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THE SIRENS' VOICES

by


Joseph E. Swift
Even when my mind wanders

Odysseus-like

Upon a sea of sign and symbol,

I am there

Beside you in my dreams.

Even when the conscious mind

Is storm-tossed

And god-struck

Battling with the Cyclops of the future,

Conversing with the shades of heroes,

Steering between the Scylla

And Charybdis

Of unbelief and superstition,

Listening to the Sirens' voices in the stars

Distracted (Let it be said)

By Circes

And Calypsos,

Always, in the depths of that mind-sea

My deeper self

Is holding hands with yours,

Its sea-weed fingers intertwined

With yours

Like the threads you knit,

Unknit,

And knit again

While all the suitors sleep.

--Ali Karil

                         Down and Out in Callisto and Ganymede


PART ONE

THE STORM-TOSSED MAN

CHAPTER ONE

TELEMACHUS

At the sound of the man's voice, the girl turned her eyes away from the Martian landscape stretched out below and glanced up at him. She saw a middle-aged man with iron-grey hair and a pleasant smile, and was about to smile back when she noticed the uniform of the Quasi Police. She turned away and ignored him.

"So that's Mars," he repeated.

"I heard you."
He was not offended by her rudeness. She was really only a child, and he knew, perhaps better than anyone, how Martians felt about the High Companies.

"That must be the Mariner Valley." He pointed to the long scar that stretched across the equatorial badlands. The valley floor was obscured by early morning fog, but the high deserts on either side had already been burned clear by the perihelion sun, and the feature stood out clearly.

The girl continued to stare out through the view-port.

"Those three volcanoes must be Ascraeus, Pavonis, and Arsia, and that would be Mount Olympus, forming the base of the T. It doesn't look so impressive from here, does it?"
"There's certainly nothing on Earth like it," she snorted.

He smiled to himself. "That's true. Twenty-seven kilometres high, five hundred wide at the base. Isn't that right? And the Valley is 5,000 kilometres long. Have you ever seen the African Rift?"
The girl appeared to regret having spoken to him. She was silent.

"It's not that different, really, though it doesn't stand out so clearly from orbit because of the colours--white cloud, green savannah and forest, blue lakes. Everything is so stark here."
"If you think it's so beautiful there," the girl said, "why don't you go back?" She bounded off across the observation deck and he watched her, admiring the perfect grace of the born Martian in one-third gravity. Then he turned back to the port and watched the planetscape rolling up over his head as the ship revolved.

"God-damn sand-pile," he said.


***

The girl returned to her cabin and gathered up her luggage, such as it was. She made her way to the shuttle bay and stood in line for boarding. A Quasi Police officer was checking identities and debarkation passes at the head of the line--the usual bureaucratic delay.

When it came her turn, the girl placed her palm on the panel and stared into the retinagraph. The machine hiccupped and the officer glared at her.

"Your records are not in order," he snapped. "Stand aside."
"But..."
"Sit over there. Next?"
"But..."
"I said, sit over there! You got sand in your ears, girl?"
For an instant she stood glaring back at him, her tiny fists clenched, but she began to tremble and quickly stepped aside. Losing her temper would hardly help matters, and she would probably end up bursting into tears and make a complete fool of herself.

She sat in a chair, her small bag by her side, while the rest of the debarkees filed past. A second officer appeared with two bulbs of coffee. He sat on the desk and engaged the first officer in conversation. Their laughter and whispers echoed in the now empty room. They ignored her.

She could hear the slamming of hatches somewhere down the corridor. A few hours before, the Grey-Eyed Athena had rung with the sound of human voices and activity--music and dancing, the clatter of food preparation and dining, conversation in a dozen languages. Now, despite the padded bulkheads, it echoed like a great steel cavern.

Surely the computer must have found her records by now. She rose and approached the desk. The first officer glanced up at her, startled.

"What are you doing here?"
"You told me to..."
"You've missed the last shuttle."
"But you..."
"Now what are we going to do with you?"
The second officer looked her up and down. "If she was a few years older..."
He was interrupted by a voice with the ring of command. "Is there some problem here, Lieutenant?"
The officers snapped to attention and saluted smartly. The girl turned and recognized the officer from the observation deck, a spacer's duffle on his shoulder. For the first time she noticed the Captain's bars on his shoulder.

"This girl's missed the last shuttle, Sir."
"He told me to wait!" she blurted out. Tears began to form in her eyes and she berated herself silently.

"Is this true, Lieutenant?"
"Her records were not in order, Sir."
"Did you tell her to wait?"
"Yes, I did, Sir."

"And then you forgot her."
"Yes, Sir. There were so many..."
"You're a fool, Lieutenant--a perfect example of why these people dislike us so much." He turned to the girl. "I'm headed sandside now. You can come with me."
"Sir, she has incomplete records. We can't..."
"Step aside, Lieutenant." The Captain dropped his duffle, stepped around behind the desk, placed his palm on the plate and tapped out a code on the keyboard. "All right. What's your name, Miss?"
"Johanna."
"Last name first, please. No, I forgot. You don't have last names here. Commune?"
"Margaritifer Five."
He glanced up at her sharply, then dropped his eyes to the desk again. "Returning from...?"
"Luna."
"There's your explanation, Lieutenant. She didn't come aboard in Earth orbit. You could have determined that fact in two seconds, if you'd bothered. Purpose of visit to Luna?"
"What business...?" The girl sighed. "School. Returning for Perihelion Days."

"There," the Captain said, picking up his duffel. "Your records are now complete. Follow me."
He shuffled off down the corridor--in the awkward gait that marked all but the born Martian in one-third gee--without bothering to see if she was behind him. She retrieved her own bag and bounced after him, stopped and turned, flipped her finger at the Customs Officers, and continued on her way. She caught up with her benefactor quickly, but once they had taken the elevator to the axis and entered free-fall, he darted ahead of her down the central well, swinging from handgrip to handgrip with spacer expertise.

At the end of the well, a saluting Ensign ushered the Captain into a small Quasi-Police cruiser, where he strapped himself into the pilot's couch.

"This is Johanna Margaritifer, Ensign," he called over his shoulder as she caught up. "She's accompanying me to the surface. Please log her off the ship." He turned to her as she drifted wonderingly into the tiny vessel, and flashed her a smile. "Stow your bag in there and strap yourself in. This ride won't be as comfortable as the shuttle, but a damn sight more fun, I'll wager."
He began flipping switches and she watched the lights wink on as the Ensign secured the air-lock behind them. The hum of the engines rose to a whine. She was peering out the port at the planetscape below when the cruiser was catapulted suddenly into space. Johanna clutched the couch-arms, but refused to allow her panic to register on her face.

"Next stop, Pavonis Spaceport," the Captain said.

The 25-kilometer-high volcanic cone, situated precisely on the equator, was the site of the main spaceport. Johanna's fear gave way to delight as she watched the surface rush toward them. The Captain whistled a tune to himself as his hands darted expertly over the controls.

"You're not a newcomer here," she said. "What was all that bullshit at the observation port?"
He grinned. "Just making conversation. I've found that the best way to draw out a Martian is to pretend to be ignorant about Mars."
"No matter how often you've been here, you're still ignorant about Mars."
The Captain laughed. "I daresay you're right."
They dropped into the crater and settled on a docking pad. The pad sank into the mountain, a hatch irised shut over them and the lock was pressurized with a rising hiss. They climbed out and shuffled down the corridor to the elevator, then dropped into the mountain's heart with stomach-churning speed. The doors opened onto an accelerator platform, where a train was waiting.

"I know my way from here," Johanna said. Her thanks would be perfunctory; commune life had taught her to be polite, but it had also taught her to hate Earth and those who ruled her.

"I'm going down the Scar myself, as it happens," the Captain said.

They took their seats and in a moment the train began to slide down the tunnel, rising on a cushion of magnetic levitation as the walls flashed by, then erupted from the mountainside and shot across the landscape on tall, slender pylons. In the thin, nearly frictionless air, the train accelerated across the Tharsis plateau toward the head of the Mariner Valley.

"There certainly have been a lot of improvements since I was here last," the Captain said. "The public spaceport, the zippers to Olympus, north to Arcadia, down the Mariner to Chryse and the Marge..."
She ignored him, gazing out the window at the sandscape.

"You don't seem terribly impressed," he went on jovially. "But you must admit projects like this have been a great help to the farmers and miners."
"They've been a great help to the Quasi Police," she said. "They used to get ambushed all the time in the Labyrinth of Night."
He grinned. "Well, if you don't care for my Roman Roads, how about my aqueducts? If we can melt the polar caps and bring the water south and north to the settlements, surely that will..."
"Look," the girl said. "The High Companies never lifted a finger for us before the Rebellion. Now we've got spaceports and zippers everywhere. So don't try and tell me you did it for us. You did it so you can put down the next rebellion more efficiently."
"That's where you're wrong, Johanna. We did it to prevent another rebellion. I'll admit the High Companies exploited and neglected Mars for a long time, and it took a rebellion to point out our mistakes. But if we can improve commerce..."
"Is that what you think the Rebellion was about? Improved commerce?"
"What was it for, then, if not better living conditions, better...?"
"It was for freedom. Do you know that word on Earth?"
"Do they teach you anything about Terran history? I love my world as much as you love yours, you know. That's why I wear this uniform--to protect it. I'm not about to let politics interrupt the flow of material from the Belt. Our ancestors didn't leave us a hell of a lot of natural resources on Earth, and I'm not going to see a planet this close to the Belt fall into the hands of a lot of starry-eyed revolutionaries, if I can help it."
"What you don't understand," Johanna said, "is that Martians are different. We don't have reminders of world famine, ecological disaster, and economic collapse all around us--most of which were created by your fantasy-class masters, incidentally.  We're not willing to give up freedom for stability, as Earth always has. We're pioneers here, or descendants of pioneers. Or convicts. We need our freedom more than we need your water. What we don't need is a police-state administered from 100 million kilometres away."
"You're very well-spoken..."
"For a seven-year old?"
"Seven? Oh, yes..."
"Martian years, remember? I suppose your next question is: who's been filling your little head with these ideas?"
"No," he laughed. "I may be Terran, but I'm not that stupid. Actually, my next question would be: do you want a drink? If you'll drink with your oppressor." He rang for a steward and ordered a scotch and water.
"I'll have a Utopian Ale," she said defiantly, expecting to be refused.
The Captain laughed. "Make that two of hers."
The steward did not bat an eye at serving a minor; either he misjudged her age because of her Martian height, or he did not care to refuse a Quasi Captain. When the drinks came, the officer lifted his glass. "To political debate. Let's call this one a draw for now, shall we?"

***

The walls of the canyon were no longer visible on the horizon and the dunes stretched interminably. There was little sense of movement as the train sped onward, hovering a few centimetres above its magnetic track, supported on pylons a half-dozen meters above the shifting sands, unless one glanced at the ground below and saw it streaking by at nearly 242 kph--the Martian speed of sound. Thus, it was not the train's fault that Johanna's hand was unsteady as she offered the Captain her picture-cube.

"This is Terry, our First Mother." Her speech was somewhat slurred now, but her tone had finally become friendly. "She's my natural mother too. She gave birth to me herself, even though she's Clan Mother and very busy."
The picture was of a handsome woman, middle-aged, with extraordinarily long golden hair and green-gold eyes. Though Johanna had brown hair and grey eyes, there was a resemblance in the high cheekbones and the wide mouth.

"On this side is one of my brothers--Shagrug. We have the same mother and father, though my Second Mother Brandy carried him to term."
Shagrug obviously favoured his natural mother, with his golden mane and green eyes. He was a handsome lad, perhaps seventeen in Earth-years.

"This is the Professor, a friend of the family, and this..."
"That's Professor Kelley, of the Titan Institute."
"Yes, Terry was one of his students. So was my father. That's how they met."
"I thought I recognized him. I'm impressed." He turned the cube. "And who's this? They look familiar too."

It was a man and a woman, both dark and dressed in spacer attire. The man was Afro-Arab and woman Indian. They were shown on Earth, under blue skies, and behind them was a small ship of the free-trader type--flying-wing design, built for both space and atmospheric flight.

"They're friends of the family too," Johanna said a little too quickly. "On this side is Jay."
The Captain was dissembling. He knew that last picture had been of Loris and Karil, and their ship Atalanta. Judging by the greying of Karil's beard and the lines on Loris's striking face, the picture had been taken many years after the Rebellion, which meant that there was still contact between the smugglers and the Clan Mother. But he dared not press the girl for information.

He studied Jay's picture. A slim, ascetic figure, white-skinned but dark of hair and eye, he glanced up from a computer keyboard as the Captain moved the hologram. The momentary scowl of irritation at the interruption and the sardonic smile and flash of amusement in his eye as he made some inaudible comment were familiar--the Captain had seen the identical change of expression on Johanna's face.

"You favour your natural father, don't you? He's obviously an intelligent man."
"He was. He's dead. Killed in the Rebellion."
The Captain knew this too. His first impulse was to say he was sorry, but he thought better of it.

"He was helping evacuate the Tharsis commune. One of the last to leave. He was killed when the Quasi Police smashed it flat, because they suspected the attacks in the Labyrinth of Night were coming from there." Johanna had suddenly sobered. She put away the cube and turned back to the blood-red landscape outside. "It wasn't true, you know," she said at last. "Tharsis is where Progeny founded the Martian Resistance Movement. We kept it free of involvement in the later stages of the Rebellion so it would be safe. It was like a holy place to us."
The Captain knew this, as well. But that was why it was destroyed.


