwing up his hands for protection.

"Leave him alone," Kelley told her. "Take the warden back to the front room and call the prison hospital. Tell them to send down a medical team for these people, starting with this girl." His eyes met the warden's and the latter dropped his gaze.

"And you..." Kelley said, turning to the trusty.

"Don't let her kill me, Councillor!"
"She won't kill you. Though I might let her kill al-Zubair. Now, show me the rest of the prisoners."
A gaunt, hollow-eyed Shagrug turned to look at Karil as he stepped into his cell. A broad grin, spoiled by a few missing teeth, broke out on his face.

"Jesus, Stillborn," he croaked. "It took you long enough!" He started toward him and collapsed, crumpling to the floor.

Loris found Karil bending over him. She checked his vital signs with an appearance of expertise. In a moment, Kelley entered, in a rage.

"Al-Zubair is nowhere to be found," he said. "My God, is this Shagrug? I hardly recognize him." He turned to the guard behind him. "I want all these people taken to the sick-bay. Except this one. Take him to Titan City Hospital. He's a Council witness and I want him guarded well. Karil and Loris, come with me."

They followed him down the corridor. "Terry," he said, poking his head into a cell where she was attending to a prisoner, "I've been in touch with the Council. Al-Zubair is missing, but they've given us full co-operation. You're in charge here. I've given orders that Shagrug is to be taken up to the city. The council wants to speak to him as soon as he's able to speak to them. We're going to Tethys."
"Yes, Charles," she said, but she looked worried.

Both Karil and Loris had to run to keep up with his lengthy stride. They took the elevator to the warden's office, where a young man, apparently the warden’s assistant, was giving orders over the com.

"Get me a police cruiser," Kelley said as he passed. "A fast one. We're joining the fleet."
They raced to the landing pad, where a sleek, spare ship was waiting for them. They piled in and were strapping themselves into their couches even as it lifted from the pad. It shot upward through the clouds, burst into space, and fell toward Saturn. Loris watched the pilot with admiration.

In a few minutes, they could see a fleet of Titanic police-cruisers ahead of them, speeding in a long arc to intercept Tethys orbit. Saturn grew visibly as they plummeted through the half-million kilometre empty zone between Titan and Rhea, crossed the latter's orbit, and that of Dione, and fell into parallel with Tethys.

Saturn was only 300,000 kilometres away, a great bent bow of light with its half-lit rings a thin arrow aimed at the sun. The bands of clouds racing about it, appearing around the limb and plunging into darkness at the terminator, were clearly visible. Mimas raced its shadow across the equator and Enceladus hung off to one side, its icy surface sparkling in the pale sunlight.

Below them now, Ithaca Canyon snaked across the surface of Tethys nearly from pole to pole. In admirably precise formation, the fleet of ships dropped into it and the icy walls rose about them.

"You have entered a restricted zone," said a robotic voice over the comm. "Please identify..."
"Christ! Professor, I need the com," said Loris.

"Go ahead."
"Attention, robots," she said. "There are human beings aboard these ships. Following any self-destruct commands will endanger human lives. Do you understand?"
"Yes, we understand. Please identify..."
"Councilman Charles Kelley. I countermand any orders of Councilman al-Zubair by order of the Titanic Council. Please prepare for inspection."
"Yes, Councilman Kelley."
That took care of the robots, but were there human beings? Had al-Zubair fled to this place? Would they be fired upon? It seemed a lonely and fit place for a space-battle--a glacial wasteland, cold and airless.

Precisely where Atalanta had indicated, there was a cavern

hollowed out in the cliff-face, hidden from orbital view by the overhang of the precipice. Karil's heart was pounding in his ears as, one by one, supported on a cushion of thrust, the ships drifted inside and settled to the surface.

A great hangar door blazed in the ships' lights. The cavern was silent and deserted--eerily so--and the call for surrender received no response. Above them was a gantry-house, computers winking at them through the thick quartz ports, but there was not a soul within.

"We're going in," Kelley said.

The orders were relayed by his pilot and dozens of suited figures poured from the ships, armed with portable laser-cannons and side-arms.

"You don't have to come," Kelley said as he unstrapped and fastened on his helmet. "You've done your share of risking your lives, I think."
"Are you kidding?" Loris said.

In a moment, they were moon-hopping across the cavern floor in their suits, following Kelley with drawn lasers. As Tethys was tiny and almost entirely made of ice, each step was many meters long. Several squads had already--dangerously but necessarily--cycled through the tiny personnel lock at the base of the hangar doors. The atmosphere was strange--the stark lighting, the ceiling lost in blackness, the great doors dwarfing the tiny figures before it, Karil's breath roaring in his ears in the separate world of the suit. It brought back memories of commando raids on Mars.

The voice of the officer in charge, first into the lock, echoed in his suit. "There is no one here, Councilman. Only robots. The area is searched and secured."
"Good work, Captain."
They passed through the lock and emerged into a vast chamber hollowed out of the ice. Robots wheeled and trundled to and fro, welding-lasers blazed and sparked, steel plates were lifted and carried overhead by enormous track-cranes in the ceiling. There were several ships under construction, others apparently completed. They sat in a row down the length of the cavern, dwarfing the troops to Lilliputian status as they moved in their shadows.

Karil read aloud the names on the bows of the completed ships as he passed beneath them: "Zill Allah--Shadow of God. Al-Mansur--The Victorious. Dhammavijaya. That's a Hindi word, I think."
"You're right," Kelley said. "I believe it means Victory of Righteousness. What's this?"
Two ships were missing. Their names were inscribed on the empty cradles. One was in ancient Nordic script, and the other in Greek.

"Mjolnir," Kelley said. "And Khalkeos Akmon. The Brazen Anvil. Judging by its position among the others, I'd say it was the flagship. It looks like our quarry has escaped."
***
Shagrug was awake and sitting up in bed, surrounded by nurses and guards. The room was palatial, with a window overlooking Nova Two, but Shagrug was not in a good mood.

"There you are," he said as Karil and Loris entered the room. "Am I glad to see you guys! They won’t tell me a damn thing around here. How's Atty?"
"Atty's fine," Loris said.

"Where is she? Can you get her on that thing?" He waved a weak hand toward the room console.

"She's in Saturn orbit. I imagine she's got an ear out for us. You want to talk to her?"
"I thought she was here, in the city. What did you do? Hide her?"
"You might say that. We had to sneak into the Saturn system."
"Smart girl. No, I'd better not talk to her, and give away her position. Leave her there till I can go and get her in person. Just as long as she's safe..."
"Don't worry. Hey, leave that alone. You need nourishment."
A nurse jumped up and slapped his hand. Karil got the impression it was not the first time it had happened.

"It itches. And I need food, not a lot of tubes stuck in my arm."

"Shut up and lie back," Loris snapped. "You're lucky to be alive, you ungrateful sonofabitch."
"I love you too, Loris."
"Professor Kelley," the nurse said as he entered the room, "I must tell you that this is the most difficult patient..."
"Oh piss off," Shagrug told her. "Professor, I guess I have you to thank for my freedom. Such as it is." He glared at the nurse.

"You'll be out of here soon," Kelley said. "You seem to be in good shape for someone who was nearly starved to death."
"I had resources to draw on." Shagrug patted his now-slim body. "I'm all right. How’s the girl?"
"The girl?"
"The one in the cell next to mine. She was just somebody who overheard something she wasn't supposed to, you know. She had no idea why she was in that hell-hole. I could hear what the trusty was doing to her."
"She'll be all right, physically," Kelley said. "Judging by the reports I heard on the way back from Tethys, she'll recover from her wounds. She'll even be pretty again. But she'll probably have nightmares for years."
"Have you got that sonofabitch?"
"The trusty?"
"He's just a half-wit animal. I mean al-Zubair."
"He's gone. There's a ship missing from his yard."
"That figures. He's probably on his way to Earth. They'll be happy to get their hands on that ship of his. I only got a glimpse of it before the lights went out, but it looked like a mean mother-fucker."
"Galilean Security's been alerted," Loris said. "And every free-trader in the system's looking for him too. Johanna's dead, Shag. And Anais."
"Oh, Jesus, I'm sorry, Lor. Is he responsible for that too?"
"He didn't pull the trigger, but he's responsible. And Khadijha."
"What? Did you say Khadijha?"
"That's what I said. But I dealt with her."
"Good for you."
"It's a long story," Kelley said. "I haven't heard all of it myself. Right now, are you up to speaking to the Council?"
"Why? Do they want my opinion of the vacation resort on Titan? Sure, bring on my public. But let me fix my face first."
"It would take a sledge-hammer to fix your face," Loris said. Shagrug cackled gleefully.