***

Aeons before the first Terran ice-age, torrents that dwarfed Earth's glacial-melt run-off to insignificance had poured from the mouth of the Mariner Valley and spread across the Margaritifer and Chryse plains. Now the dunes marched to the horizon, frozen yet bone-dry beneath the pale, small sun. The train decelerated to a stop at Margaritifer Central Terminal. Johanna and the Captain disembarked and bounded into the high, echoing dome.

"This is where I leave you," Johanna said.

"I have a buggy waiting. I'll drop you off." The Captain snatched up both their bags and shuffled down the corridor.

For an instant, Johanna was tempted to deliver a swift kick to his shins, but decided against it. She followed him to the air-lock bay, where he punched out a code and a hatch irised open to reveal a Martian Security dune-buggy. They climbed in, sealed the hatches, and in a moment the buggy was bouncing across the desert on its huge balloon tires.

It was dusk and Phobos and Deimos were dancing by each other in the dark purple sky. The buggy passed illuminated domes, green and inviting in the gloom. The Captain touched on the headlamps and overlapping ovals of red sand appeared on the ground before them as their tail-light beams stabbed like green searchlights through the dust kicked up by their passage.

Soon the domes of Johanna's warren appeared on the horizon. The buggy rolled to a halt before the air-lock igloo and the hatch slid open at a word from Johanna. They slipped into the interior and were enveloped in mist as warm air struck cold steel in the pressurizing lock. A second hatch opened and they rolled down a ramp into the subarean parking cavern.

"Thanks for the lift, Captain," Johanna said as she popped the hatch and climbed out. 

The Captain followed her. "I should give my regards to the Clan Mother," he said.

Damn! Now she was obliged to offer him the family's hospitality. Didn't he have somewhere to be? She saw a crowd approaching--clan-members in their homespun robes and several of the Quasi troops that had been quartered with them, the latter marching in formation, and in full dress uniform. Before Johanna could speak, the lead officer clicked to attention, saluted smartly, and snapped:

"Captain Solla, Sir. Welcome to Margaritifer Five. Surrendering command. Sir!" He removed his dress-sword, still in its scabbard, and presented it, hilt first.

"Thank you, Lieutenant. At ease." The Captain took the scabbard and sword and handed it to an Ensign who had stepped up beside him. "Hang this in my room, Ensign."
"Yes, Sir!"
Johanna stared at the ritual with open mouth. "This was your destination all the time!"
"I've been assigned to take command of the Margaritifer District. The fact is: I didn't want to spoil..."
Johanna turned on her heel and bounded away. The Captain stared after her, his face a mask, then turned abruptly to his second-in-command and left with him. As the family gathered about Johanna, welcoming her with typical Martian warmth, she pushed through the crowd, responding distractedly. Whispers trailed after her down the corridor.

A hand fell on her shoulder and she turned to see Shagrug looking down at her. "Why the police escort, Lilliput? You blow up a spaceship?"

"I wish I had. Where's Terry?"
"Southwest dome. Having a swim. What's the matter?"
"Come on."
They made their way through the maze of caverns, stopping now and then so Johanna could greet clan-members in the corridors. They passed a group of children in the company of their sheepdog nanny. The dog was beside itself with joy at seeing her, so she stopped for a quick pat and nuzzle as the children scattered, then the dog tore itself away from her and raced off to herd his charges down a side corridor. Outside the communal dining hall, they ran into Niner, the household robot of the main tunnel complex. It swivelled to face her as they passed.

"Welcome home, Miss Johanna," it chirped. "I hope you had a pleasant journey."
"Mostly, Niner. I'll talk to you later. I have to see Terry now."
"Of course, Miss Johanna. I shall look forward to it." Niner swivelled away and trundled off on its errand.

Shagrug and Johanna climbed a ramp into the dome, where a waterfall splashed among orchid-draped tropical trees and artificial light almost recreated terrestrial moonlight. Terry was nowhere to be seen for a moment, and then she surfaced like a blond mermaid, swam to the shore of the pool, and climbed out onto the mossy bank, making no effort to cover her body.

Johanna embraced her and was enveloped in wet, fragrant tresses.

"What's the matter, Jo?"
"It's that Captain Solla, Mother..."
"He's arrived too, has he? I suppose I'd better get dressed for a courtesy call."
"Courtesy! He doesn't deserve courtesy!"
Terry laughed, glancing over her head at Shagrug. "What did he do?"
Johanna told her, breathlessly, of all the events since her arrival in Martian orbit, though she left out certain details--like showing a picture of Loris and Karil to the Captain.

"Oh, I see." Terry sat on the bank and took up the comb lying there, handed it over her shoulder to the girl. Johanna knelt behind her to comb out her hair and Shagrug sat nearby, both children oblivious to their mother's nudity.

"Well?" Johanna said finally.

"Well what?"
"Well, what are you going to say to him?"
"I suppose I'll thank him for seeing you safely home and express my hope you didn't bend his ear too much."
"Mother!"

"But I will lecture him about offering alcohol to a seven-year-old."

"That's not the point, Mother. He tricked me. He used me to gather information about the family."
"I'm sure you couldn't tell him much he didn't know already, Jo. Actually, it's a good sign. If he thought your impressions worth gathering after all the intelligence reports he must have read..."
"Mother, it's bad enough they force their soldiers on us, and pay us a pittance for their upkeep. Do we have to be civil to them?"
"Of course we do. At least, I do. I'm First Mother now that Esther's gone, and I have to think of the family first. Antagonism in the warren is not going to help morale. If the Captain is polite and considerate--as I'm sure he will be with his diplomatic training--and sees to it that his men..."
"How do you know he has diplomatic training?" Shagrug asked.

"I have my sources too. He started out in the Diplomatic Corps, joined the Quasi Police and was assigned to Mars, hand-picked to track down Progeny during the early days of the Rebellion, served as a prison-guard on Venus..."
"That hell-hole? That's punishment detail. What did he do?"
Terry laughed. "He failed to catch Progeny, that's what. Or more precisely, he caught him and then lost him. Twice. That was before both of you were born. It's not a widely-known tale because it implicates Karil and Loris, but maybe you can get Karil to tell it to you someday. I'm sure he'll make it an extremely entertaining story. Anyway, there was an incident on Venus. They proclaimed Solla a hero and restored his rank, but some kind of emotional reaction set in and he was given psychiatric leave, then assigned here. Nice quiet duty in a Martian commune."
"I wonder what happened on Venus."
"I couldn't find out. The details were hushed up. But it wasn't pleasant." Terry rose and slipped on her robe. "I've only met him once, briefly," she said, "I hear he's a dedicated Quasi agent, but a fair man--strict with his troops, able to listen to reason. So until he proves undeserving, I'm going to give him every consideration. If you can't be pleasant yourself, I suggest you avoid him."
Terry left and Johanna turned to Shagrug with a conspiratorial air. "We've got to do something about this man, Shag. He's entirely too charming. If his men follow his example, before too long they'll be part of the family."
"You may be right. Some of the girls are already fraternizing."
"Jesus, I knew it."
"They started out teasing some of the officers, and before too long they were flirting in earnest."
"You know what you've got to do, Shag? You've got to find Karil."

***

For a moment, upon awakening, Karil did not know where he was.

The room was bathed in shimmering blue light and there was a warm body in bed with him. As he lifted his head, the body stirred and a white hand caressed his dark chest in sleep. Opposite the bed, a wall-screen showed the depths of the Europan sub-surface sea, shafts of sunlight descending from cracks in the ice-crust above and vanishing into the darkness below.

Karil looked down at Natalie's dark hair upon the pillow. In the light from the screen it had blue highlights and her skin seemed blue and cold. He slipped out of bed and padded over to the screen, reached out and touched a sensor.

The ocean depths vanished and Europa's surface appeared--an endless plain of ice, criss-crossed with cracks that became great chasms in the foreground. Jupiter filled the sky, a great bow of light in the black of space as the sun appeared around its limb, flashing and darkening the screen.

Karil saw his reflection--small, hard body, curly beard and unruly black mane touched with grey, a face lined with both smiles and experience.

He turned and saw the bed now bathed in golden sunlight, Natalie's body glowing with warmth. A memory of Terry flashed through his mind.
"Computer," said a voice.

"Oh, damn," Natalie murmured. "What is it?"

"Excuse me, Mistress. You asked to be informed when the Master was on his way. He has just lifted from Ganymede."
"Acknowledged."
"Shall I connect you?"
"No!" Then, more calmly: "That will not be necessary, Computer. Break contact."
"Thank you, Mistress."
Natalie sat up and smiled, the covers falling from her breasts. "You'd better leave now, Karil. I've got some files to erase."
"If I remember my Boccaccio, this is where I climb out the window and fall in the flower-bed. Right?" He approached and sat beside her on the bed.

"Karil, I have no idea what you're talking about half the time." She laughed and kissed him. For a moment they were locked in an embrace, and then she pushed him away. "Get out of here. It'll take you hours to get out of orbit."
Karil left, bounding down the corridor past the empty lab and kitchen to the hangar. In a moment he was arcing skyward in his rental's emergency shuttle, swinging into orbit over Europa's cracked-glass globe.

The yacht had begun to drift as sunlight, no longer eclipsed by Jupiter, struck the sail. He could see the great fabric hexagon sliding across the gas giant's banded face, the tiny gondola with its solar-panel dragonfly wings like an insect caught in a spider-web of guy-wires. He closed with it, corrected, corrected again, and mated with a clang, then cracked the lock with a hiss and pulled himself into the main cabin.

Karil was starving. He grabbed himself a sandwich from the picnic lunch he and Natalie had not gotten around to consuming, and punched up Atalanta's number. In a moment her empty bridge appeared on the screen.

"Hi, Atty. Is Loris there?"
There were a few seconds of delay before the ship's response arrived. Ganymede was over a million kilometres away.

"Good evening, Karil," the ship purred. "Loris is just going to bed. Shall I connect you?"
"Please. And it's morning here, you know. Sunrise on Jupiter. Lovely." He glanced out the port as he sucked on a bulb of hot coffee. The Great Red Spot was sliding into view, high white cirrus adrift over the maelstrom.

Loris appeared in close-up on the screen, the interior of her cabin visible behind her. In the light of the screen her body was highlighted--high, hard breasts with wine-dark nipples, muscles rippling under skin like smooth chocolate. Her hair, dyed to match her skin in the latest Ganymede style, tumbled over her shoulders. She sat down to brush it.

"Well, if it isn't Sinbad the Sailor."
"Hi, Lor. Miss me?" He grinned.

"Why the call? Don't tell me you've wrecked that thing already."
"Not yet."
"Humph. If the rent-a-yacht people find out you've been leaving it untended in orbit, after sailing it into close Jovian orbit in the first place, they'll have your balls on a plate."
"How did you know that?"
"I told her," said Atalanta. "Did you think I would fail to monitor you in that fragile device?"
"I know what I'm doing, Atty," he laughed. "I'm becoming an expert at this. Listen, Lor, have you been in touch with the Professor?"
"Yes. I'll tell you about it later. Are you returning to port or what?"
"On my way. Accelerating at a breathtaking one-ten-thousandth gee."
"Then sign off. I've spoken to every low-life in the Rim today. Had to convince most of them to talk to me and some required a great deal of convincing. I'm tired and I'm going to bed."
"Aye aye, Sir."
"And be careful in that contraption, will you, Karil? If that's not too much to ask."
"I will, Lor. Sleep tight."
With infinite leisure, the ship drifted out of Europan capture and swung into its own Jovian orbit. Karil did some calculating on the little shipboard computer and decided he could save a few hours by tacking closer to Jupiter and picking up a little gravity assist, rather than simply drifting out to Callisto, where the rental marina was located.

He set to work adjusting the sail with the guy-tensing motors. Jupiter and Europa seemed to swing about him. The solar-wind was rough here in Jupiter's wake but the turbulence slowed the ship so that it began to fall toward the gas giant.

Gradually, then more swiftly, Jupiter grew to fill the cosmos. Karil watched the cloud-patterns forming and re-forming below. Something caught his eye--a glint of sunlight on titanium. A glider-shuttle, perhaps, returning to orbit from some hydrogen-mining aerostat adrift below. For a while he watched it playing hide-and-seek with him among the ammonia cirrus, and then he switched on the ship's recorder and began a poem:

One of us is of the sky:
Ideas dart like zephyrs 
and cat's-paw thoughts caress

the surfaces of things;
dust-devil theories whirl,

proceeding nowhere, and

great castles of cloud-stuff

are piled to heaven, then

dismantled and re-formed.
And one of us is of the sea:
a mermaid-creature

stirring in the depths

beneath the chuckling waves;
The moon sails overhead

and unseen currents ebb and flow...
He was interrupted by the insistent beeping of the radar, as the yacht overtook something in orbit, out of sight behind the sail. He dove for the instrument panel.

The radar gave him a clear picture. It was a super-tanker--probably the mother ship of the fuel-shuttle he had seen below--and it was approaching quickly. According to space-law, solar-sailers, being less manoeuvrable than powered ships and therefore the burdened party, have the right of way in orbit, but when another ship outweighs yours by 60,000 tonnes, it is best to be circumspect.

Karil touched on the com and punched up the emergency-message frequency. There was only static. At first he thought it might be Jupiter's emissions causing the problem, but then the truth struck Karil like one of the super-bolts in the clouds below. The bridge-crew of the tanker would have detected the great aluminized sail long ago, and could have avoided a collision if they wanted to. They were jamming his communications and trying to run him down.

Karil began to heave to. The great ship appeared, drifting into view from behind the sail, already so close that he could read the name on the bow--Poseidon Earthshaker. It was coming at him broadside, to present the greatest target. It must have been a full kilometre in length, and though it was dwarfed by the four-square-kilometre sail, there was no doubt which could more easily survive an impact: the sail was about as substantial as a smoke-ring, and as for the passenger-gondola...

It was a nightmare in slow-motion. Karil had done his best, but the sailer was so slow to respond that it was not until a moment before impact that he realized he had just barely failed. The sail itself was clear, but the gondola was going to strike one of the tanker's huge radiator fins. He clung to the crash-webbing and watched in helpless horror.

It felt like riding the clapper of an enormous bell. Karil was catapulted across the cabin into pain and unconsciousness.


***

He came to, groggy and aching but miraculously alive, some time later. The tanker was gone and Jupiter was falling away behind him. Thankful that the gondola had not actually split open like an egg, he drifted to the instrument panel and switched on the com.

The screen remained blank. For an instant he stared at it in equally blank disbelief, then pricked up his ears and looked about. The mayday signal, which should have kicked in automatically on impact, was silent. Except for his pounding heartbeat and the singing of the guys reverberating through the hull, there was not a sound in the cabin. He began checking systems. The running lights around the sail's perimeter and along the gondola's flanks were out. The guy-tensing motors and attitude-control thrusters failed to respond to command. The air-conditioning system, judging by the staleness of the air, was also inoperative. And the emergency-escape shuttle had somehow been released by the impact, to fall no doubt into Jupiter orbit somewhere behind him.

The ship was just plain dead. It was accelerating under solar pressure, uncontrollable, without communications, without life-support, without a lifeboat, outward through the Jovian system, toward the distant stars.

He was drifting, Karil thought, like Ishmael on the coffin at the end of Moby Dick. But it wasn't Queequeg's coffin; it was his own.


CHAPTER TWO


NAUSICAA

Somewhere, out among the retrograde, open-orbit moons of Jupiter, the Belter colony of Jubilee was approaching aphelion. It was a typical structure of its type--a central revolving sphere surrounded by agricultural toruses and a network of solar collectors, mirrors, and radiator blades. Preceding it in orbit by some few hundred kilometres was a fleet of two dozen scout-ships flying in formation.

In the Belt, these ships would have ranged over nearby space in search of the asteroids whose capture and processing supported Jubilee's five thousand souls, but here their task was to detect and vaporize approaching hazards. Jupiter was an avid collector of stray asteroids, comet nuclei, and assorted debris; new material was constantly being added and the orbits of old material were constantly changing. The most dangerous part of the colony's orbit through the Belt was the approach to Jupiter to sell their processed ore on the Galilean market.

Slava, in Scout-ship Fifteen, was as excited as she could be. Not since she was a child had the city swung round Jupiter. She wondered if there was the slightest chance of visiting the Galilean moons--especially the infamous Ganymede.

She doubted it. Ganymede was hardly a fit place for an unattached young woman. The stories told of that place, late at night in the girls' dormitory, were scandalous. Not even pilots, who had some status, were likely to be granted planet-leave.

Something on the screen caught her attention and she touched on the com.

"Fifteen to Central. Reporting occultation of M2 17Kpc in Aquarius. Large, dark object."
"Scout-ship Four. We have confirmation and parallax."
"Central. Can you make it out, Slava?"
"On full magnification. Still hard to see. Computer indicates object crossing our trajectory at angle of 32 degrees, eight to two o'clock. Moving at...point three kps."
"No threat indicated, Fifteen."
"Acknowledged."
Still, Slava continued to monitor the object, out of curiosity if nothing else.

"Central. Fifteen again. Object is under constant slight acceleration."
"That's strange. A dark object, you say."
"Yes. Radar indicates a hexagonal shape. It appears to be a solar sailer."
"Interesting, Slava, but still no threat."
Slava waited a moment. "Uh...Central, I'm very curious..."
"What a surprise!" She heard laughter from various sources in the fleet and blushed, but she went on:
"A solar sailer running without lights or radio-beacon should be reported, don't you think?"
"Yes, I guess you're right, Slava. We'll report it. Thank you very much." There was just a touch of irritation in Central's voice.

Slava was intimidated for a moment. She chewed her lip as she watched the screen. She reached for the com, hesitated, then touched the sensor.

"Scoutship, Fifteen here."
"Yes! What is it, Slava? We are somewhat busy here, you know."
"I'm sorry, Central. But what if someone's aboard?"
Central sighed audibly. "Slava, it's an unmanned slow-freight with a beacon malfunction. Do you want to try for salvage, is that it?"
"No, it's just that... Yes."
"Permission denied, Fifteen. Your job is to maintain formation. Protecting Jubilee is first priority. Besides, we're in Galilean space now and salvage represents a legal wrangle we don't want to get involved in. We'll report it when we get a chance. That’s all we can do."
"But..."
"Permission denied, Fifteen."
"Come on, Slava," said another voice. "Leave it alone."
Slava pouted. She took out a ship-ident chip and loaded it, zipping through the rapidly-morphing shapes as she chewed on the ends of her blond page-boy.

"Fifteen. Sorry, Central, but..."
"For God's sake, Slava."
"Please, Central. Listen. Most freighters have diamond-shaped sails or heliogyro form. Hexagonal sails are characteristic of Galilean-registry pleasure-craft. I think it may be a yacht."
"So it slipped its moorings and went adrift. How does that concern us?"
"There may be somebody on board."
"Have you heard a mayday?"
"No."
"Then there's no-one aboard."
"Suppose the mayday is malfunctioning."
"No beacon, no running-lights, no mayday. Three systems down at once? Come on, Slava."
"What if there was a central power failure."
Central was trying his best to be patient. "Well, Slava, in that extremely unlikely case, life-support would be down as well. Anyone aboard would have been asphyxiated days ago."
"But there might be bodies. We should try to recover them. That would be the Christian thing to do. This is a pleasure-craft, Central, and there could be innocents aboard. Perhaps even children. Lost without a trace. What would the Council of Elders say? What are the odds that such a ship on such a course would drift into position to be intercepted by me? In a few minutes that will no longer be possible, and in a few hours it will be so far out and accelerating so rapidly that no one could ever catch it again. Surely, this represents a Providential..."
"Listen, Central. This is Seven. If we don't let her go, she'll fret about this for weeks. We can re-form and cover her position. Why not let her check it out?"
"Because she has duties to perform, that's why. This is a disciplined society. As a scout-pilot, she should know that better than anyone."
"Central. Number One here. Slava's a good scout. One of the youngest ever to qualify. I've learned to trust her hunches myself. I suggest we let her go." Number One laughed. "If only to give us all some peace."
Central hesitated. "Okay, Number One. If you think it's wise. Check it out, Fifteen."
Slava beamed with joy, wiping away her tears, and punched out figures on the computer. "Thank you, Central. I can use Pasiphae for gravity-assist and swing into parallel."
"Don't take any chances, Fifteen. Watch your fuel."
"Yes, Sir."
Acceleration thrust her into her couch as she shot off across the void. The minutes crept by. Pasiphae, the 27-kilometer moon, tumbled toward her, pulling the scout into a new trajectory is it passed. With a perfectly-timed burn, she kicked off in pursuit of the departing sailer.

The great aluminized sail was gleaming in the sun as she overtook it. She could read the figures printed on its surface, despite a number of holes and rents in the tissue-thin fabric.

"Central. This is Fifteen. I'm overtaking the object. Registry 246-B-21. Halls of Olympus Hotel."
"Is the emergency pod still attached?"
"No, it's gone."
"Then they must have bailed out long ago. You might as well return to..."
"I've come all this way. Another few kilometres and I can peek inside."
"Negative, Fifteen. You must be running low on fuel now."
If we hadn't wasted so much time arguing, she thought, I wouldn't be. She felt a little thrill of pleasure at her sinful disrespect.

"Fifteen? Acknowledge."
Slava waited. The sail filled the sky before her, a vast, rippling landscape like a windblown wheat-field stretching to the horizon--though Slava had never seen a wheat-field, or a horizon for that matter. Many of the guys were slack and the gondola was oscillating.

"Slava, where are you?"
"Just above the gondola. I'm blinded by sail-reflection. If I move up just a bit, I can have a clear view through the port."
"Negative, Fifteen. Repeat: negative. If you get caught in one of those guys, the whole sail can come down on you and wrap up your little scout like a birthday present. Do you understand?"
"Just another minute."
"No, goddamn it! You are ordered to return to base." Central would have to do penance for swearing on the job, she thought. She had never heard him do that before.

Slava corrected her ship's attitude, rolling ninety degrees so she could look down through the side port as the gondola swung beneath her. The sail's reflection bathed the cabin interior in golden light.

"Central, I'm as close as I can get, I think. It appears to be...Oh, My God!"
"Slava! What is it?"
"There's a man inside. He just drifted into view. He's curled up. Limp. I think he's dead."
"Try spectro-analysis." 

"Of course. Yes. Carbon dioxide. Almost no oxygen."
"He's dead, Slava. Return to base while you still have fuel. You've done all you could."
She reached for the controls, and hesitated. "I can snag the capsule and return with his body, Central."
"You don't have enough fuel."
"He looks like a sleeping child. So peaceful. Handsome, too. Bearded. Like a Greek god."
"You're accelerating out of the system. If you're going to get back home you've got to burn now. I don't want to send any more ships out after you, Slava."
"I'll just say a short prayer over him, all right? I've got my reserves."
"Don't go to reserves unless you... Oh, all right, Slava. Bury him in space, then get back here. We've got the ship's registry. The hotel can inform the next of kin."
Slava stared down at the dark stranger, her lips moving in silent prayer. I therefore commit your body to the void from which we come, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the...

"Holy Ghost!"
"What is it?"
"I've just noticed something clutched in his hand. It's a face mask. And I can see suit-tanks drifting nearby. If he's a good spacer, he could have kept himself alive for days that way. He might be alive now."
"All right, Fifteen. You win. Grapple if you can and cut that sail loose. But be careful, will you?"
Slava heard a dozen voices cheering in her earphones. She thrust her hands into the waldoes. Asteroid-grapples opened, claws extended on hydraulic, telescoping arms. With practiced skill, sweat dewing her brow, blood oozing from her chewed lips, Slava inched the scout closer. The gondola swung menacingly.

There was a bone-jarring thud. She seized the gondola and held it close to the scout's breast.

Quickly she slipped her hands from the waldoes and grabbed the laser-cutter. The beam was invisible in vacuum, but on the screen she could see the target-scope searching out the guys. She squeezed the trigger.

A cable parted. Another. They whip-lashed, clutching like tentacles. If the scout were snagged, the sail could drag it for hundreds of kilometres off course before she could EVA and cut it loose by hand, and every second counted, not only in terms of her own fuel, but for the sake of the stranger's ebbing life. Another cable parted, and another. The sail began to billow wildly. The last guys parted.

Slava yawed the scout-ship about and streaked off. Behind her, the sail was being slashed to ribbons by recoiling guy-wires, long strips of aluminized mylar waving like octopus tentacles as it collapsed upon itself and drifted away.

"I've got him," she said. "Returning to base." She was already loosening her restraints.

"Acknowledged, Fifteen. I'm sending Two and Twelve to guide you in. Oh, and congratulations, Slava. I hope for your sake the poor devil's alive."
"I'm going to pull him out of there and give him oxygen. Then I can drop the gondola."
"Of course. Be careful, Slava."
"I'm always careful, Central."
It didn't take long to suit up, mate the hatches, and crawl into the capsule. She dragged the man into the scout-ship, discarded the gondola, which tumbled away into oblivion, and pressed an oxygen-mask to his face. His chest rose.

She tore off her helmet and put her ear to his breast.

There was the faintest of heartbeats.

Slava's eyes filled with tears. "Thank you, Lord," she said. "I knew he was alive."
In a few hours, she stood in the colony hospital, looking down at the figure on the bed, his dark features in childlike repose, stark against white sheets. Above him, meters recorded his breathing, his now-normal heartbeat. He stirred, opened unfocused eyes, and said:

"Loris?"
Slava took his hand. He gripped hers painfully for an instant and then let go as he slipped back into unconsciousness.


***

Slava found a guard at the door of the stranger's room. He put out his arm and blocked her way. "Just where do you think you're going, Miss?" he rumbled.

She stood before him with her fists on her hips, reaching about to the level of his badge. "I'm going to see the stranger, if it's any business of yours."
"Sorry, Miss," he chuckled. "You're a perky little thing, that's for sure, and probably just what the doctor ordered. But my orders are no-one gets to see him till the Chief is finished with his interrogation."
"What is he, a criminal? The man nearly..."
"That's what we intend to determine, Miss. Now if you'll just..."
The door opened and the guard stepped aside for the Chief of Security and the Hospital Director. "Is there some problem here, Officer?" the doctor asked.

"This girl wants to see the prisoner, Doc."
"Patient, Officer; he's not a prisoner yet. We're finished now, Slava, you can go in."
"Wait a minute, Doctor," the Chief said. "Do you know this girl?"

"Of course. This is Slava. She's the scout-pilot who brought him in. She's been here before."
"He wasn't awake then. Sorry, Miss, but I don't think he's the sort a girl like you should be associated with. He's a smuggler, you know. Probably got a record as long as your arm."
"I don't care if he's the Callisto Slasher. You've got no right..."
"Slava saved his life," the Doctor said, "as she's trained to do by your Security forces. Naturally, she's professionally interested in his condition."
"Well, I suppose it's all right. I've got no time to argue anyway. I've got to get on line to Ganymede and contact his people." The Chief stalked off down the hall and the guard went back to his place.

"You go on in, Slava," said the Doctor. "I'm going to see about getting a chair for the Officer."
"Thanks, Doc. I appreciate it." The guard smiled for the first time.

Slava pushed open the door and entered. The stranger was sitting up in bed and eating voraciously. He glanced up with a puzzled expression, and suddenly a beautiful smile lit up his features.