Kelley left the room and returned a moment later with technicians and equipment. When it was set up, he punched a code and the room began to shimmer. The wall faded and suddenly they were looking at a long curved table that seemed to stretch from one side of the bed, around the foot, to the other. A dozen figures were sitting before a panoramic view of Saturn. Two chairs were empty.

"Are your witnesses ready, Councilman Kelley?"
"Yes, they are."
"The Council calls Ali Karil Stilbon, and the free-traders known as Loris and...Shagrug, in the matter of Charles Kelley versus Marwan al-Zubair, absent and whereabouts unknown. Do you testify of your own free will?"
"I do."
"I do."
"Damn right."
"The phrase is: I do."
"What are we? Man and wife? I do. I do."
Loris testified dryly, with the air of someone who had spoken to councils before. Shagrug spoke somewhat more colourfully, and listened to Karil's and Loris' stories with amazement. Several times the Council had to reprimand him for outbursts of indignation. Karil had to give him credit--he was not the slightest bit impressed by the authority present. As for Karil himself, he felt intimidated as he recognized, one by one, some of the most famous scholars, scientists, tycoons, and statesmen in the system--it really was a council of titans. In the end, their decision was unanimous, though one or two looked uncomfortable as they voted.

"The Titanic Council summons Marwan al-Zubair to appear and show cause why he should not be charged with the crimes of kidnapping, illegal detention, piracy, and murder. It further requests any administration or authority in the solar system to detain said Marwan al-Zubair when found, pursuant to arrest by the Titanic Council. The Council thanks these witnesses for their co-operation and requests that Captain Shagrug make his ship's records available as evidence."
"The hell I will."
"Please speak up, Captain. The Council cannot hear you."
"If I may speak..." the Professor began.

"The Council recognizes Professor Kelley."
"Thank you. Captain Shagrug is under medical care. As soon as he is able to travel, I will undertake to reunite him with his ship and will accept responsibility for seeing that the Council has the information it needs in this matter. I'm sure the Council recognizes the confidentiality of an independent ship's records and the Captain’s privilege to keep his log inviolable. I'm equally sure that, in the interest of justice, the Captain will allow those portions of the record that pertain to this matter to be revealed."
"Is this acceptable to you, Captain?"
"Okay," Shagrug sighed. "He can have what he needs. Just to make sure that sonofa..."
"Thank you, Captain," the Council spokeswoman said. "This sitting is adjourned."

The projection shimmered and faded. The technicians began dismantling the equipment.

"They'll never catch him." Shagrug said. "He's halfway to Earth by now."


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Karil and Terry rode side by side across the savannah, their horses breasting the long-grass, the mirrored sun blazing down upon them. Every so often a gust of wind would sweep past--Karil could see the grass bowing before it--and wave Terry's mane like a banner. The rain-forest hung rich and green above the clouds, all but smothering the river-system that meandered from one end of the valley to the other. On the other side of the sky, the desert was an abstract painting of white sand, red rock, black shadow, and green oasis wherever the date-palm clustered about a well or pool. The savannah was familiar, yet strangely empty. He imagined the impala pronking, the giraffe bobbing like tall ships, the elephants casually ransacking the trees.

"I'm beginning to understand al-Zubair," Karil said. "I'm sure this project was partly inspired by homesickness. Of course, he did intend to keep it all for himself as a fantasy-class High Company estate, but I can see why he wanted to create this little corner of High Earth out here."
"It almost makes him seem sympathetic, doesn't it?"
"Hmmm...no."
Terry reined in. Karil stopped beside her and she turned in her saddle to face him. "Karil," she said, "would you like to help us finish the project?"
"What do you mean?"

"Well, now that Titan has a whole new technology to bargain with, we'll be able to finish stocking the colony."
"What would I have to do?"
"Supervise the capture and shipping of the savannah species, so we can breed them here. You'd be perfect for the job. Charles thinks so, too. You grew up with the animals and know their ways, and yet you're at home in space. That's a pretty rare combination, you know."
"You forget. I'm not exactly welcome on Earth."
"Charles says you can get more with a kind word and a gun than you can with just a kind word. Titan has some pretty big guns now, thanks to al-Zubair. Relations with Earth should be different now. In the face of a shift in interplanetary relations like that, a little smuggling and Martian sabotage don't seem so important. We'll be able to work together--you and me. There's work for Loris too, and Shagrug. We'll need good pilots."
"It's a tempting offer."
"Of course it is," she laughed. "That's why I was chosen to make it. I'm the resident temptress. You'll be able to watch this place come alive with animals--elephants, lions. You'll feel like God on the Sixth Day."

Karil laughed. Now he knew why Terry had brought him here. Loris and Shagrug had gone off in the Hum Bug, guiding a fuel tanker to Atty's position, Jay had remained with the Professor to prepare for the downloading of the ship's evidence, and Terry had taken Karil in to Nova One. He had leaped at the offer, not only to see the savannah and to be alone with Terry, but to postpone as long as possible his next conversation with Jay. Terry had, in some subtle way, come between them, and he was not sure how to deal with it.

Terry suddenly spurred her mount and galloped off toward the distant trees. Karil went after her, flying across the grassland through the wind and sun. His heart began to pound in rhythm to his horse's hooves; a woman's sudden flight like this, when no danger threatened, could only be an invitation to pursuit.

The golden flag of her hair vanished among the trees, and a few minutes later Karil plunged into their shade. He slowed to a trot, looking about for her. The ground was dappled with sunlight and buzzed with cicada-song. He found her horse's spoor and followed it, bending over his own mount's neck.

In time, he found himself beside a small waterhole and looking up, discovered an unexpected sight. It was a tree-house, a round hut with conical roof such as one might find in the High Sudan, but perched halfway up a towering baobab. Beneath it, Terry's mount was quietly grazing, and her clothes were scattered about the shore.

Suddenly she appeared, rising naked from the pond like a blond naiad, and sounded again. Soon he was in the water with her, and soon after that they were lying on the grassy bank as Karil traced patterns with his fingertips on her back.

She turned heavy-lidded eyes to his face, pulled him down to her. There was a lingering kiss and they were locked in a penetrating embrace. She rolled on top of him, burying him in fragrant tresses. He looked up at her as they made love, her lips parted and her head tossing in ecstasy, the sunlight through the foliage behind her creating a golden corona of her hair.

***
Karil was not surprised to find that the tree-house contained a well-stocked larder, a modern kitchen, and full plumbing. The maze of pipes and wires a few meters below ground apparently thrust upward through the tree-trunk. He wondered how many other trees in the valley were similarly cored.

"Does all this spoil it for you?" Terry asked, as they bustled together, naked, about the kitchen. "We can rough it sometime, if you like. I'm not your average pampered outworlder, you know."
"Maybe we will, someday," he said, lifting her mane and kissing the back of her neck. "Right now, it couldn't be better. I had a tree-house of my own, you know, when I was a boy."
"Really? Back on High Africa?"
"Yes. I had my first sexual encounter there."
"No! In a tree-house?" Terry laughed. "You know, somehow that doesn't surprise me."
They had chilled wine with dinner, by candlelight, listening to the whirr of cicadas and the bellow of frogs in the night, the rustle and snort of the horses tethered below.

"Karil..." Terry began

"What, Terry?"
"Don't look so frightened. Why are men always so frightened when a woman starts to speak seriously?"
"Experience, probably," he said, grinning.

"I was just going to tell you something, then ask you something."
"What is it?" He knew what she had to tell him.

"Jay and I are..."
"I guessed," he said. "Do you love him?"
"Yes, don’t you?"
The question surprised him. "I suppose I do. He was my best friend most of my life, after all. No, pretty much my only friend."
"It's hard to imagine. You know that, Karil? I don't know what it's like not to be surrounded by people who care for me, all the time." She paused. "I love you, Karil," she said.

"I love you too," he replied. "But you know that."
"You never said so, you know."
"Didn't I?" It was true. "But neither did you."

"Will you marry me?"
It was a strange fact that Karil had not expected this. He sipped his wine. "What about Jay?" he asked finally.

"He's already accepted."
"Oh, I see." He pushed his plate away. It was obvious that dinner was over for him. "I don't know if I can do that, Terry."
Her words came out in a torrent, as if they could overwhelm and conquer his doubts by sheer force of numbers. "We'll all be working on this project for some time, but eventually it'll be over. Jay and I want to live on Mars. I know there's a tremendous future out this way--Triton will be colonized eventually, and there's the whole outer system to be explored--but there's a future on Mars too. Someday we'll be able to crawl out of our holes and stand on the surface. Jay says it's like our ancestors crawling out of the sea. The project planners are already looking for people with qualifications like Jay's and mine. That's why I came to study here, with the great experts on mega-projects. In the meantime we can start a little farm, maybe in the Margaritifer. Someday that will be a coastal plain. Jay and I have already started designing the main tunnel complex. There's a room in it we call Karil's room..."