"I know who you are. You're Slava."
"How did you know?"

"Pilot's uniform." He glanced down at her tiny figure. "The Doc told me all about it. He's the only one who'd tell me anything. That must have been some pretty fancy flying, Slava."
"Thank you." She felt suddenly shy and tongue-tied.

"Thank you. It's not every day a little blonde angel swoops down and plucks you from oblivion. I'm only sorry I wasn't awake to see it."
"That's all right. You..."
"I what?"
"You looked so beautiful. Like a sleeping child."
He smiled again and his dark eyes twinkled with amusement. "My name is Karil, by the way."
"Did you say Karl or Karol?"
"No. Ka-rill. Ali Karil."
Slava's eyes grew wide. "Ali Karil? The poet? The Martian Rebel?"
"I'm afraid so."
"Your books are banned here. But I've read your poetry just the same."
Karil put aside his tray. "Look, I've been answering questions all morning and nobody's answered any of mine. Will you?"
"All right."
"This is Jubilee, right?"
"Right."
"That's what the Doctor said. I've never heard of it. Of course, the Belt is full of colonies I never heard of, but this one is...strange."
Slava burst out laughing. She had a delightful laugh.

"Is that funny?"
"No. Yes. It's just that it's the only place I've ever known. It's funny to hear it described as strange."
"Well, it is. I've been treated like I'm some kind of carrier. Like I'm going to infect the place."
"We don't get many spacers here. They're not generally welcome. We're kind of...How shall I put it?"
"Insular, like a lot of space islands. Isolated. With a small town mentality. Well, I'm not here to corrupt your youth and seduce your women. I just want to get back to Loris and Atty."
Slava's face fell. If anything, she looked more fetching when she was sad than when she was happy. "Your...wife and child?"
"No. No. Loris is my Captain and Atty is my ship. Atalanta. I don't have a wife and child."
Slava smiled.

***
"We've been in the Belt for twelve years," Slava explained. "We pick up iron in the Inner Belt and carbonaceous chondrite in the Outer. Then we process for minerals, ores, and water and trade on the open market when we swing past Jupiter."
"Can you really make a living that way? A whole town? I know a lot of miners who can barely feed their own families. Most of them are loners anyway. They work hard for a couple years and and blow everything on a big binge at Ganymede, and then go back into isolation."
"Well, we feed ourselves with our own agriculture and trade for what we can't produce. From a good type-D asteroid--mostly montmorillonite--we can extract aluminium, magnesium, silicon, oxygen, water, sometimes even diamonds. Stony chondrite can be as much as seventeen per cent nickel-iron. Once I brought back a ten-ton C-type that turned out to be four per cent platinum."
"Really?"
Slava blushed. "Am I talking too much?"
"I love to listen to you. When will they let me out of this chair?"
"Soon. When your friend Loris comes." She fell silent.

Karil wheeled the chair close to the balcony wall. The inner sphere of Jubilee was a garden, spread out below and curving round the sky. Houses were set among the flowers, under the trees. Brightly-coloured hang-gliders soared overhead. Children splashed in the low-gravity pool at the far axis, their cries drifting across the sphere.

"It's nice here," he said. "Very pretty. And quiet. Not like Ganymede at all."

"Oh, but Ganymede must be so exciting! And all the places you mentioned--Mars, Titan, Earth. Earth must be the most beautiful place in the system."
Karil laughed. "You'd love it, Slava. The gravity's a bitch, but it's a gorgeous planet. Full of surprises."
She rose and went to the parapet, leaned out, looking down at the gardens. "I'll never see any of those places."
"I wouldn't be so sure about that," Karil said. "You strike me as the kind of person who can do anything she sets her heart on."
She turned and said, "I have to go now. I have duties."
"I'll see you later then?"
"Yes." She started to leave, stopped, turned suddenly and kissed him. "You make me crazy," she said. And she was gone.


***

Loris could see them behind the observation port. Karil waved and smiled and the little blonde beside him in the red ship-suit was wriggling with excitement. She let go of the rail to grab Karil's arm and point, began to drift away, and Karil laughingly dragged her back.

"Looks like Karil's found himself a girlfriend already," Loris said.

"I believe so," Atalanta replied. "She appears to be the excitable type, doesn't she?"

"She's cute, but you'd think she'd never seen a free-trader before."
"That may well be the case, Loris."
They completed the docking manoeuvres and Loris unstrapped and made her way to the boarding lock. In a moment Karil drifted up the ladder-well with the girl in tow.

"God, I'm glad to see you, Lor. You too, Atty."
"And we're relieved to find you safe and well," the ship purred. "We were terribly worried."
"I'm all right. Slava here saved my life."
She was looking about her with wide-eyed fascination. At the sound of Atalanta's voice, she squealed with pleasure. Karil made the introductions.

"How do you do," Loris said with a notable lack of enthusiasm. Karil's proprietary grin was irritating.

"Oh, you're so beautiful," Slava said. "Karil, your Captain is so beautiful. I love your hair, Loris. Is that how they wear it on Ganymede? May I see?"
"I guess so. Sure."

Slava drifted closer and stroked Loris' hair, as Karil beamed like a stage-mother. "We're not allowed to wear our hair long in the fleet," Slava said. "Too dangerous in free-fall, they tell us. But lots of people wear their hair long like you and Karil, and it doesn't seem to cause any problems. You can always tie it up when you get into a p-suit. Oh, that's okay for free-traders, they said. They like to look all scruffy and unkempt--like to think they're pirates. But you're both so beautiful. And your skin is such a beautiful colour, Loris. Karil didn't tell me you were so beautiful. Really." She caught sight of the hatchway to the bridge. "Oh, the bridge! May I see, Karil?"
"Of course. Come on. Let me show you." He took her hand and they kicked off through the hatch. Loris looked after them with a sour expression, then pulled herself into the galley.

"I think I'm going to need a drink."
"Why don't you fix one for Karil and Slava?" Atty said.
"She's bad enough sober. Can you imagine what she's like when she's drunk?"
"Why, Loris, she seems perfectly delightful to me."
"You're programmed to like everybody, Atty. Personally, I think all this innocent exuberance could get pretty irritating in cramped quarters."
But she took three tubes of wine out of the cooler and made her way to the bridge.

"Why do you have three acceleration couches?" Slava was asking.

"We can fit half a dozen in here if necessary. But we set that one up for our boss, Professor Kelley. He's a frequent passenger."
Slava's eyes widened even more. "The same Professor Kelley who's building the Wily Odysseus?"
"That's the one."
"How exciting!"
"In fact, right now..."
"Karil..." Loris said.

"Oh. Sorry. Can't talk about it. Industrial secrets, you know."
Loris rolled her eyes heavenward.

"I understand," Slava said gravely. "I've never seen an astro-tracker like this."
Karil and Slava began to compare notes. By the time Slava had finished explaining the Belter techniques for locating, snagging, and processing asteroids, she had gained Loris' grudging respect. The girl actually seemed to know what she was about.

"I'll get you another drink," Loris said. "Your throat must hurt."
"I'm sorry. I talk too much. Everybody says that. Oh, may I see the galley?" Before she knew what had happened, Loris was steering her through the cargo holds and life-support section, explaining how the algae-tanks re-oxygenated the air as it circulated. Karil tagged along, grinning like a fool.

Then Slava was shown the sleeping-quarters.

"It's so cosy," she exclaimed. "But not cramped at all. Not like my little scout. Is that...?"

"Is that what?"
"Is that a double sleeping bag?"
"Haven't you seen one before?" Karil said.

"No."
"They’re pretty common on free-traders. Most of them are crewed by couples, of one sort or another. Mom and Pop smuggling rings." He laughed. "Since we carry the Professor so often, we set the portside cabin up for him, and we bunk in here."
"But you're not... I mean..." Slava put her hand over her mouth. "I'm sorry. It's none of my business."
"Don't be embarrassed," Loris laughed. The perplexity on the girl's face was amusing. "Karil and I are very close. We have to be. But we're not sexual partners. Not that way."
"Not that way?"
"You'll shock her," Karil said, scowling. Loris could not tell if his expression revealed anger or merely concern for the girl's sensibilities. For that matter, she was not that sure of her own motives. Perhaps she fully intended to shock the girl.

"You're right," she said finally. "Forget it. It's too complicated."
"No." Slava put out her hand and touched Loris's arm. "Tell me. If you want to. I don't want to pry. It's just that... Maybe I'd better go." She turned and drifted out of the cabin.

"Wait," Karil said. He caught up with her at the lock. "What's the matter?"
"No, really," she said. "I'm on duty in a few minutes. I shouldn't be invading your privacy like this. Thank you for inviting me aboard. Thank you, Atty."
"My pleasure, Slava."
"And you too Loris." The latter had joined them. "I've always been told that free-traders were bad people. Not to be trusted. But you're so nice." She kissed Karil, hesitated a moment, then kicked over to Loris and kissed her too. "I'll try to see you before you...before you leave."
She swung down the hatch and was gone.

"She's lovely, Karil," Atalanta said. "Very genuine. Very sweet."
"She's a little darling, all right," Loris said. "God help us." She turned away.

Karil went after her. "What do you mean?"
"Forget it."
"No. What do you mean?"
"I mean that she thinks you're exotic and dangerous, but she's the dangerous one."
"Dangerous? That little thing?"
"Oh yes. You're really playing with fire this time, Karil. She's got that perfect mixture of innocence and budding sensuality. And you're feeling the perfect mixture of lust and protectiveness. That's a hard one for men to handle."
"Really!"
"Really! If it was only your feelings, I wouldn't care..."
"Thanks a lot."
"Seriously. You'd be over it in a week. But this isn't a Martian girl, Karil. And God knows she's no Ganybabe. Right now she's got this fantasy of you sweeping her up in your arms and taking her away from her humdrum life, but if you actually got your hands on that hot little body of hers and she found out what it can be like..."
Karil started to protest, but gave it up. "You're right, Lor, as usual. Maybe we should just get the hell out of here now."
"That won't help," Loris said. "You've got to say good-bye, at least. Besides, I've got to pay my respects to the Council here, pay the docking fees, and your hospital bill. I suppose the hotel will be after us our asses as soon as they find out..."
"Oh my God," Karil said. "I forgot to tell you." He recounted his little confrontation with the Poseidon. Loris listened with amazement.

"We'll have to check out this Poseidon Earthshaker when we get back to Ganymede," she said. "Find out who owns her. And who owns them, if we can."
"Shall I lodge a protest?" Atalanta asked.

"No. They think Karil's dead and their secret's safe, whatever it is. Slava's people aren't going to spill the beans. They don't mix with Galilean types. First, I have to get my duties as Captain in Port over with, and Karil has to say good-bye to Little Miss Sunshine."

***

Karil was waiting for Slava when she got off duty. The other pilots looked at him with barely concealed contempt, if not downright hatred as they passed, but Slava's face lit up. They sat together in the canteen.

"We'll be leaving pretty soon," Karil said.

"I know."
"I'm sure we're never coming back, either."
"I know that too."
"I want to tell you something important. Just to repay you a tiny bit for saving my life."
"Oh, but..."
"Listen. I grew up on a space colony too..."
"Really? Like this one?"

"No, not like this one. It was a High Company luxury estate, in Earth orbit. I had everything I was supposed to want. Wealth, privilege, more room to myself than you could imagine. A safe, comfortable existence. Any kind of food, or books, or women that money could buy. I could even have had real power, if I didn't mind stabbing a few people in the back to get it. I ran away from all of that to risk my life and live a hunted existence in a series of cramped ships and tunnels..."
"For love." Karil had thought he was laying it on too thick, but the seriousness of her expression told him otherwise.
"No, not for... Well, yes, it was for love. But not just for love of a woman. Well, maybe two or three. But also for love of Progeny and his ideals and the Martian people and freedom and everything that my aristocratic High Company family could never stand for. If you really want to get out there and see the Martian deserts and Earth's oceans and Saturn's rings and everything else, I know you can do it. But think carefully, Slava. Because this is an empty and dangerous and lonely solar system, and you'd be leaving the kind of safe and loving environment that you'll probably never find again." She was eating it up.
"You found it. You found it with Loris and Atty. The kind of intimacy that most married couples never have. And in the Martian people you mentioned. I've read your poetry, Karil, and I've read about you too. The Martian people adore you. That's your real home, and though it may be risky for you to go back there, it won't be forever. God, I wish I could go with you, Karil."
"No, you don't..."
"Do you know what it feels like? I've dreamt of someone just like you all my life, and when God literally drops you in my lap, you belong to someone else."
"I don't belong to anyone, Slava."
"But you do. Don't you see? I have to go now, Karil. Good-bye." She kissed him quickly and turned away.

He started after her down the corridor, but suddenly a woman appeared--husky, uniformed, scowling--and blocked his path.

"My God," he said, "it's a duenna. Excuse me. I have to speak to Slava."
"She doesn't want to speak to you. Go away. You people aren't wanted here." Burly men appeared with lasers in their hands, and he was escorted to his ship. Loris was making flight preparations.

"What the hell did you do now?" she demanded, eyeing his armed escort.

"Nothing. Let's get the hell out of here. Screw their goddamn small-town morality."
In a moment, the city of Jubilee was falling away behind them, just another point of light among the stars.


CHAPTER THREE


THE LOTUS-EATERS

Juno's moderate albedo and rust-red colour revealed it to be an S-type asteroid, consisting of iron- and magnesium-bearing silicates mixed with pure metallic nickel-iron. Its surface was scarred and pitted and its interior honey-combed with mines, some of which had been sealed and turned into living quarters. In orbit about it were three artificial satellites--a typical Titanic Industries mobile factory-town, a small marina of the sort that appears everywhere ships gather, and the Wily Odysseus itself under construction.