Karil opened his lips to speak, but she placed a finger upon them and continued talking. "I know you don't think as far ahead as we do, and I know how you feel about space. You don't have to live with us all the time. You can drop in whenever you're on Mars. It'll be your home base. You'll have a ship of your own someday. We can incorporate it with our Martian holdings. It's been done before. Our children..."
"There won't be any children by me, Terry. That dose of radiation I got on Io has seen to that."
"That doesn't matter, Karil. Nobody cares who fathers the babies; we're all Progeny's Children. It's just--well, communal life has a way of becoming insular. People outside the family aren't quite the same. I need you to be part of the family."
"Terry," he said, reaching out and placing his hand on hers. "I admire the Martian lifestyle. I love the Martian people. But I don't think I can do it. I'm possessive, Terry, I'm selfish. I wasn't brought up that way."
"Jay wasn't either."
"Jay is not... I mean, he's..."
"He's not as passionate a person as you are, I know that."
There was a moment of silence. In that moment, Karil came to understand. Terry admired Jay, even loved him, and she wanted his genes in her family. But she had been away from Mars for a while, had seen the solar system, and she needed someone for the passionate, adventurous side of her nature. Jay knew this and was intellectual enough to accept it, whatever jealousy he may have harboured in the depths of his heart. In both their minds, Karil filled their needs perfectly. But Karil wasn't so sure.

"I don't know what I'm going to do," he said finally. "Atty's my ship. She's important to me. And Shagrug can't get along with just anybody, you know. Then, there's Loris. We're good partners too. I don't know."
"Will you think about our idea?"
"Of course I will. There's plenty of time, isn't there?"
***
In the middle of the night, Karil rose and padded about the room naked, looking for a pen and paper, which he found in a kitchen drawer. Terry stirred in bed, her hair cascading over the pillow. Karil sat and wrote:




If I'd been raised like you

in a family that kissed

and touched in Martian style,

it might not be so difficult for me

to reach out with a casual air

and touch the ones I love.
In childhood

most of my companions

were imaginary friends;

for years my treehouse

was a secret place.
But once there was a visitor.
With Tomboy ease she climbed

and, bold, sat in my lap.
She placed my head on budding breasts

to feel her heart, as loud as mine,

and I experienced

my first erection not in sleep.
We looked down through the foliage

and saw her Baba, dressed in black.
All my life there was

a scowling Baba in my soul,

a dark duenna at the dance

of my desires.
Into the secret treehouse

of my mind you climb

and slowly, over time,

convince me I am not alone,

that I can touch, and trust, and share

my thoughts and dare

defy the doubts that chaperone

my soul.
The morning sunlight striped their bodies through the shutters. They lay on a mattress spread on the tatami-mat floor of the treehouse. Karil was busy making snail-tracks with his tongue across Terry's downy, quivering belly. Her hair was flying as she thrashed about. He made a neat detour about the glistening pubic triangle and continued down her thighs.

Suddenly she was up on her elbows, her head cocked sideways. "Something's spooking the horses," she said.

Karil listened. They did seem to be nervous. "They've picked up a lion’s scent," he said, anxious to get back to work.

"There are no lions, remember?"
"That's right. I forgot." He bent down and bit her on the inner thigh.

"Ouch! What's that for?"
"Just marking my place. Shall we check it out?" He leaped to his feet, extended a hand and pulled her up beside him.

Karil paused to draw his laser from the holster hanging on the wall, but did not bother to dress. They descended the ladder to the ground, and while Terry comforted the horses with a few pats and a gentle word, Karil prowled about the waterhole, laser at the ready. There did not seem to be anything amiss. He was about to return when he thought he heard a movement in the undergrowth. Nerves tensed, he followed the sound. It led him on through the brush and into deeper bush, until in a clearing he saw the bird crashing about, flapping an apparently broken wing. He started toward it to see how badly hurt it might be, when suddenly it took wing and streaked away, unhurt. It was a ruse to draw him away from the nest--wherever that might be. Karil grinned at how easily he had been tricked.

Back at the tree, he found that Terry had gone back inside, even though the horses seemed more nervous than ever. They were prancing about now, rolling their eyes. Karil took a moment to calm them and climbed the ladder.

"All I saw was a Guinea fowl," he called out as he stepped inside. "It led me on a wild..."
There was no answer. Karil bounded into the bedroom, found it empty. In a moment he was on the ground again, his senses alert. The horses had destroyed any sign of a struggle at the base of the tree. He prowled in ever-widening circles until he found broken foliage and followed a trail of trampled undergrowth. The sight of a shod man's footprint in a patch of bare ground frightened him.

He was bending down to examine it when he thought he heard a sound behind him. He fell to the ground, rolled away and came up on his feet, swinging his laser about. But there was no one. He was vexed at his own nervousness; anyone could have heard the racket he had just made. The scrub about him was silent, but for the ceaseless drone of the cicadas.

He returned to the trail and picked it up with some difficulty, following it deeper into the bush. Suddenly he ducked silently behind a tree. In a clearing before him, Terry was lying on the ground, bound and gagged, her legs bleeding from thorn-scratches. A man was squatting nearby, a laser-rifle held loosely in the crook of his arm.

Karil crept slowly into the clearing behind the guard's back. He was ready to use his own laser as a club and to catch the rifle with his free hand as it fell. But a voice behind him made him freeze.

"Drop it," the voice said simply. Karil hesitated a moment as the man before him turned slowly, grinning, and Terry rolled over, shaking her head wildly and mumbling. Then he tossed his laser on the ground. The guard, chuckling, picked it up and thrust it into his belt. Karil turned about and saw two other figures behind him, powerful needle-nosed lasers pointed at him. In a moment, his hands were tied behind him.

***
A thousand years had passed since captured tribesmen had last trotted across the plains of Earth's Western Sudan, bound for the Guinea Coast, where their tribal enemies would sell them to white men from across the sea. The jungle and the desert looked down on Karil and Terry, still naked, their hands bound behind them, as they stumbled through the long-grass. Their captors rode behind them, lazy in the sun, their weapons loosely held.

Terry tripped and fell. She struggled to get to her feet while Karil watched helplessly, but exhausted as she was and without the use of her hands, it was impossible. One of their captors reached down and hauled her up by the hair. Karil saw the dirty streaks that her tears had left on her dust-caked face. His hatred blotted out the needle-like pain in his arms, the rubbery agony in his legs. He said nothing, only waited for her to gain her feet, and then they went on.

Karil's eyes, half-blinded with sweat, searched the distant end-wall through the clouds. That vast structure was far from deserted. There must be hundreds of people in the skeleton-crew on duty at Nova One. But the tiny party trekking across the plains would be invisible to the naked eye both from the end-caps and from the other valleys. The chance that someone might be observing the plains through magnifying lenses at the moment, might chance to see them, was not worth considering. He and Terry had come here, after all, to be alone.

Ahead of them, a solitary man-made structure thrust up from the plains--a subway entrance. Karil and Terry collapsed in the shade on the ramp inside, as their captors dismounted and sent the horses galloping off. The captives were given a few swallows of water to ease their parched throats and swollen tongues, and then they were prodded at gunpoint down the ramp. A train was waiting for them and in a moment they were speeding in a great U-turn into the end-cap and around into one of the other valleys. Karil and Terry lay on the floor of the car, eyeing their guards. The cool air of the tunnel was a welcome relief, and the opportunity to rest close to bliss.

Too soon the train slowed to a halt and they were stumbling up another ramp into heat and humidity. They were on the bank of a river, surrounded by lush foliage and the raucous chatter of birds. Mist was clinging to the rain-forest, and the other bank of the river loomed indistinct. An archaic hovercraft was waiting at the dock, the sort that once plied the Congo and its tributaries. The prisoners were thrust into the cockpit and, with one of their captors at the helm, the vehicle bobbed into the air and sped downriver, keeping close to the bank and under cover of the overhanging trees.

There was no doubt in Karil's mind that they were being taken to al-Zubair. As the kilometres of eerie, fog-shrouded rain forest rolled by, he realized what a perfect hideout the fugitive had found. There was probably no-one alive who knew the layout of Nova Terra better than al-Zubair. Here in the wilds, with his flagship hidden among the myriad moons and debris of the Saturn system, he could rest without fear of discovery and make his plans.

The hovercraft came to shore near a wooden dock. A collection of huts lay shadowed by a replica of a ruined Kongo city, overgrown with moss and creepers. Karil was not in the mood to be impressed by the reminder of one of Africa's most brilliant ancient civilizations. He and Terry were thrown to the dirt floor of one of the huts, and the door was barred behind them.

"Are you all right?" Karil whispered.

"Quiet. Listen."
"...do you mean, he's not here?" one of their captors was saying. "We've got Stilbon and one of Kelley's people." They moved on, out of earshot.

"That's al-Zubair they're talking about," Karil said.

"That's what I figure too. We've got to get out of here, Karil."
"Maybe we can untie each other."
"I don’t know about you, but my hands are useless." She struggled to her knees and peered through the bamboo. There was only one guard visible, sitting by the fire. He kept glancing toward the hut.

"He seems awfully nervous," Karil said.

"He was fondling me before you came so gallantly to my rescue."
"And so stupidly. He was what?"
"Fondling me."
"Bastard."
"At least he's got a weakness. Listen, Karil, I want you to go to that corner and pretend to be asleep. As if you'd passed out from exhaustion. Don't move until I tell you, no matter what happens."
"What are you up to?"
"Just do it. Okay, Karil?"
"I don't like this," Karil said, but he crawled to the far end of the hut and sprawled on the floor. He heard the crash of flesh against bamboo and decided Terry was kicking the door. In a moment it creaked open. 

"What are you doing, Bitch?"
"Please," he heard Terry say, "you've got to let me go. Al-Zubair will kill me."
"Oh? What about your boyfriend?"
"He's the one al-Zubair wants. But if I'm here, he’ll kill me too. Please help me."
Karil could imagine her, kneeling before the man, hair tousled, tears in her eyes, breast heaving. She would be irresistible to a man like that. There was a moment of silence, and then a scream. There was a crack, as of a heavy hand across a face, and Terry fell to the ground with a whimper.

"You Martian pig, you damn near bit my tongue off." The door slammed. "All right, you like rough games? I've got a game for you."

"No. Please."
"Come here, you..."
There was another crack--a sickening, bone-crunching sound--and then Terry's voice. "Okay, Karil."
Terry was kneeling over the man's unconscious body. Blood was trickling from the corner of his mouth and his jaw had been obviously fractured.

Karil whistled in admiration. "How did you manage that?"
"Can you get his knife? When he hit me, I fell on my back, in the most inviting position I could think of. When he bent over me, I used my hands on the ground for leverage, lifted my ass and got him in the jaw with my heel. It's all a matter of leverage, Karil."
"It must have been like being hit with a crowbar. Pretty fancy work." Karil's numb fingers found the haft of the knife.

"Better than Johanna?"
Karil grinned. "As good, I'd say." Karil had managed to slide the man's knife out of its sheath and after a few painful minutes of work, a few cuts, and a great deal of rubbing each other's wrists to bring back circulation, they were peering out through the door.

"Can you pilot one of those things?"
"It rides like a Hum Bug. The controls must be similar."
"You'd better figure it out fast."
They dashed across the clearing and vaulted into the craft. The hue and cry came too soon. A laser-beam flashed overhead. Terry picked up a torque-wrench and swung it toward their pursuers as if it were a gun. They dove for cover, just as the hovercraft lifted. It turned, wallowing in the air for a moment, and then they were racing down the river. Suddenly, just as they rounded the next bend, a second craft flashed by them, barely avoiding a head-on collision.

"Oh shit!" Terry said.

The second hovercraft swung about, bobbing and yawing for a second, then sped in pursuit. Karil slammed the speed-lever all the way forward and the foliage flashed by them. They were racing for their lives, bouncing over sandbars, careening past sunken logs, creepers lashing at them when they swung too close to the bank.

"Do you know anything about this valley?" Karil shouted over the roar of the engines.

"Not much. I flew over it in a hang-glider once. I think there's a marsh up ahead. The river opens up into a cypress swamp."
"What's around the perimeter?"
"Cypress forest on that side, low hills over there, leading up to the edge of the valley."
"Then that's our route."

The pursuing hovercraft was not gaining on them, but it was not falling behind. Laser-beams flashed overhead, or struck the water nearby with a hiss. Their pursuers seemed to have only handguns, and at this range their beams would not have much of a cutting edge, but would probably cause serious burns to the flesh. The river opened into marshland, cutting a dozen criss-crossing channels, and they were ploughing through saw-grass, bouncing over hummocks, startling birds into panic flight. The low hills on the horizon rushed toward them, and what appeared for all the world to be blue sky beyond. Suddenly they were out of the swamp and gliding over short-grass parkland. They weaved among the hills and clumps of bush, avoiding steep grades that would stall the hovercraft, but that was slowing their progress and their pursuers seemed to be gaining.

They crested a rise and shot like a cannonball over a vast plane of blue-tinted glass. Ahead of them stretched a thirteen-kilometre-wide solar of millions of inset quartz panels. Looking down over the side of the craft, as if through clear lagoon-water, Karil could see the mammoth structure of cables and struts, the huge mirror stretching away at an angle into space, and beyond that, the stars. He could feel the sun's heat, see the air shimmer over the surface of the glass.

The climb had slowed the other craft for a while, but it soon appeared behind them and picked up speed over the slick surface of the solar. It was gaining on them visibly now, and Karil glanced at the speedometer to find his own vehicle decelerating rapidly.

"There's something wrong," he said.

"What is it?"
"I don't know." Karil flipped open the power-access panel and groaned.

"What's wrong?"
"About half the cells are missing. They've been pirated, probably for the other craft."
"You mean, we tried to escape in a floater that's about to run out of juice?"
"It looks that way."
Terry was speechless. But Karil glanced about the cockpit frantically. "Here," he said, "take the helm."
Terry took over and he began to rummage through the storage area around the perimeter of the cockpit. He laughed out loud and held up a laser-rifle.

"You're kidding me," Terry said.

"It's not fully charged. Only a few shots left. Hard to tell how many." He found a pair of free-fall coveralls and tossed one to Terry, then took over the helm again. "Put it on," he said. "We'll have to cover the last few kilometres on foot and then hide out in the desert. We'll be cooked without clothing."
"What do you mean, on foot? We've almost stopped. They'll be on us in a few minutes." But she dressed quickly.

Karil ignored her questions. "Take the wheel again," he said, and when he was dressed, he crawled to the stern, stretched out on the cargo-deck, and rested the rifle on the transom.

"For God's sake, don't miss," she said. "You'll hit a panel."
"I won't miss."
"I have to admit, though," she went on, "it would attract attention."
"Too late for us, I'm afraid. They'd have us by the time the repair crew got here. Now concentrate on holding this thing steady. I've got to disable that craft."
Karil lined up the cross-hairs on the hovercraft's bow. He would have a clear shot through the air-intake into the fan. He held his breath and pressed the trigger. A beam of coherent light flashed clean and true into the screened opening. There was general consternation aboard and the craft swerved out of the line of fire, but the damage had been done. Smoke billowed from the underside of the craft and for a moment it seemed to be riding on a black cloud. Then it nosed into the slick quartz surface, bounced and slid to a halt, grounded. A moment later, their own craft did the same.

"Quick," Karil said. "We've got to run."
Terry hopped overside with him. Karil took her hand in his and ran, still clutching his weapon. Running on the quartz was difficult, but the rosined soles of their suits gave them a little purchase, and after a while they had the hang of it. Karil glanced back and saw their pursuers hotfooting after them. Fortunately, their weapons were not sufficiently accurate at this distance, but the beams flashing by were disconcerting.

Terry collapsed and tried to rise, but her legs gave way.

"I'm sorry, Karil," she said. "I can't run any farther in this gravity."
Karil hesitated for an instant. A beam flashed by his head. His mind raced. He knew he could outrun them himself, but leaving Terry behind was obviously out of the question. And how could he get all three of them? Another beam flashed by.

There was only one course still open to him. He dropped to one knee, raised his rifle to his shoulder and held his breath. The cross-hairs focused on a seam, the titanium frame that held two panels together, some meters in front of their pursuers. He pressed the trigger and held it down. A beam of light flashed into vision and held, motionless as only a crack laser-shot could hold it. Through the telescopic sight, he could see the steel begin to glow, a reddish tinge begin to spread along the juncture.

The pursuers stopped, fired too wildly in his direction. Karil felt the hair on the side of his head curl and crisp, smelled it burn as a beam swept past him. But still he held his aim. The pursuers scattered. Two of them collided like farceurs and fell in a tangle of limbs, scrambled to their feet and ran. Karil's laser ran out of juice, and the beam vanished.

Laughing with relief, the running figures stopped, then turned back toward Karil and Terry.