The supply-ship drifted cautiously through the traffic, closing with the toroidal colony. Shagrug peered out through the port. A p-suited figure zipped by astride a broomstick-scooter. Another hovered outside the port for a moment on an E-Z chair, then darted away. A roustabout in shirtsleeves waved to him through the bay-window of his free-flier workstation. Shagrug waved back, amused by the owner's customizing: in addition to the standard solar-panel dragon-fly wings, dish antenna, and crab-pincers, it boasted a bizarre collection of fins, false rocket-nozzles, and flame-decals.

The supply-ship nosed into the colony docking-module and Shagrug cycled through the lock with the rest of the crew. After the guards had checked his credentials, photographed his retinas, and fastened a pass to his ship-suit, he pulled himself down the corridor to the elevator and rode the shaft to the torus.

There were six levels within the torus--Agriculture, Residence, Shelters, Industrial, Stores, and Mains. He had punched for residence but the car stopped at Agriculture and a lab-coated farmer boarded. Through the iris, Shagrug glimpsed rows of plants suspended in the air, water misting over their roots, translucent ceiling-panels bathing their leaves in sunlight.

The residence level was another sort of garden--one long strip of parkland arcing up and vanishing around the curve of the torus beneath a cathedral ceiling, and lined on either side by something like an endless English country house. Shagrug rang a bell beside a lead-came door adorned with a simple brass plaque: PROF. C. KELLEY. The door was opened by a house-rover whose name, according to the lettering on its titanium chest, was Frodo.

"Would you tell the Professor that Shagrug is here?"
"I have orders to admit Shagrug," Frodo warbled. "Please come in."

There was harpsichord-music in the air--the Goldberg Variations, in fact. The walls of the hallway were covered with shelves laden with spools and cubes and even paper books in what appeared to be perfect disorder. The same was true of every room he passed, including the bathroom.

A long-haired Himalayan cat appeared, mewed a greeting, and danced away to the end of the hall, showing him the way.

"Who is it, Faith?" said a familiar baritone voice.

The Professor was sitting at a console, barefoot and dressed in a faded Japanese silk robe, surrounded by what looked like a tornado-struck bookshop. He turned to greet his visitor and Shagrug recognized the sharp blue eyes, the thick head of white hair, the beard still bearing a few red hairs among the grey.

He rose to his two-meter height and came forward. His handshake was firm, and when his sleeves fell back, Shagrug noted the still-powerful arms decorated with age-old scars and radiation-burns.

"Shagrug! I heard you signed aboard one of our supply-ships. In fact, I gave you a reference. You've met Faith?"
Shagrug bent down and the cat nuzzled his hand.

"Her show-name was Al Chahhat Al Ameen, which according to Karil means The Faithful Beggar, but we just call her Faith. How's your mother?"
"Uh--she's fine, Professor."
"Good. Good." His eyes sparkled for a moment with amused suspicion, and then he turned and strode through a snowdrift of computer print-outs to an antique cabinet. "Your parents were my best students, you know." He took out a decanter and two glasses. "And among my last. Between one thing and another, I haven't had much time for teaching the last few years. Still, the Odysseus is nearly completed now."
He handed Shagrug a glass of wine and sat down with his own. "Just dump some books on the floor and find a seat, will you? I had hoped to see the data coming back before I died. That was the idea, you know--a probe to the nearest stars within a human lifetime. Unfortunately, I don't have a human lifetime left any more."
He sipped his wine. "It's not a new idea, you know. As far back as the British Interplanetary Society's Daedalus project in the 20th Century, there were plans to probe Barnard's Star, where planets had been discovered. It was calculated that a probe accelerating to 12% of light-speed would be capable of sending back pictures in fifty years. At the time, of course, they lacked the fusion-drive, had no way to mine Jupiter's atmosphere for fuel, and their computers were incapable of self-repair.

"Now, we not only have dozens of solar-systems in near space to choose from, but we have the annihilation-drive. Technically speaking, we could put human beings in orbit around a near star in twelve years. But antimatter is still too expensive to produce in the necessary quantities. Titan certainly couldn't afford such a project, neither could the Galilean Libertaria, and I've given up trying to convince the Terran High Companies to help us.

"Ironically, though, it's the annihilation drive that made the Odysseus Project feasible. The big antimatter-driven super-freighters have changed the interplanetary transport market, driving down the cost of hydrogen, throwing hundreds of cloud-miners, free-traders, and cyborg roustabouts out of work, and creating a market of fusion-drive equipment at near-scrap rates. If I retire to some low-gravity colony with the reading I've been neglecting and live to be 130 or so, I still have hopes of seeing the data coming in, and then I might be able to shame Earth into backing a companied mission."
The Professor looked about ready for retirement, Shagrug thought. He seemed tired. Perhaps all those frustrating meetings with High Company bureaucrats under Earth's punishing gravity had taken their toll.

"But we've had delay after delay," Kelley went on. "First there was the Martian Rebellion heating up again. The High Companies used it as an excuse to tie up much of my fuel and materiel, and the Martians, most of my crew at the time, quit to a man. Half the free-traders went with them to provide support. And now that an accommodation has been reached between the High Companies and the Martian Heterogeny, and I finally have my crew back, there have been these hijackings."
"Hijackings? In space?"
The Professor nodded. "About two years now, shipments of fuel from Jupiter have been going astray--vanishing without a trace--in the Belt. It was baffling; after all, a kilometre-wide solar sailer doesn't just disappear. We found only one or two later, more or less by accident, on their way out of the solar-system--the sail shredded to chaff, the gondola smashed, all hatches open, cargo gone. Derelict. You know how superstitious spacers can be; there were all kinds of stories going around.

"We got some of the free-traders to ride shotgun for a while, and that helped, but at terrific expense. After all, the great advantage of the solar-sailer is that it burns no fuel, carries no life-support, operates on the simplest robotics. Put a free-trader alongside and there goes all your savings. So I sent Loris and Karil back into the Galilean, hoping they can use Loris' old police- and criminal-contacts to ferret something out."
"Is that where they are now?"
"The last message I had was from Ganymede. Why? Are you looking for them?"
"That's why I'm here."
"I see. You didn't happen to run away from home, did you?"
Shagrug dropped his gaze. "Something like that. The commune, except for Johanna, thinks I'm at school."
"That's what I thought. Well, Shag, you put me in a difficult position. Your mother and all the elders will expect me to call her immediately and send you home. And I'm certainly not going to send you on to Ganymede. Karil and Loris have enough on their plate without taking care of you."
"Couldn't I wait here till they show up or contact you? It's kind of important that I talk to them."
"Hmm." The Professor stroked his beard for a moment. "Well, Shag, I'm not too old to remember running away to space myself once. And I could use a sharp mind like yours around here."
"I'd really appreciate it, Professor."
"Let me try and talk Terry into letting you stay for a while. Call it part of your education. But if you think it's going to be a lark, you'd better think again. She'll expect me to work your ass off for your keep, and I won't disappoint her."
Shagrug grinned.


***

The crowd at Ciccone's Tavern was, as usual, mostly spacers. They were easily spotted by their free-fall attire, their distinctive walk, and the lasers on their hips. Karil and Loris sat nursing their drinks in a corner, where there was a wall for each of their backs.

"Let's face it, Lor," Karil said. "Half your old contacts are dead, and another quarter are in jail, including some of the cops. The rest of them would just as soon sell us out as look at us. The next shipment's leaving in a few days and we've gotten exactly nowhere."
"We know the Poseidon's registered to Feronia Company."
"So what? They own half the solar system."
"Exaggeration."
"Is it? They've got the rights to a good part of the Belt, they own most of the Lunar far side, most of the proceeding Trojans, the Venus prison facilities... They practically own the Professor, for God's sake. He owes them thirty billion credits."
"Exactly. If he folded, they could get their hands on the starship."
"Not necessarily. Titan owns a good chunk of it. Aeolus has a major interest. Trans-Belt. Half a dozen others. He practically stood on a corner with a tin cup to finance the damn thing. Everybody's got a piece of it."
"What are you saying? You're not suspicious of Feronia?"
"Of course I am. That ship purposely ran me down. Obviously, there's something going on inside Jupiter that they didn't want publicized. But it doesn't mean they're behind the hijackings too."
"So what do you suggest?"
Karil grinned. "Nothing. I'm just bitching, that's all."
"You've been doing a lot of that lately. Look, if we can't get a good lead by tomorrow, we'll ship out."
"Where?"

"Jupiter. We'll supervise the whole shipping procedure, follow the shipment home like we planned. At least that one will get through."
"Frankly, I'd rather let them grab it, if we could catch them at it."
Loris gave him a funny look. "Maybe you've got something there."
"What?"
"Let me think about it for a while. We'd better get back."
They paid the tab, left the tavern, and walked through the seedy corridors of the Rim District. The walls and ceiling rippled with advertising; the crowd flowed around and through holographic barkers; the sound of voices and laughter, music and passion, the smell of food and drink and sweat poured from doorways. In the crowd were Belters and spacers in free-fall attire, Ganybabes with bare breasts, tourists in casual clothes, Hassidic Jews in black and Arab women veiled from head to foot, party-goers in capes, suits, robes, loin-cloths, tattoos, body-paint--every conceivable colour of skin and hair and fabric.

They stopped before the elevator to the spaceport level and waited for its descent.

"We're being followed," Loris said.

"What? Are you sure?"
"Of course I'm sure."
"One of your contacts?"
"Never saw him before. Big fellow. Two-arm cyborg."
Karil turned to watch a girl walk by in formal Japanese dress--the fact that her body was entirely covered was attracting attention all down the corridor--and let his glance brush over the man Loris had described. He was huge, with the roustabout's usual massive shoulders and close-cropped hair. His arms were steel and he wore a belt of attachments.

The elevator arrived and took them to the first sub-surface level, where Atalanta was berthed. A sensor outside her access lock blinked at their retinas and the hatch opened. They climbed into the ship.

"Hi, Atty. Any news?"
"A message from someone calling himself Alfred. He wants you to meet him at a place called the Lotus-Eaters, on level four, corridor six."
"That's something, at least. Atty, can you get me the records on the cyborg roustabouts in town?"
"I believe so. May I ask why?"
"We were being tailed by one. Mean-looking customer."
"If he's been hired to follow you, he may not be looking for other work. There would be no records."
"Try anyway."

Loris went forward to the bridge, climbed down the well and sat at Karil's station. Pictures of cyborgs flashed across the screen. They were a rough lot--broken-nosed and battered, scarred and burned, some with one and some with two bionic arms. After a moment, Loris said, "Stop."
She studied the picture. "Karil, come here. Is this him?"
Karil climbed down beside her, munching on a sandwich. "That's him, all right. Mostly synthetic skin over a bad burn, a real quack job. He is registered."
"He's been here for several months," Loris added, studying the figures on the screen, "but his work-record's not right. He couldn't even pay his air-tax with that income. Obviously, he's got another source."
"Look. He worked for the Professor a few years ago."
"That's very interesting indeed. We'll have to get in touch with the Prof and check him out. See if he got into any trouble there, find out who else was in his work-gang, etc. See to it, will you, Atty?"
"Yes, Loris."
"Come on. Let's see what Alfred has to say."
They left the ship and took an elevator to level four, then a slidewalk to corridor six. The Lotus-Eaters was on the corner. The attendant's face was the picture of boredom as he collected their credits and a deposit on the towel and locker-keys, then checked their weapons.

Karil and Loris climbed a ramp and stopped at the locker-room to undress. They could hear music from the depths of the complex--Karil recognized the Ugandan Bwala dance-rhythms--and he was already in a bouncy mood. He watched as Loris stripped off and stood in naked, long-legged magnificence.

"We're here on business, remember?" she said, grinning. "Christ, give you a chance to take your clothes off and you're happy."
Karil grinned back. They walked down the corridor, past rooms in which figures loomed in a haze of smoke or steam. There were saunas and steam-baths, smoking rooms in which people sat about huge hookahs in clouds of hashish or opium smoke, other rooms in which naked bodies writhed in semi-darkness.

The Lotus-Eaters Club dated back to the ice-rush days and catered to a mixed clientele--Belters on leave from the boredom of asteroid-mining, tourists escaping Earth's rigid morality, Martians here to enjoy the sinful waste of water as much as anything else. There was talent both male and female, amateur and professional available--you could tell the professionals by their guild tattoos.

By the time they had checked out several rooms in search of the mysterious Alfred, Karil was dewed with perspiration and half stoned. The last room in the complex contained a huge, shallow, steaming pool in a false greenhouse. People of all ages, sexes, and types lay drowsing in the water, alone or talking in groups in the bays formed by the pool's irregular contours. A few people looked up as Karil and Loris entered, but most were too stoned or sated to respond to their dark beauty.

Loris slipped into the water in an isolated bay and sat opposite a middle-aged man with a chubby, dissolute look about him, tight golden curls, and what actually appeared to be a duelling scar. Karil sat next to her. He had seen this man before, if memory served. He recalled a figure with a limp, dressed in a ruffled blouse, high riding-boots, and a great, swirling cape--something of a cross between Lord Byron and Harpo Marx.

Alfred leaned forward. "Who's this?" he asked.

"This is my astrogator, Karil."
"Oh yes, I remember. He's beautiful. You've always had the best taste, Loris." He turned to Karil. "Pardon me if I don't get up. It seems you've given me..."
"Never mind that," Loris said. "What have you got for me?"
"You're always so businesslike. All right. It appears that certain parties have inquired about your last shipment, which is now leaving the Kirkwood Gap and entering the Inner Belt."
"What parties?"
"That I don't know. I was given some names, but I investigated, and they're phoney."
"That's not worth very much, Alfred."
He shrugged. "What can I say? For some reason, people are reluctant to confide in me. It is interesting, though, is it not, that these parties know precisely where the shipment is at the moment? Surely this is privileged information."
"That's true, Alfred. At least we're not completely wasting our time here. We know..."
Alfred’s eyes flicked toward the doorway. For an instant his eyes were hard as steel, and then he remembered his role and smiled amiably. "Tell you what, though. Would you be interested in someone trying not to seem interested in you?"
"Description, please."
"Big fellow. A cyborg. Hell of a laser-burn on his chest. I'm surprised he's still in the land of the living. Both arms, part of his chest and part of his skull are artificial. Some of his equipment is original, but frankly, I don't see why he bothered. Way too many steroids."
Karil felt the hairs stir on the back of his neck. If Alfred had not been sitting with his back to the wall himself, he and Loris would never have turned theirs to the door. Still, to the cyborg they would be little more than indistinct silhouettes in the steam.

"Is he coming this way?"
"No, he's loitering by the entrance."
"Karil, see if you can get on the other side of the room. Get him between us."
Karil slipped down into the water until his head was hidden by the edge of the pool. Loris turned and began talking to the place where his head no longer lay as he crept away through the water. Invisible in the steam at the far side of the pool, he climbed out and padded along the slippery deck, then slid into the water again beside a young woman.

"Hi," he said. "My name is Ali Karil."
She turned heavy-lidded eyes toward him. There was no reaction in her dilated pupils; he might as well be talking to a potted plant. The cyborg was making his way through the steam, coming closer. Karil turned to the girl to hide his face.

"You come here often?" he asked. "What's your name? You like Fourteenth-Century Arabic poetry?"
At the sound of a body being immersed in water, Karil glanced up and saw the cyborg sitting opposite him. He laid his arms along the edge of the pool with a clank. There was no expression on the synthetic skin of his face. His eyes were hard as his steel chest.

"Aren't you afraid you'll rust in here?" Karil asked. He could see Loris' lithe figure in the distance, moving like a shadow through the steam-clouds.

"Are you Karil Stilbon?" the cyborg asked. His voice was artificial too. The slight hesitation before each sound, the slight echo in his chest, gave it an ominous quality.

His words were ominous as well. Free-traders did not use their last names--there could not be more than a dozen people in the solar system who knew Karil's--and it was obvious that someone had done some research.

"That's me. Do you want an autograph? I don't have a pen on me, I'm afraid. Don't you have to check your arms at the..."
Swift as lightning, a gleaming titanium fist shot toward him. Karil threw himself to one side. A sledgehammer blow whipped by his ear and struck the edge of the pool. Shattered tiles exploded in all directions.

Instantly, Karil was crouching on the deck beside the pool. The cyborg lurched to his feet and reached for him. Karil leaped back and hit the wall with a thud. Arms of steel rod and cable closed on nothing, centimetres from his legs.

Suddenly, as if forewarned, the cyborg spun about. A lean brown body catapulted through the mist, Loris' tiny calloused foot whipping toward his head. With incredible swiftness, the cyborg's arm shot out and his claw-like hand closed on her ankle in mid-air. He twisted. She spun and fell to the deck with a thud as her other foot was yanked out from under her.

Loris' head bounced on the edge of the pool as she was dragged forward into the water, an expression of astonishment on her face. The cyborg's other claw clamped her shoulder and she shrieked in sudden pain. Her head was thrust beneath the surface.

Karil was just as shocked: the cyborg looked clumsy, but he had blocked Loris' attack and turned the tables on her in an instant. Karil leaped to her aid--something he had never expected to do against a lone assailant--but again, as if forewarned, the giant swung toward him. A steel forearm struck him in mid-air and he was hurled to the deck with a bone-jarring thud. The great fist came down like a pile-driver.

Karil rolled away and the fist struck the deck with a crash. Shattered bits of tile rained down about him. Karil leaped to his feet and crouched just out of reach.

There were people rising and shouting throughout the room, but many, like the girl nearby, lay in a torpor, oblivious to the fight. Loris' hair rippled on the surface of the water as she thrashed in the cyborg's grip. Bubbles spread about her.

Karil darted forward, ducked as the cyborg's arm swung by, darted forward again, and his fist connected with the giant's jaw with all the force he could muster. Pain exploded like a ball of fire in Karil's hand and raced up his arm. The man's jaw was also steel, beneath synthetic skin. Karil tried to shake the numbness out of his arm as he danced back out of reach again.

A figure flashed by and collided with the cyborg. It was Alfred. The great arm brushed him off like an insect and threw him against the wall. He went limp and slid to a sitting position.

A crowd gathered, mumbling, hesitating. Loris thrashed like a speared fish. Tears of rage in his eyes, Karil stepped forward and the cyborg reached for him. He fell back, ducking beneath his grasp, and kicked his opponent in the balls with both feet.

There was a bellow of rage and pain, and the cyborg staggered back, doubled over. His hand released Loris' shoulder as he clutched his groin. She lifted her head above the water, gasping for breath. Karil bent toward her, then backed away suddenly as the cyborg straightened up and lunged for him.

Where the hell were the bouncers?

There they were--two huge men in white uniforms and an Amazon of a nurse with a hypodermic syringe. The bouncers dove to tackle the cyborg like football players. He whirled to face them, snatched them out of the air, cracked their heads together, and tossed them away.

Loris scrambled to her feet in the water, breasts heaving, as he turned again. The air fairly whistled with the force of her blow, her rigid knuckles thrust viciously into his kidney. She gasped with pain and her arm went limp.

Was there no flesh at all to this man? Loris threw herself to one side, but the steel fingers closed on her once again, gripping her hair, twisting. Karil had one quick glimpse of pain on her face before it was thrust into the water again.

He started forward, but the free arm was reaching for him again, claws snapping, holding him at bay. The nurse was standing by, dumbfounded, hypo in her hand.

With a leap possible only to earthborn muscles in Ganymede's lesser gravity, Karil vaulted over the pool and snatched the hypo from her. The cyborg turned to face him, dragging Loris through the water. The crowd fell back, screaming, stumbling.

Karil approached, ducking and weaving, looking for an opening. Too close! A metal hand closed on his arm, dragged him forward, and thrust him down into the water. Face pressed to the pool-bottom, lungs aching for breath, he felt about with his hands, found the cyborg's foot, felt his way up the calf.

Allah, Most Merciful, he thought, let his leg be made of flesh. With a silent exultation, he found a vein pulsing amid the rock-hard, but human, muscles, jabbed the hypo into the vein, and pressed the plunger.

The cyborg lifted Karil from the water and hurled him aside, reached down and snatched the hypo from his leg. Karil struck the edge of the pool, spluttering, and shook the water from his eyes. He saw the cyborg reaching for him again, saw Loris' body floating face down in the pool. With a scream of rage, he grabbed the arms as they closed on him and began ripping at wires and cables.

The tranquillizer would be strong enough to counteract the most powerful hallucinogens. But this was a big man and he didn't seem to be slowing down. Karil felt himself lifted into the air, felt the arms encircle him, crush him against the steel chest.

Pain arced like lightning through his body. He felt his ribs cracking, his lungs compressing. His breath was forced from his body. He stared into the cyborg's face as a hideous grin spread crookedly across the half-synthetic features. Karil showered blows upon the face until his knuckles ran with his own blood, tore at the arms until his fingertips were equally bloody, searching for some vital wire or cable that would loosen the vise-grip on his body.

Suddenly the cyborg's eyes began to daze. Karil felt the grip loosen and he slid down the huge body into the water, gasping. The giant towered over him for a moment, tottered, arms twitching, and then he toppled forward.

Karil scrambled out of the way, and the huge body came crashing down beside him. The cyborg's head struck the edge of the pool with a crack and slid into the water. His claws continued to open and close for a moment at the bottom of the pool, and then lay still.

Karil was already dragging Loris from the water. He bent over her to breathe air into her lungs, and in a moment she was spitting and coughing. Alfred was crawling toward them, shaking his head, dazed but alive.

Karil put his hand on Loris' shoulder, tried to speak, slipped into unconsciousness, and sprawled on the blood-soaked deck.


***

He awoke to see doctors and nurses bending over him. His upper torso was wrapped in tape and he was lying on a bed in one of the Lotus-Eaters back rooms.

"He's awake," someone said.

He saw Loris' face, a grin splitting it from ear to ear. "About time you woke up. I'm tired of answering all the questions myself."
Karil groaned in pain. "I'm ashamed of both of us, Lor. One lone cyborg between us. We were pitiful."
"I think we did pretty well against that killing machine."
"Machine? That was no robot."
"No, there was a man in there somewhere, but not much of him left. He had eyes in the back of his head, incidentally."
"What?"
"Sensors in the back of his neck. And the most sophisticated arms I've ever seen. Computer-enhanced for quick reflexes. Fortunately, most of his lower body was the original equipment."
"He's dead, I take it."
"Well, his heart's still humming, they tell me, but his brain was crushed by his own artificial skull in the fall."
"Doctor," said a voice, "is he in shape to answer a few questions now?"
Karil turned to the one who spoke--a middle-aged Asian in an expensive-looking suit.

"You're Galilean Security, I suppose."
"Lieutenant Soon. Why were you attacked?"
"I guess he didn't like us. What do you think, Lor?"
"I think you're right. Frankly, I was getting a bit tired of him myself, toward the end."
"We can skip the space-opera banter, Loris," the Lieutenant said. "I know who you are. Both of you. I know you work for Professor Charles Kelley, as trouble-shooters on the Odysseus Project. Your attacker had been working for the Project too, until he was fired for general nastiness. So let's not play games. Did he have some personal grudge against you?"
"The truth is, Lieutenant," Karil said, glancing at the voice-analysis equipment nearby, "I have no idea why he attacked me. If you want to chalk it up to hatred of the Professor and all his friends, that's fine with me."
"I presume you're investigating the recent hijackings. Do you think there could be a connection?"
Karil turned and spoke to the machine. "I don't know," he said clearly. "If you find one yourself, perhaps you'll tell us."

The Lieutenant looked far from satisfied. "All right. Two dozen witnesses say you were attacked without provocation, so you're free to go, both of you. But do me a favour. If you're going to get yourselves killed, do it somewhere else. I don't like people dying in my district. Now get out of here. And I suggest you ship out as soon as possible. Your attacker may have friends."
"Hard to believe," Karil said. "But a frightening thought." Painfully, he rose, and Loris helped him dress.

"Atty's really going to give us shit about this," she told him. "She'll have us sparring every day."
"Allah, you're right. I'll tell her I took on six big guys defending your honour."
"It would take more than six guys to defend my honour."
"What?"
"Never mind. Let's go."
Leaning on each other, the battered pair hobbled off to get their lasers back from the front desk. The management refused to refund their deposit, citing damages, but returned their weapons in exchange for a promise never to come back.

Alfred, Loris noted, had disappeared shortly before the arrival of the authorities. He had always been allergic to police.


CHAPTER FOUR


CYCLOPS

Old Artificer, the Professor's flier, sped across the gulf toward the marina. Shagrug punched up the music index and found it was all Bach. He chose the Brandenburg Concertos, always appropriate for space-travel, and soon the cab was filled with sound.

He took a slight detour to examine the starship-in-progress. He drifted slowly along its length, from the erosion-shield in the bow, past the probe- and warden-bays and the series of fuel modules threaded on the long laser-track, to the huge fusion driver reaction chamber in the stern, surrounded by radiation fins.

He could imagine the reaction chamber blazing like a small sun, the long ship accelerating, whipping past Jupiter on gravity-assist, and vanishing into the depths of interstellar space. He could imagine Athena, the main computer, chattering to herself throughout the long voyage, sending off robot wardens to repair ablation-damage, finally deciding on targets, launching probes, and sending data back to Earth as the Odysseus plummeted through the target system at 38,000 kilometres per second.

Shagrug had to snap out of his music-induced reverie; the marina was before him. He glanced over the dozen small ships tethered about the dumbbell-shaped satellite until he spotted Fancy Dancer. He docked and cycled, made his way down the ladder-well, his weight increasing as he passed storerooms, welding-shops, kitchens and barracks, to the outer shell, where he shuffled down a curving corridor to the canteen.

At the door, he glanced over the motley collection of roustabouts and spacers until he recognized Wogg and Gay at a table in the corner. Wogg's sandy mane was thinning now, but he still sported the ear-rings and eye-patch. Gay was still a luscious babe, but looking a little dissipated.

"Is that Little Shagrug?" Wogg shouted over the music.

"Little?" said Gay coolly. "He's not so little anymore."
"Sit down. Sit down. Let me get you one of these." Wogg held up a glass of some half-dozen coloured liquids in layers.

"What the hell is that?"
"A Jupiter Sunrise. It won't harm you. Be right back." He plunged into the crowd.

"It's all right, Shag, really," Gay said, giggling. "My goodness, how you've grown." Her eyes sparkled with drink.

Shagrug sat down. "How's Fancy?"
"Like the rest of us: not bad, for an old relic. What are you doing here? You going to be working with us?"
"I came looking for Karil and Loris." He looked up as Wogg returned with his drink. "The Professor said you were the last to see them."
"That's right. On Ganymede. They're fine. Karil's taken up solar-sailing."
"Really?"
"They have yachts for rent at one of the big orbiting hotels. Karil does a little piloting. Anything to make ends meet, you know. Of course, he specializes in female tourists."
"Stupid," said Gay. "You're talking about his mother's lover."
"Oops. Sorry."
Shagrug found them just as amusing as he had when he first met them, as a child on Mars. He sipped his drink, marvelling at its apparent defiance of the laws of fluid convection. Gradually, the canteen began to seem a very pleasant place. The too-loud music, the too-dim lighting, the people who at first had seemed a noisy, drunken crowd, had all become quite jolly.