Suddenly, a black rectangle appeared in the gleaming blue floor before them. The frame had bent and buckled, and a pair of panels had given way. The spinning cylinder flung them into space. Karil raised his rifle, watching grimly as the three figures fell to the surface and began to slide inexorably toward the hole. The sound of whistling reached them. Terry appeared beside him, her eyes on the distant tableau.

"My God," she said.

Three voices had begun to scream. The men clawed at the slick surface beneath them, but their fingers could find no purchase. They were shrieking in terror. The wind howled, drowning out their voices, and Terry's hair whipped about her and Karil as she clung to him. The nearest of the three figures slid to the edge of the hole, the wind tearing at him, and suddenly he was gone, sucked out into space and flung to oblivion. One by one the others followed, grimacing and clawing.

"Come on," Karil said. "We've got to get to shelter. There'll be a hell of a sandstorm before that's repaired.
The wind tore at them with mounting fury as they stumbled across the glassy plain and finally scrambled over the lip of the valley into desert. Distant sirens could be heard, in counterpoint to the howl of the wind.

"There's a shelter at that oasis, I think," Terry yelled in his ear, pointing toward a row of palms whipping in the clouds of sand. "We'll be able to get in touch with Charles."
They trudged into the mounting sandstorm, slipping and stumbling, their arms held before their faces. It was like a fusillade of millions of tiny needles, and they could not open their eyes to see the way ahead. Every so often, Karil would turn and glance behind him. Through the billowing yellow clouds, he could dimly make out the contrast between the dark bands of the landscapes in the sky, the brighter bands of the solars, and he tried to judge his direction by that. He turned again into the wind and collided with a warm body.

It whinnied in terror, pranced about before him, black and indistinct through sand-stung eyes. There were more such creatures, all about him. Terry shouted something unintelligible. He reached out and took her arm. She clung to him. The indistinct figures were dancing all around them, whinnying frantically, nightmare shapes. One towered over him now, blocking the wind, and he opened his eyes.

A magnificent Arabian stallion stood before him, its head shrouded in a protective cowl. Astride it sat a man, swathed in the equally magnificent white and gold robes of a Bedouin Sharif. Staring down at Karil, he uncovered his face for just a second--long enough for Karil to recognize the sculptured beard, the piercing eyes, the unmistakeable features.

"You'll have to forgive the formal attire," al-Zubair shouted above the storm’s shriek. "I was on my way to a receive an award when I heard the news about Kelley's little visit to Titan, and I haven't had time to change. But then, it's turned out to be rather appropriate, hasn't it?"
Terry screamed as al-Zubair’s foot slipped the stirrup and caught Karil viciously along the side of the head. He fell to the sand at the horse's feet, unconscious.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

When he awoke, Karil found himself in zero-gee. The howl and sting of the sandstorm had been replaced by the distant throb of machinery and the cool caress of conditioned air. Terry was curled about him, holding his head in her lap as she drifted in the semi-foetal position of relaxed weightlessness.

"Are you all right?" she asked.

"I think so. Where are we?"
"We're in an air-lock in Loading Bay Four. I never realized till now what a handy prison-cell an air-lock makes. From the sound of things, they've been loading supplies aboard a shuttle through the next lock."
Karil, ignoring his headache, examined the chamber. The interior controls had been disconnected, and they were quite efficiently trapped.

"I can't believe how they've been waltzing around here undetected."
"It's not so amazing, Karil. Nova Terra's meant to house ten million people eventually, and except for Titan City in the other cylinder, it's practically empty. And all his men have regulation uniforms and passes. There's no way to know who was working for Titan and who for him, personally."
"We've got to find a way..." He heard the hiss of leaking air.

"Oh, Karil!"
He rushed to the pressure controls, tried vainly to stop the leak. He felt weak and dizzy, began to gasp.

"It's no use, Karil."
Terry's hand was on his shoulder. He turned to her and they slipped into unconsciousness in each other’s arms.

***
Karil drifted back up into consciousness. When his vision cleared, he saw al-Zubair across the lock. He was dressed for space, and guard drifted beside him, a needle-gun in his steady hand.

"They knocked us out so we couldn't rush the hatch as they entered," Terry said.

"I couldn't leave without one last look at you," al-Zubair said. "You don't look that formidable, but you certainly put a crimp in my plans."
"I had help."
"I know that. I haven't had a chance to attend to the others, since they didn’t walk so obligingly into my hands. Your friend Shagrug, whom I should have killed a long time ago. That was a big mistake. And Loris. She did kill my mother, after all."
"Khadijha?"

"Yes. A cast-off concubine. Migrated to the Galilean with nothing, made a fortune in the mining-towns, and built an empire for her only son. And we very nearly created an outer-world dynasty that could have rivalled the power of High Africa, where we came from."
"Are you telling me," Terry said, "that you and Karil are half-brothers?"
"I suppose we are."
"I guess Progeny was right about the family structure."
"Well, thanks to you, Karil, I have to go crawling to our father with my hat in my hands. And an antimatter-powered warship loaded with annihilation-weaponry. Incidentally, I'm still the only one who knows how it works. Those ships you seized are useless."
"Why do this?" Karil wanted to know. "With a brilliant discovery like that, you could make a fortune in the outer worlds that..."
"You don't understand at all, do you? Solar-sail freight will make you a fortune, despite the slow speed, because it's virtually free transport. The Jovian atmosphere will make you a fortune, despite the difficulty of the mining process, because hydrogen is such a versatile fuel. Antimatter will get you to Earth in a few days, but almost no-one could afford to pay for passage or to buy the goods shipped, because the fuel is so expensive to produce. A ship that fast which costs so much to run can only be good for one thing."
"War."

"Precisely. And the High Companies are the only market that could afford to buy them. I may be returning home like a beggar, but I will be running a number of High Companies by the time I have a dynasty to pass them on to."
Karil said nothing. There didn't seem much to say. Sooner or later, these two would try to kill them and leave, and he must make his move then. It was better to be burned down in action than to be asphyxiated slowly. He only wished he could save Terry somehow.

"You've got no reason to kill Terry," he said. "You can take your revenge on me, but let her go. If you do that, I won't give you any trouble."
"Karil..." Terry began, but she was cut off by al-Zubair’s laugh.

"I'm almost tempted to do that, Ali Karil, but I'm afraid you're in no position to give me trouble if you wanted to. Besides, I have every reason to eliminate her. She's the only person in Kelley's employ who knows I'm still here, instead of halfway to Earth by now, as Shagrug put it."
"Take us with you," Terry suggested, "as hostages."
"I don't intend to find myself in that desperate a situation. Besides, you've both proved to be very difficult to hold onto. Why should I give myself unnecessary headaches?"
"And besides that," Karil said, "you'd miss your revenge."
"What a passionate fellow you are! I assure you, there's no thought of revenge. It's a useless passion, a fatal flaw, like mercy. As a student of history, Ali Karil, you must see that one who chooses to seek power can't afford the luxury of either."
"Why? Why seek power? You talk about unnecessary headaches. Do you think the chairmen of the High Companies have fewer headaches than you?"
"Hardly, but that's a sacrifice I'll have to make." 

A guard appeared behind him. "The message has arrived, Sharif."
Al-Zubair turned and a hologram flickered into view behind him. Karil recognized most of the heads of the High Companies, including the Sultan of High Africa, his father.

"We are not pleased, al-Zubair, about the loss of the fleet," the Sultan said, "but we are glad to hear that you remain in sole possession of the fuel-process. We await your arrival in a few days with the Anvil. And as for the boy, dispose of him immediately."
The image faded.

"I suppose he was smarter than the rest of us," al-Zubair said. "He sent his special assassins to capture you on Mars, with orders to kill you if necessary, against my wishes. I thought we might use you to help us in the Atalanta matter, and I convinced him not to try to kill you again, when his plan failed. That was hubris on my part."
There was a clanging on the hatch behind him. The guard replied with the butt of his laser and the hatch opened. "Well, I see it's time to lift off. I want to thank you, Ali Karil, for a valuable lesson. I could have had Atalanta and everybody aboard destroyed the instant I found her nosing about Tethys, and it would have been just another case of a free-trader missing in space. But I was suspicious, and that warped my judgement. Shagrug's programming was so ingenious, I had to know what he was hiding in that log of his. Besides, since Mjolnir was due for a test-voyage to Jupiter, I thought we might dump the ship in Jupiter orbit and draw attention away from Saturn. Khadijha arranged for her man, Ivan, to discover the ship and be in on the investigation.