"To Captain Solla," he toasted. "He should drown in his soup." This seemed terribly funny to Shagrug and he collapsed in a giggling fit.

"Solla?" Wogg repeated. "That bastard?"
Shagrug blinked. "You know the man?"
"Know him? He was our jailer on Venus."
Shagrug snapped his fingers, with some difficulty. "I forgot you were there. Fancy crashlanded in a dust-storm in the Argyre, right? You had some of the leaders of the Ancilius Group aboard, and the Quasi took the lot of you."
"That's what happened, all right. Fancy was devastated, though it was hardly her fault. They put her in the pound and shipped the rest of us off to Venus without trial. We didn't make out so bad--Gay and me--because they kept us in the orbiting part of the prison and eventually let us go, still without trial. But the Ancilius Group disappeared down the Hole."
"The Hole?"
"Hell Hole. That's the official name. Pressure-dome on the surface. Escape-proof, they say, though..."
"From what I hear, the colony's no picnic either, Wogg. They compare it to Devil's Island."
"Well, I never heard of Devil's Island, but that would be a good name for it. They put all the prisoners together in the agricultural cylinder. We were expected to grow our own food and take care of ourselves, plus grow the food for the guards and administration. What's happened is that a kind of tribal society's developed. The strong ones lord it over the weaker ones, take all the women, all the produce, trade with the guards for favours. You've got to get a protector as soon as you can, or you're finished.

"It's hardest on the women, but they're mostly political prisoners, and I guess the High Companies figure they deserve what they get. There are a couple of Lesbian villages, though I'm not sure they're any better. Toughest bitches you ever saw. No men allowed. Gay survived because she had me to protect her, and I survived because I'm a crazy son of a bitch. Or I was, then. You're right; it's no picnic. But the Hole, or the Oven, or Limbo, as they call it, that's much worse. Outside the dome you've got pressures of 90 atmospheres or so, temperatures that would melt lead..."
"Tell me about Solla."
"He was the Warden. Strict. By the book. Not too bad, I suppose, as guards go. And he wasn't corrupt. Just about the only one who wasn't. In fact, he got into trouble for busting up a little scam that the administration turned out to be in on too. Anyway, the leader of the Ancilius Group was a fellow by the name of..."
"Salim Malik. He's a folk-hero on Mars."
"Well, I don't know about his being such a hero. I knew him, you see. He was brilliant--I'll give him that--brave to the point of madness, but cold. Women were crazy about him, though. Anyway, he really got religion in the Hole. Don't blame him, I suppose, but I'll bet it made him even harder to stomach. He escaped."
Shagrug was uncomfortable listening to a hero of the Rebellion being denigrated this way, but the last remark stunned him. "Escaped? But you just said the place was escape-proof."
"So they say. Officially, he died on the surface, which makes sense. He garrotted a guard and took off in one of those armoured crawlers they have. Solla went after him, which is just as crazy. In any event, Malik was never seen again, though lots of people claim he's still alive. You know how it is with heroes. Solla turned up later, raving mad. It seems his crawler malfunctioned, as they often do, and he was missing for weeks.

"Apparently the controls jammed when the sulphuric acid got into the steering mechanism and the damn thing began crawling around the lowlands in huge circles. Between the thirst and the claustrophobia and the loneliness, and finally the heat when the refrigeration began to fail, he went off the deep end. It was only a fluke that they found him at all.

"But he was a hero too, you see, so they brought him back to Earth and more or less put his mind back together. It would have been better for us if they hadn't."
"Why?"
"Because he was put back in the Quasi Police and promoted to Major, which put him on the High Companies Advisory Council. From what I hear, he's the one most responsible for sabotaging the Professor's requests for funds."
"You're kidding."

"I wish I was. He's still a super-patriot, you know, just like he was when he was hounding Progeny and the Martian Liberation Front. Anything for Earth. Anyway, he made too many enemies after a while, got paranoid again, pushed his luck with some pretty unforgiving people. They demoted his ass back to Captain again and sent him to Mars to keep him out of the public eye. Did you run into him there?"
"Run into him! He's commanding the garrison at our commune!"
"Jesus, we can't get away from that man. I can see why they quarter the troops in the communes now, after all the police-stations that were blown up. Had a hand in a few myself." Wogg thought a minute. "You don't suppose Solla finagled that particular post on purpose, do you? He certainly seems to have something against the Prof. I mean, I know Kelley's always been pro-Mars, and he knew Progeny from his university days, and he's helped your family a lot at various times, but there seems to be something really personal in all this."
"I don't know," Shagrug said. "But I don't like it."
"I don't mean to say your family's in danger. Solla's not vicious. That's not his style. But he might be trying to keep an eye on the Prof's friends, trying to get something on them."
"Maybe. Johanna saw through him right away, you know. It took me a little while, but I realized she was right. You should see the way he wraps Terry around his little finger. Johanna says Karil and Loris would qualify for the free-trader amnesty if they joined the commune officially, became Martian citizens under High Company law. That's why I'm here, to try and talk them into coming home when the Project's finished. They'll stand up to Solla."
"I think that's a good idea," said Gay. "It's about time those two settled down with somebody like Terry. They've pushed their luck long enough."
"That's right," Wogg said. "Loris seems indestructible sometimes, and I swear Karil's got a horseshoe up his ass, but one of these days they're going to run up against something too big to handle."

***

From less than 20,000 kilometres above the clouds, Jupiter filled the sky. The tiny, elongated moon Amalthea raced in its half-day orbit, pointing like a compass-needle toward its primary. On its outer end, partially protected from direct radiation, a collection of surface structures hinted at the maze of tunnels beneath. A steady stream of sulphur particles spiralling in from nearby Io's volcanic surface rained down upon the minor moon, and crimson clouds billowed in Atalanta's plasma-wash as she touched down.
The landing-pad sank quickly beneath the surface and a great hatch irised shut above. The chamber was pressurized and a flood of detergents washed the ship clean of radioactive dust. A single figure slid down the ladder from the windowed gantry-house and bounded across the deck in the micro-gravity as Karil and Loris emerged from the ship. The man extended a steel claw in greeting and smiled as Loris accepted it. Some visitors, no doubt, avoided doing so.

"Captain, welcome to Amalthea. I'm foreman here. They call me Zito."
"I'm Loris, Zito. This is Karil."
Karil shook the cold steel hand, betraying no memory of recent unpleasant experiences. Most hazardous-duty personnel in the Jovian system were cyborgs. Zito was short and broad, with the massive skeleton and powerful shoulders necessary to anchor his bionic arms. He was middle-aged, probably approaching retirement, and his close-cropped hair was prematurely grey.

"No offense, Zito," Karil said. "But this place stinks as bad as Io."
"You get used to the taint of sulphur in the air," he laughed. "What you don't get used to is the nuisance-value gravity. The office is this way. Can I get you something?"
"Coffee." Karil said. "Please."

Zito paused a moment to run his gaze along Atalanta's sweeping form. "She's a beauty," he said. "Such economy of design. Damn near invisible in atmosphere too, I bet--like a knife-edge in the sky." He kicked off down the corridor, swinging from handhold to handhold with his powerful arms. Karil and Loris, used to free-fall, were able to follow him, and saw that it was much more efficient than trying to walk. In the office, one entire wall was a constantly changing display of the Jovian cloudscape. Here and there, lights blinked, accompanied by numbers.

"These are the extractors currently in place," Zito explained as he passed out coffee-bulbs. "That's the one working on the Professor's order. Number Five."
"Frankly," Loris said. "I was expecting a bigger operation. How many people do you have?"
"About two dozen. We're almost totally automated. The company doesn't like to risk exposing humans to radiation where robots will do."
"Can you give us a rundown?"
"Well, our purpose is to extract helium and deuterium from the Jovian atmosphere. We place the extractors in the clear strata between cloud-levels. Let me show you."

He touched a sensor on the console and a display appeared on the screen. "This level is ammonia cirrus. This lower level is ammonia-hydrosulfide crystals. Between the condensation levels is a layer of clear hydrogen-helium mixture. We keep the extractors at the proper altitude with what is basically a glorified hot-air balloon, using waste-heat from the power-reactor to generate lift. The pressure there is comparable to sea-level air-pressure on Earth, and the temperature ranges through the low hundreds below zero.

"There's another clear stratum at lower altitude, between the ammonia-hydrosulfide level and the lowest cloud-deck of water-ice, but we don't penetrate to that level very often. The pressure increases quickly as you descend, and a sudden downdraft could drop the aerostat through the clouds into twenty or thirty atmospheres. And of course the radiation and electrical discharge makes communication difficult. In theory, the robots are intelligent enough to take action on their own, but the aerostats are slow to respond to command, and we don't like to take the risk."
"How do you get the fuel out?"
"We use glider-wing shuttle-tankers--not unlike your free-trader in design. That's the risky part. The shuttles are manned."
"Is that necessary?"
Zito shrugged. "Robots just aren't good enough. They can be programmed with the necessary flying-skills, of course, and their reflexes are faster than ours, but we find they lack something. A kind of instinctive feel for the vessel--like a river-pilot in a fog. I'm sure you know what I mean. We lost too many expensive robots in the early days; hazardous duty pay is cheaper."
"Have you flown shuttles yourself?"
"Still do. It's a remarkable experience. I remove my hands and plug directly into the helm. The view, of course, is breathtaking. You're familiar with atmospheric flight, on Earth?"
"Yes."
"Well, Earth has only one troposphere--all the weather-hazards are confined to one thin layer. Jupiter has three, because different chemical compounds condense at different altitudes. You've got adjacent jet-streams flowing in opposite directions at a relative velocity near the speed of sound. You've got lightning bolts that would vaporize a good-sized Terran city, and storms that could swallow whole planets. And of course there's the radiation and the 2.5 gravity."
"And when you've got the fuel into orbit?"
"We bump it to Aeolus for processing and transport by solar-sail tanker-train. That's the last we see of it."
"You're due to send a shipment to the Professor in a few days."
"That's right. Extractor Number Five, currently--" He glanced at the board. "--in the south equatorial belt 80,000 klicks west of the Red Spot, at an altitude of minus 45. That's 45 kilometres below the one-bar pressure level."
"Could we have a tour of the facilities?"
"Of course."
Zito showed them through the offices and workshops, the animal pens and green-houses, the crew quarters and kitchens and recreation centre. A cyborg was exercising with weights attached to his body.

"This is Carlos. He's going home soon. Our tour of duty is limited here. On the shuttles you pick up a good deal of radiation, despite the shielding."
"Then, you haven't been down here long, yourself?"
"I came back. I had a desk-job on Callisto, but I missed Old One-Eye so much--" He gestured toward the port, where the Great Red Spot looked like a huge eye peering at them. "--that I put in for a last tour before retirement. The doctors okayed it, so here I am."
He showed them the hangar, where one of the shuttles was being repaired. It did bear a certain resemblance to a free-trader--a flying-wing pressure-tank with a pair of fusion drivers and a cramped bridge tacked on, almost as an afterthought.

"How are we coming along?" Zito asked the mechanic underneath.

"It's not going to be ready in time, Zito. We'll have to use Scorpio when she comes back from Number Three."
"We have only the dozen shuttles," Zito explained to his guests. "This is Virgo. She was caught in a downdraft and the shakeup damaged one of the ailerons and loosened a few welds. But one of the other shuttles will be back in time.

"We have to run them every hundred hours, so we keep them pretty busy. Returning up the gravity-well is not the problem you might think because we use the 12.7 kps rotation at the equator. We only need 10 kps to kick in the re-jet."
"Re-jet?"
"Reverse ramjet. Instead of sucking in the air and injecting fuel, like you do in Earth's atmosphere, we suck in the hydrogen fuel and inject oxygen. It's about time for dinner. Will you join us?"
"We'd love to."
In the small cafeteria, Karil and Loris sat with the crew at the single large table. All were cyborgs, typically built, some with one artificial arm, some with two, and many with large patches of artificial skin hiding who knew what bionic parts. They used their own knives and forks, as attachments, and lifted their metal cups with magnets inset into their palms.

Visitors, especially female, were obviously a rare treat, and they outdid themselves to entertain their guests. They told harrowing stories in an offhand manner and with a dry black humour, and showed a surprisingly poetic appreciation of the beauty of Jupiter's inner atmosphere--a sight known only to them.

Dessert was interrupted by a frantic message over the comm. "Zito, we've lost contact with Number Five."
They leapt from the table and flew through the corridors to the office. A man was sitting at the console, tapping sensors with a grim expression on his face. One of the lights on the board had gone out.

"Can you raise her?" Zito asked as he bent over the console.

"Not a word. I was getting the standard robot chatter--position, altitude, wind-speed, conditions normal--and suddenly nothing."
"Damn. With Virgo down and Aquarius on her way up with a full tank... Where's Taurus?"
"Just entering the equatorial zone now. If they're going to rendezvous, she'll have to fly halfway round the circumference."
"No good. If all the systems on Number Five have failed, she'll be dropping like a stone by that time."
"Zito," Loris said, "is there any reason why we can't drop down ourselves and take a look at this aerostat?"
Zito looked at her. Doubt and elation fought for control of his face. "I have a confession to make," he said finally. "This is the third time we've lost an aerostat like this."
"It's got to be more than accident, Zito. You and the Prof are up against the same enemy. I'm sure of it."
"Do you have adequate shielding?"
"Yes."
"You'd be risking your life for a few tonnes of fuel."
"No, we'd be risking our lives to find out what's happening. That's our job as much as yours, you know."
Zito beamed. "Let's go, then."