"I was suspicious of you, too, a friend of Kelley's, and when I learned you were on Mars, I smelled conspiracy and set up one of my own. Perhaps you could crack her log for me. At the very least, I could certainly keep you under tighter surveillance in the Galilean than I could on Mars. Khadijha said I was making a mistake, that you were going to succeed all too well, and the entire story would come out, so she arranged for the news-leak that would force Mitsu to take over, and had Ivan and his team pick up the lot of you, including the ship, so we could make everyone disappear completely, like I should have done in the first place.

"And then, when you and Loris came into my hands, I decided to use you, instead of killing you outright. To tell you the truth, Ivan was so anxious to kill you that I became suspicious of him. I should have realized that his type is always loyal to the highest bidder. So that's three times I could have saved myself a world of trouble by simply killing everyone immediately, but didn't, and I lost an entire spacefleet because of it. I assure you, Ali Karil, I will remember this when I come into power in the High Companies.

"You know, I almost envy you, dying together in the flush of youth and love. I'll remember you when I'm an old man, surrounded by flatterers and enemies, including most of our mutual family, I suppose." He turned to the guard. "You know what to do."
Suddenly he was through the hatch and out of sight. Karil upended, thrust his feet against the bulkhead, and launched himself toward the guard. But the latter was too fast for him. He ducked quickly through the opening and the hatch shut behind him. Karil collided painfully with steel and clutched at the handrail before he could rebound.

He hung there for a moment, looking stupidly at the hatch before him. He wasted a few minutes punching at frozen buttons on the control panel, but soon gave up.

Terry grasped his ankle, crawled up his body, and they embraced again.

"I love you, Karil."
"I love you too, Terry. I'm sorry about this."
"I'm not. I'm sorry for those who are losing us."
The bulkhead began to vibrate and there was a clang as al-Zubair's shuttle lifted off. They hung together, locked in embrace, listening for the hiss of decompression. Moments passed in silence.

"He's changed his mind," Karil said. "Or it didn't work."
But the delay had only been to give the shuttle time to move out of danger. There was a sharp report as the bolts were blown and the outer hatch careened discus-like into space. The air in the chamber rushed out into vacuum.

"Exhale!"
Karil had only enough time to shout the word before there was no air to carry his voice. But Terry had already emptied her lungs, knowing as well as he that internal pressure would rupture them, but there was enough oxygen in her bloodstream to keep her brain functioning for a few precious minutes.

The suction of the blast ripped at them and Karil felt Terry being torn away from him. His hand whipped out and his fingers closed on nothing, missing her wrist. He screamed silently, as in a dream. Suddenly she was gone, sucked out through the gaping hole behind them.

Her hand closed over the outer rail, stopping her fall at the edge of nothingness. But Karil had lost his grip and was being swept past her. As he tumbled through the hatchway, he felt her grip upon him, stopping him, and he clutched at her.

The lock was evacuated and there was no more air-pressure to pull them away. They clung there, feeling their free-fall clothing stiffen automatically to protect their bodies. The pain in Karil's eyes and ears was excruciating. It felt like a steel band tightening about his head. His pulse thundered in his ears. His lungs ached for breath.

He glanced up at the colossal structure to which they clung like insects. The nearest functioning lock was many handholds away. It might as well be a thousand kilometres, for there could not be more than a few seconds of consciousness left to them. Karil's thoughts were already becoming hard to focus in his oxygen-starved brain, and the pain had passed excruciating into exquisite.

He must be hallucinating as well, for he distinctly felt both of Terry's hands reaching down to touch him. He glanced up with bloodied eye-sight and saw her hanging by her hair, its strands wrapped like clutching fingers about the torn bolts at the edge of the opening. Blood was pouring from her nostrils, freezing on her face. Her eyes bulged and her features were twisted in agony.

She would be found there sometime later by the crew sent to investigate the malfunctioning lock. Perhaps Karil would be drifting just offside. Perhaps Jay and Kelley would bury them together.

Terry slipped into unconsciousness, her grip loosened, and Karil fell away, reaching out to her with freezing, senseless hands, as his anoxia-befogged brain perceived a great shadow falling over them.

He tumbled slightly as he drifted outward and his failing vision swept across the stars to see the Angel of Death coming toward him out of the sun, wings outstretched across the cosmos and blacking out the stars, arms reaching out for him. He smiled hideously and opened his arms as well, felt the icy grip of the Angel's hands upon him.

Karil's last thought as he slipped into unconsciousness was the realization that this was not the Angel of Death after all. It was only Loris, in a p-suit, diving toward him out of Atalanta's winged silhouette.

***
Later, Karil would remember moments of semi-consciousness, when figures moved as in a dream about him. He would recall being strapped to the centrifuge of Isfahan's cat-box to prevent the blood that poured from his nostrils from filling his lungs, while ministering angels hovered about. He heard the angels' voices as if from a distance and thought he recognized the three women he loved most--Terry, Loris, and Atalanta.

"He's coming around," someone said.

He saw faces white and brown, their features indistinct. He saw Terry's life-saving tresses writhing Medusa-like, their tendrils caressing Loris' dark cheek. Once he had seen an eclipse, when the sun had taken the moon into its coronal arms.

"You're a hard man to kill," Loris said.

"High praise from the Angel of Death," Karil mumbled.

"What?"
"I thought you were the Angel of Death coming for me."
"She's an angel, all right," Terry said.

"Terry?"
"Yes, Karil. I'm here. She dragged me in with you."
"Are you all right?"
"I'm fine, Karil. A little bloodied about the face, like yourself, but I'm not complaining."
Karil extended a trembling hand and touched her cheek. She clasped his hand and kissed it. With his other hand he reached out for Loris and crushed them both to his chest, shaking like a leaf in his restraints.
"Atty?" he said.

"I'm here, Karil."
"I wish I could hug you too." He reached out and placed his hand against the bulkhead. He could feel it vibrate beneath his fingers.

"I'm so glad we reached you in time," the ship's voice purred. "It's fortunate you'd not drifted far apart, or we could not have saved you both. Terry seems to have survived the ordeal quite well."

"It takes more than a little vacuum to kill a Martian," Terry said. "I was training in low pressure as soon as I could walk. But it wouldn't have done either of us any good if we'd been swept out of the lock. We were saved by a hair."
"Absalom in reverse," Karil said.

"Who the hell is Absalom?" a voice demanded.

"Shag! Where are you?"
"Where else? On the bridge. I'm just flying the ship by myself while you lie around with the women, that's all."
"I thought we were berthed."
"If we were berthed, you'd be in the hospital now, where Atty wanted to take you. We're just passing Mimas."
"You're after al-Zubair! Can you catch him?"
"We can if you get your ass up here where it belongs."
"Leave him alone, for Christ sake," Loris said. "The man just swallowed enough vacuum to kill a horse."
"Have we got a fix on him?" Karil asked, reaching for his straps.

"Well, we lost him saving your useless ass," Shag replied. "But he was heading for Saturn and there's only one place he could hide out there."
"In the ring-plane," Karil said.

Loris tried to push him back into his couch, but she was in free-fall and only succeeded in thrusting herself away. "Atty, will you tell this boy to lie down?"
"Loris is right, Karil," Atalanta crooned. "Your body has received a severe shock and you must rest."

Karil swung out from under Terry and dove toward the door. "I feel fine, Atty."
Loris and Terry swung after him. "That's because you're full of pain-killers, like I am," Terry said. "Otherwise you'd still be in agony."
Karil dove down the passageway toward the bridge. Isfahan passed him in mid-tumble and miaowed a greeting.

"Izzy! Long time no see." He flew through the hatch into the bridge, did a hand-press flip off the ceiling, and popped down the astrogator's well.

"Welcome home, Stillborn. Can I have some of those pain-killers?"
Saturn filled the viewport, tilting swiftly toward them. Karil glanced at its golden sunlit beauty only momentarily and bent to study the trajectory on the screen.

"Shag," he said after a while, "only you would be crazy enough to come up with a scheme like this."
"I'm glad you agree," Atty said. "It is obviously out of the question."
"That's not your decision," Shagrug told her. "It's Karil's."
"That's right," Karil said. "And it's not out of the question." He laughed. "It's just an insane risk."
"Karil, you know as well as I that the Cassini Division is not a true gap in the ring-structure. It is in fact filled with debris and the appearance of a gap is merely the result of an optical depth ranging over .07 to .10 contrasting with that of .4 in the A-Ring."
"But there are true gaps at the edges, Atty. The vacancy we're going through is 170 kilometres wide. There's plenty of room."
"Plenty is a relative term, Karil, as is vacancy. The number of particles per cubic meter is less than in the rings, but much greater than normal space. We are virtually assured of being penetrated by ring-material."
"Will you two shut up? Jesus Christ."
"We can stand a few micro-penetrations, Atty. We're bound to strike a few dust-grains, sure, but our chances of striking a pebble and blowing ourselves to kingdom come are pretty slim. Hell, Atty, human beings take risks that big every day."
"It would be much safer to alter trajectory so as to miss the ring-system entirely."
"But we'd be more likely to be detected by al-Zubair," Karil replied, as he checked his figures, "and we'd lose the element of surprise. He's parked his ship in the rings for the same reason--she's hard to detect. But when he leaves, his departure will create eddies that you can easily spot."
"The risk," Atalanta said, "is unacceptable."
"It is to you," Shagrug said. "That's why we're on manual override. What's unacceptable to me is to let al-Zubair get away with the Brazen Anvil. A ship like that in the hands of the High Companies? Not a chance! Right, Karil?"
"That's right. Atty, why do you suppose I'm still alive?"
"I don't believe I understand the relevance of your question, Karil. You are still alive because I detected you as I was approaching Nova Terra, because Shagrug is the best pilot in the system, and because Loris..."
"No, I'm still alive because my task isn't finished. And my task is to stop al-Zubair."
"Karil, I was speaking in terms of efficient causes, not final. I do not believe that Aristotelian metaphysics is the proper..."
"All right, cut it out, both of you. Can we do it, Stillborn? Yes or no."
"We can do it. Just keep your eye on the screen and your finger on the trigger. Atty, you keep an Argus-eye out for the Anvil."
"Loris," Shagrug said, "you and Terry are on hole-patrol. Slap a patch over any leaks that appear. Atty will point them out to you. Once we spot that ship, though, forget about the holes and dive for restraint. We'll have to do some fancy accelerating."
"Aye aye, Captain, Sir," Loris grumbled. "Come on, Terry, we've been given women’s work--patching and mending--while the boys play Cops and Robbers on the bridge." They retired aft to prepare their materials.

"You're both passengers," Shagrug called back. "You'll do as you're told. Damn! How can you stand working with that woman, Karil?"
"Funny, she asked me the same question about you once."
"Really?" Shagrug guffawed.

"Anyway, I'm sure she attracts a better class of women than you do."
"Yeah, well, that's probably true."
From Titan, the rings had seemed to be solid and opaque, but as the quarter-million-kilometre system spread out before them, they thinned to rice-paper translucency, and then the portion directly in their path vanished and the stars shone through undimmed. In the distance, they could see the rings appear to coalesce out of nothing, become solid, and curve around Saturn's huge limb.

But however invisible, a vast, thin layer of ice and dirt ranging from dust-motes to ice-bergs lay swirling and eddying below. If Atalanta should plunge through that layer like a stone through the scum-stilled surface of a pond, she would be blasted to ring-material herself by the high-velocity impact of millions of particles.

In some complex fashion still not fully understood, the shepherd-moons' gravitational fingers stirred up tiny ribbons of relatively open space between the rings, where the orbiting particles were fewer and farther between. To Atalanta's sensors, these were visible and she displayed them on the screen. Patterns of numbers told Karil where to aim. He flashed instructions to Shagrug and the pilot's delicate touch released a bit of vernier-gas here, a bit there, nudged the plummeting ship a degree this way, a degree that.

Suddenly, anticlimactically, they were through. Automatic claxons began to sound. "We have received minor puncture damage," Atty reported. "We are losing pressure in the captain's cabin and the starboard hold. No major damage has been sustained."
"Just tell the girls where to slap those patches," Shagrug said. "And don't distract us till you spot the Anvil."
There were gold and blue clouds below them now as far as the eye could see. Shafts of sunlight vanished into Saturn's depths. Vast thunderheads roiled and billowed, parted to reveal the darkness below, and closed again. Toward the horizon, impossibly distant and barely curved, one could see the clouds collecting into parallel bands as they were swept with incredible speed about the huge world's circumference. Above them, the rings were enormous arches spanning the cosmos, tissue-paper thin and fragile in appearance, with the stars shining through.

"There it is," Atalanta said.

Karil saw it too, as it vanished around the limb of Saturn, or rather, he saw its shadow, and the wake of its emissions, creeping across the bright B-ring as it rose above the ring-plane preparatory to Saturn-escape. Once it had cleared the debris about the rings, it would begin to accelerate and not another ship in existence could hope to catch it.

"We might have a chance," Shagrug said. "They'll be concentrating on the direction of motion, trying not to run into any icebergs. If we can come at them out of Saturn, they may not be able to detect us against its interference. We can cut across their stern and try to disable their drivers."
"I'll go you one better," Karil said. "Let me see if I can time our attack for sunrise." His hands flew over the keyboard, and in a moment the course was computed.

"Get into restraint, Girls," Shagrug shouted. In a moment, Loris' voice came back:

"Okay. All secure."
Shagrug yawed with the verniers and fired the drivers. Somewhere, Isfahan yowled plaintively as acceleration hit. Saturn began to tilt away in the port as they swung into a new orbit. The sun's image slid into the stern-monitor screen and held there. Shagrug kept his eye on the board as he nudged the ship into the proper orbital velocity.

"Beautiful," Karil said finally.

According to calculations, Atalanta would come sweeping around Saturn's limb just as the sun flashed into view, blinding the Brazen Anvil's sensors and hiding the free-trader's emissions as she accelerated to the attack. If they could fuse the Anvil's drivers, she would be crippled, a prisoner of Saturn's gravity.

Shagrug pulled down the target-sight and fitted it to his head. "Maybe we should all be wearing p-suits," he said, "in case they get in a few shots. You wanna get my suit out for me while I check these systems?"
In the screen, Karil saw the lock iris open behind Shagrug's head. It looked amusingly like a halo. He unstrapped and kicked up the well, drifted through the lock and down the passageway. Loris and Terry met him at the locker.

"We heard," Terry said. They scrambled into their suits.

"You two get back into restraint," Karil said. "We don’t want you bouncing around loose."
He gathered up Shagrug's suit and kicked off toward the bridge. As he approached the lock, it suddenly shut in his face.

"What's wrong, Atty?"
"I'm not responsible, Karil. Shag has put all systems on manual for the time being."
"Shag, what the hell are you doing?"
"Karil, I want you to take the women and abandon ship."
Loris and Terry came up behind him, their helmets in their hands. "What's he up to now?" Loris asked.

"What the hell's the matter with you, Shag?" Karil demanded. "Are you crazy?"
"No sense in everybody risking his life, Stillborn. Now get out of here."
"Shag, you don't have a p-suit."
"What good would it be? The weapons systems are right under my ass. And if they hit the drivers, we'll be vaporized. You've already computed the course and I don't need you. When we go into acceleration, you'll start bleeding all over my bridge. You'll be unconscious a few minutes later and no use to me anyhow. Loris, will you take these two kids and your goddamn cat off my ship?"
They heard the hiss of decompression, felt the lowered pressure on their faces, and realized that Shagrug was forcing them into the Hum Bug.

"Izz-zie!" Loris called. "Hey, Meat Loaf, where are you?" The cat flew into her arms.

"Shagrug?" Terry said.

"What is it, Kid?"
"I never thanked you for saving my life, and Karil's.”

"I never thanked you for saving mine, either. Name one after me if I don't come back, will you?"
"I'm not going to call any child of mine Shagrug. What's your real name?"
"Forget it. The offer is withdrawn. Now get your little Martian ass out of here."
They climbed up into the Hum Bug, saw its panels wink on as they entered and strapped themselves in. "Hold on, I've got a present for you," said Shagrug’s voice. Figures flashed across the screen with incredible speed.

"What's that?" Terry asked. 

"That's the information your Professor wants," Shagrug's voice said. "Kind of forgot, what with the rescuing and stuff."
"Thank you, Shag."
"Don't mention it, Kid." 

"Move over, Lor," said Karil.

"But..."
"I'm still a member of the crew. Besides, you know I can pilot a small ship just as well as you can pilot a big one."
Loris nodded and moved, letting Karil strap in at the helm. 

There was a clang and a hiss as the lock released and Atalanta fell away beneath them, seeming to dive into the clouds below.

"Her mass has changed, now," Karil said. "Atty, you might have to re-calculate."
"I shut off her voders," Shagrug said. "Can't stand her damn nagging all the time. Now, we're going into radio-silence. I'll come back and pick you up later."
For a moment the Hum Bug drifted, a lonely speck of wrack in the great whirlpool of the Saturn system, and then it tilted and puffed away on a long curve toward the bright arc of the rings. It fell into the seeming-slow current and vanished into the dust and snow. Inside, Karil opened up the Hum Bug's ears and set them hunting across all channels. For a time there was only the rumble of Saturn and the background hiss of the rings, and then there came a throbbing, as of a great heart.

The Brazen Anvil appeared on the screen. Its silhouette against the stars emerged from behind the limb of Saturn. Sunlight fell upon it and the ship blazed in black and white, tilting above the ring-plane as it rounded toward them, its shadow spreading across the bright B-ring beyond. Karil glanced up at the port, but the ship was still invisible to the naked eye.

Suddenly there was a bright new star in the sky as Atalanta's drivers blazed. She streaked up out of the rings like a comet. They watched the battle from their Ring-side seat. In the port, the curve of Saturn and a section of the rings gave no hint of the Lilliputian drama taking place, but on the screen, greatly magnified and foreshortened by the lenses, the great ship swung toward them, growing ever larger and more menacing, and beside it, Atalanta grew ever smaller and more vulnerable-looking in a slow-motion ballet accompanied by the rumble and hiss of the system about them--it was dreamlike, unreal.

In space, there is no airborne dust to delineate a laser-beam.

With a burst of static, the thrust-nozzle system at the warship's stern erupted into a flickering ball of light. It blazed like a minor sun, automatically darkening the Hum Bug's view-port. Karil gasped in surprise, and found himself cheering, embracing Loris, pounding the instrument panel with his fist. Then, just as suddenly, his laughter died in his throat, cut off by Terry's scream. Shadow fell over his face as the port was darkened a second time.

When it had cleared, he saw the Anvil still accelerating toward them, its once sleek lines now grotesquely misshapen, the last hundred meters of its port side a mass of twisted, blackened metal, yet one of its drivers still firing. It was rising swiftly to pass above them, fighting Saturn's pull, moving off into space and escape.

The meteor-shower that had been Atalanta streaked across the black sky beyond.

For a moment, Karil's mind was unable to grasp the truth. His eyes still searched for the free-trader's familiar form. The realization came, choking his breath, filling his eyes with tears. Terry sobbed behind him.

The Brazen Anvil continued to grow. Details of its superstructure became sharp and clear in the sunlight, a pattern of deep black and skeletal white. Gun-ports marched down its flanks; the forward port blazed like a scowling mouth across its bow. They could read the name: Khalkeos Akmon.

Karil pressed a sensor on the helm. There was a whir and a click as the Hum Bug's tiny lasers emerged from its bow. The Anvil was becoming enormous now, visible without magnification. It swept toward them slowly and menacingly, like something reptilian, its emissions hissing in their ears.

Karil's hands darted over the controls. His face was expressionless. He could hear the pounding of his blood in his temples, Loris' and Terry’s hushed breathing, Isfahan's thunderous purr. No one spoke.

Karil's hand moved.

Suddenly acceleration crushed them in their couches and Isfahan wailed in protest. The Hum Bug shot up out of the ring-plane, accelerating swiftly, rising like a vengeful ghost in the great cruiser's path. His eyes always on the ship, now seeming to tilt down toward them as the rings fell away beneath, Karil reached out and touched a sensor. The signal-hunter slid across the spectrum of crackle and hiss until they could hear excited voices, the sound of claxons and sirens, now and then a human scream.

The voice of al-Zubair, barking orders, made Karil's flesh crawl.

"Captain!" Karil shouted.

"Who speaks? Identify yourself. What deck? Speak up, man! What damage?"
"Serious damage, Captain. Not on board. Out here." Karil's voice was like ice. His hand hovered over the trigger.

The Anvil seemed to be diving into them, spreading out, tilting down, blotting out the stars. In the sunlight it seemed to burn with a white heat. Karil could see the shadow of the Hum Bug flash across its bow. He could see directly into the bridge, where uniformed figures were strapped into the controls. His eyes narrowed on a figure in black, surrounded by view-screens, flanked by computer panels.

"Who is this? Where are you?"

"Outside the port," Karil said. "It's me. The ghost of Ali Karil." His finger stabbed the trigger as the great ship slid beneath them. Al-Zubair's head snapped up. His eyes met Karil's and an expression of utter disbelief appeared on his face as twin-laser beams flashed through the port, through his body, and into the computers behind him. The bridge erupted in a ball of fire. A series of explosions raced back down the ship's flank as it passed beneath them, the Hum Bug leaping forward and racing the length of the ship into the sky behind it to avoid the blast-debris. The Brazen Anvil rolled over like a sounding whale and slid sideways into Saturn's rings. More explosions followed, and a ripple spread outwards through the ring-plain as the ship vanished from sight.

The Hum Bug sped away, Karil tapping the keyboard in search of Nova Terra's position; his expression was dull, his movements automatic. A light flickered wildly on the instrument panel before him; puzzled, he tapped the key again.

"Karil?" said Atalanta's voice. "Is that you?"
***
Atalanta sat on a dune overlooking the Caribbean, sheltering her human beings beneath her wing. Anais Nin's former body, repaired and refitted with Atty's systems and higher functions, glinted in the sun. The sea and the sky were a blue such as only Earth could boast of. Isfahan crept along the beach, tail twitching, as seagulls eyed him cautiously. He pressed himself flat against the sand, wriggled his hindquarters for a moment, and pounced upon the place where the birds had been a moment before. They scolded him from the air as he darted in frustrated circles, twitching his whiskers and rattling his jaws at them.

"I don't know how often I'll be seeing you two, now that the Sixth Day Project is finished," Terry said. "The last of the animals and embryos were shipped off yesterday."
"You're going back to Mars now?" Karil asked.

"Yes, I'll be going home. If the amnesty discussions are successful, a lot of Martians will be doing that. You should have seen the faces around the High Company table when the Professor told them Atty had given him all of Mjolnir's specifications."
"That doesn't mean you can build antimatter weapons."
"I know that. But they don't. I guess this is what it takes to get the High Companies to give Mars her freedom--a kind word and a really big gun."
"We'll be going back to the Galilean," Karil said. "But we'll try to drop in on Mars when we can."
"I hope so. You both have a room in the warren whenever you need it."
"I know," Loris said. "Thank you. And thank your family for us."
Terry put her hand on Loris' dark cheek. "You are family, Loris. I hope you'll be able to come for Little Shagrug's name day, and as often as possible after that--not just because I want to see you, but because I want Shagrug to know you. There'll be a lot of pressure on him to become a duster, but I think he ought to see there's such a thing as becoming a spacer too."
"How is Little Shagrug, these days?"
"Alive and kicking."
"And the host-mother?"
"Brandy's fine. Pregnancy becomes her. She thrives on it. I'm thinking of carrying the next one myself, if I can find the time as Clan Mother--a girl, named Johanna."
Loris smiled.

"Little Shagrug and Johanna, and all the children born from now on--they might be travelling to the stars, or at least designing the ships that will take their children there. It was Charles that pointed out that al-Zubair was wrong: antimatter drive is good for something more than war--it's good for interstellar exploration. He's old enough to remember the excitement of the last great migration--when a trip to Titan was the trip of a lifetime, like setting out in a wagon-train or a clipper-ship, and now we'll be leaving not only the Earth but the sun behind. He's really excited about it."
Karil propped himself up on his elbow and looked at Loris and Terry. Loris' hair was white these days, in mourning for Johanna, and Terry's mane was nearly the same colour from months of working under Earth’s bright sun.

Isfahan was doing his best to prevent a sand-crab from escaping into the sea. The crab advanced upon him, pincers waving, and the cat retreated nervously, hissing and pawing, until he decided, at the water's edge, that discretion was the drier part of valour. He darted aside and squatted on his haunches as the crab scurried into the waves.

In the shade of Atalanta's wing, the air and sand were cool. The breeze smelled of the sea and their bodies were still wet from the surf. Karil began to draw figures on Terry's body with his finger, linking beads of sea-water into streams that flowed down the mounds of her breasts and across the hollow of her belly into her navel.

"What are you doing?" she asked, smiling up at him.

"Terry-formation."
"Well, it tickles."
"Does it?" Karil leaned over her and drank the little pool of water from her navel. "Thy navel is like a round goblet which wanteth not liquor," he said, and began to lick the salt from her body.

"You've got to be the only man in the solar system who quotes the Bible during sex," Terry laughed.

"Actually, the word 'navel' is a euphemism." He moved farther down her body; she moaned and stretched, arching to meet his searching tongue. Suddenly, Loris' mouth was on her own, her gentle dark hand upon her breast. Terry whimpered with pleasure and gave herself up to their explorations.

Karil and Loris met over her and kissed, tasting Terry on each other's lips. "If a man possess the sun," Karil said, "shall he not desire the moon also?"
Later, exhausted and sated, they lay together in the shade.

"Thank you for letting me witness that," Atalanta said. "It was beautiful."

THE END
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