They raced through the corridors again, burst into the hangar, and vaulted up the ladder into the ship. The drivers were already firing up.

"You heard, Atty?"
"I heard more than you think, Loris. I was in communication with the robots on Number Five, having an interesting conversation which I could not begin to translate, when suddenly they began to shut down the aerostat."
"They what?" said Zito.

"They began rattling off numbers and systems began to shut down. I queried your central computer about these numbers and was informed that it was a parts manifest. Naturally, knowing the condition of your shuttles, I began to prepare for launch."
"Way ahead of us, as usual, Atty. This is Zito."
"Pleased to meet you, Zito."
"Likewise, Atty. Where can I strap in, Loris?"
"In the well, with Karil."
Loris strapped into her couch. The others dropped down the astrogator's well and did the same. The hangar was already being evacuated and in a minute the hatch irised open above them, revealing the stars.

"How's your heart, Zito?"
"Original equipment. Don't worry about me, Loris. I can take gees that would flatten a younger man. And on a full stomach, too."

Atalanta lifted off, plasma roiling beneath her, drifted up through the hatch, and rose above the installation. Jupiter mounted the close horizon, peering at them with its single red eye. Atalanta roared into acceleration along the 270-kilometer length of Amalthea, and plunged toward the planet.

Jupiter seemed to expand like an inflating balloon. Cloud-details became sharply defined--dark belts, bright zones, the swirling white anticyclones of the southern hemisphere circled by dark filamentary rings, ostrich-plume cumulus in lacy patterns, and thunderheads towering like mountain ranges. The cloudscape flooded across the sky, the horizon flattened and finally vanished altogether.

"We're entering the stratosphere," Zito said. "There's a thin smog of hydro-carbon aerosols. We'll be passing through a temperature inversion layer. Once we're below the effect of sunlight on the outer atmosphere, the temperature will drop to 173 below, and then increase steadily, 1.9 degrees for each kilometre of descent."
"Current temperature," Atalanta said, "is 113 below. Pressure is point-one. Descent velocity 26 kps. My outer hull is beginning to heat up."
"You'd better head for the relative calm of the jet-stream off your starboard bow, Loris. We want to avoid those two merging anticyclones over there. I wish I had a more precise..."
A cloud-map suddenly appeared on the big screen and Zito laughed. Their position, bearing, and velocity were displayed in bright green, sharply visible against the orange and white background. Zito removed a finger, stuck it in his belt, and replaced it with a light-pencil.

"Karil, I think this is our best course. The aerostat's last reported position was right here. It was drifting..."
"West," Atty interrupted, "at 50 meters per second. According to my calculations, it should be dropping through the ammonia-hydrosulfide cloud-level in 25 minutes at this point." A light appeared on the map.

"That sounds about right. It shouldn't be off course by very much. Zonal velocities change very little. It's only the shear between belts and zones and the perturbations of cyclonic movement that create variable wind-velocities. But these can be incredible."
"Air-temperature minus 123. Pressure point-six," Atty said.

"The dark belts are cool descending air," Zito went on. "The bright zones are cloud-covered rising air. If we lose altitude too fast, head for white cloud and that will give us some lift. With an escape velocity of 60 kps, you'll need all the help you can get."
"I'm feeling the gravity," Karil said. "My arms feel like lead already."

The sky was turning blue above them now. They plunged through drifting feathers of white cirrus. Condensation drops formed dancing beads of boiling ammonia on the friction-heated view-port. Suddenly they were levelling out and streaking through a corridor of clear atmosphere between cloud-levels.

"My god," Karil said. "It's magnificent."
Above them was a ceiling off wispy white cotton in a lovely blue sky, and far below a mountainous cloudscape, with towering crags, rolling hills, vast canyons and valleys. Bolts of lightning flashed among the peaks, flickering fitfully, and sometimes a hole would open to reveal a glimpse of deep blue, like Earth's ocean beneath massing storm-clouds.

"We're at the one-bar level," Atty said. "Temperature 108 below." Her sonic boom shattered the still atmosphere.

"I have a radar-image," she went on. "The aerostat is descending swiftly through the lower cloud-level."
"Are you game to go after it, Loris? We'll be out of communication."
"We haven't come all this way to turn around and go back now," Loris said.

Atalanta banked, seeming to stand on wingtip for a second, and then dropped. She plunged into the clouds and the port was obscured as if by billowing smoke. It was like diving into a planet-wide forest fire. Powerful beams of yellow light flashed from Atty's bow, piercing the blackness. For a while, smoke boiled through the beams, and then they burst into another clear zone.

A twilit gloom surrounded them. The clouds overhead blotted out the sun, except where rents appeared in the distance and shafts of sunlight shimmered like fluorescent pillars. Below, darkness loomed--ice-crystal cloud like a surging black sea.

"Pressure approaching seven bars, Loris. Temperature 13 below."
"Any sign of the aerostat?"
"It should be off the port bow, 11 o’clock."
"There it is!" said Karil. "Allah! Look at it!"
A huge globe, lit by exterior floodlights, was drifting beneath the ceiling. The balloon envelope glittered as it spun, and the lights of the control-gondola, like eyes, made the lower section look like some Satanic manta-ray, its upturned wings bearing the globe on its shoulders. Atty banked and swept toward it.

"I don't understand," said Zito. "It seems to be functioning again. And there shouldn't be any lights on in the gondola. The robots don't need... Christ! There's a shuttle on the docking trapeze."
"Where?"
"Hanging underneath, like a bat. It's not one of..."
Suddenly, Atalanta banked and went into a power-dive. Acceleration threw her passengers back into their couches.

"What is it?" Loris demanded.

"I felt the touch of a laser-sight. Missiles coming in."
"From the shuttle?"
"No. Behind us. They've got fighter escort."
The screens were wiped clear and a bewildering array of curves and numbers appeared. Zito stared in perplexity, finally made sense of it--a tiny, delta-winged form at a great distance, smaller objects homing in on them at high velocity. They would be smart-missiles, laser-guided, heat-seeking. There was no way human reflexes could hope to avoid them, but Atalanta might, if her passengers could stand the acceleration.

Atalanta roared through the skies. Even Zito's powerful arms were pinned to the couch-arms, his massive body crushed to the padding. He rode like a trainee in a centrifuge, wishing to God he had not eaten dinner.

The ship levelled off for a refreshing instant, and then suddenly dropped out from under him. He was thrust painfully into his restraints, saw the missiles flash by the view-port, missing the ship by meters, and then begin to turn. Laser-beams darted from Atty's wingtips and the missiles exploded in eye-searing bursts of light.

On the screen, more missiles were homing in. Atty banked again and roared off. The missiles changed course. Through the port, there was still no sign of their distant attacker, but the pirate-shuttle dropped free of the aerostat and peeled off into the clouds.

"More missiles coming, Lor," said Atty.

Loris glanced down at the screen. "Jesus, Atty, look at them all."
"Loris, the aerostat cabin is pressurized. I detect oxygen."
Loris smiled grimly. Atalanta roared off toward the aerostat, banked about it, and streaked toward the first salvo of incoming missiles. At the last instant before impact, she dropped out of the line of fire with stomach-wrenching suddenness and the missiles flashed overhead into the aerostat behind them. A huge ball of flame erupted off their stern-quarter, and suddenly the sky was filled with missiles homing in on the blazing target like bees returning to their hive at sunset.

"What happened?" Zito demanded. "How did you do that?"
"You said the robots don't need lights. The shuttle crew must have been on board, working. They left the cabin pressurized. I figured there might be enough oxygen to ignite the hydrogen in the envelope, and an explosion like that would pull the heat-seekers off our tail. But the fighter's still out there somewhere. Atty?"

"On our tail, Loris," Atty said calmly, and dropped like a rock. The fighter dove after them, blazing with laser-fire. Atty plunged into the water-ice clouds below like a fishing cormorant. They were swallowed up in darkness.

"Any more missiles?"
"I believe they've all been wasted. It looks like lasers at close quarters now, Loris."
"I'm taking over."
As she spoke, Loris tapped a switch in her couch-arm. Sighting binoculars dropped down before her face, and a trigger-assembly popped up in the centre of the helm. Under manual control now, Atalanta shot upward, crushing her passengers into their couches, burst from the clouds, and whipped about in a great full loop. The pursuing fighter erupted from the clouds before them, Loris squeezed the trigger, and the target blossomed into a lotus of flame.

"Karil, where's the shuttle?"
"On the screen now. Trying to get away. Looks like close quarters is not their style."
Loris glanced down at the screen and accelerated to the attack, streaking down the corridor between cloud-levels.

"Atty..." Zito began.

"She won't answer," Loris told him. "I've shut her down. Otherwise she'd try to stop me. First law of robotics. No killing."

The fleeing ship streaked up into the ceiling and vanished. The free-trader plunged into the clouds, ploughed through, crossed the clear stratum, and tore through wisps of ammonia cirrus, leaving a long arc of contrails behind. The ship ahead of them left a trail of its own--a long comet-tail of ice-crystals.

"They're dumping their cargo," Zito said. "Trying to get away."
"Good," Loris growled. "I don't want them getting away with the Professor's fuel. But I don't want them reporting back either. I want them to just disappear. If I can get within laser-range before they reach communication-altitude..."
"They're unarmed," Zito said quietly.

"That's why Atty’s been shut down. I'm going to kill the motherfuckers."
The cloudscape stretched away to the flat horizon, where a tiny sun burned through the cloud-cover, dying the cloudscape a dozen shades of purple and red. The clouds parted and the fleeing ship appeared in the darkening sky, like a bright star. Loris gripped the trigger and peered into the sight.

Suddenly a dozen similar stars blinked into existence beside it.

"Jesus," said Zito, "it's a fleet. Where the hell did they come from?"

"It's only chaff," Karil said. "Shredded aluminum. It reflects light and radar like a real ship." His fingers darted over the keys before him. "My computer can sort it out--not as fast as Atty could--but..."
"Just concentrate on spotting that ship," Loris said. "They've almost reached communication... Jesus Christ!"
Loris yanked the helm hard over and Atty spun sideways. There was a deafening roar and a convulsive shudder they felt through their couches. The hatch behind them shut with a clang. The lights on the bridge winked out and the whine of the drivers ceased. The ship continued to rise, slowly now as it began to lose momentum, gliding silently in the empty sky.

Loris punched off the manual override. "Atty!"
There was only silence. Karil held his breath.

"Atty! For God’s sake."
"Assessing damages, Loris." Her voice was calm. The lights on the bridge came back on.

There was a general sigh of relief.

"What happened?" Zito asked.

"Aerial mine," Karil said. "Proximity fuse. Hidden in the chaff."
"Loris," Atty said quietly, "that was not the most brilliant move of your career."
"I know. I know. But I had to override. I was on the attack."
"You were on the kill. An unarmed, manned shuttle."
"No lectures, please, Atty. Just the damage report."
"Well, your banking manoeuvre appears to have saved the bridge and the upper fuselage. We are badly holed below and have lost life-support everywhere but the bridge, and we have lost power to all systems but communications. There is a mayday-call going out right now. I believe we have reached communication-altitude, but we are now at the top of the arc and will begin to..."
"What? All systems?"
"That is correct. To put it bluntly, I am now a 35-tonne glider."
Loris was speechless for a moment. "How can that be? What about back-up?"
"All dead, Loris. I cannot tell you precisely how it happened because I was shut down at the time. As you know. Some systems were destroyed outright and some fused by the explosion, but there appears to have been a systems-overload, a cascade effect, and most of the remaining systems were shorted out before you could cut the override and put me back in control."
"Or perhaps," Loris said, "the fact that you were disconnected actually saved your life."
There was a moment of silence. "Perhaps so, Loris. A full diagnostic, once we reach port, may tell us the truth. In any event..."

Systems diagrams were flashing on the screen. Loris studied them glumly. She still had control over the flaps and rudders, and they could glide, but where? There was nowhere to land. Suddenly, the interior bridge-lights winked off.

"Jesus! What now?"
"The shuttle is returning, Loris. It pains me to say it, but I believe they have weapons after all. I can detect..."
"Really?" Loris said, and shut her off in mid-sentence. She let the ship stall and spin, begin spiralling in toward the cloudscape below. The approaching shuttle would appear in the port, then the view would sweep across empty clouds, and then the shuttle would appear again, a little closer. Loris' finger rested on the trigger. She waited until the ship appeared one last time, close enough to see human faces behind the ports. She put a beam straight into its bows. It blossomed into a tangled mass of steel and cartwheeled into the clouds. Pieces of wreckage fluttered down behind it.

"That reduces our problems to one," Loris said, and switched off the override. "Atty, see if you can get on line to..."
"They are contacting us now, Loris."
"Hey, Zito," said a voice. "This is Yanek. I hope that's not your mayday."
"It's ours, all right. We found an unidentified shuttle draining the tanks on Number Five, down in the lower clear. They had fighter support. We've been seriously damaged. The best we can do is glide until somebody picks us up."
"Your signal is weak, Zito. But we've got your position from the mayday. We can get to you in about 24 hours."
"No good," said Karil. "We've only got emergency life support. In about eighteen hours it's going to get awfully stale in here."
"Yanek, where's Aries?"
"Southeast of Big Red." The voice was almost drowned out by static. "South tropic zone."
"Damn!" said Zito. "Look, Loris, I've got an idea, but it's going to be a rough ride. It's your ship."
"It's your planet, Zito. You know this big ball of weather, not me."
"Right. Yanek, apprise Aries of our situation. Tell them we'll rendezvous south-east of the Spot. We're taking the Red Eye Express."
There was a moment of stunned static. "Christ, Zito, you'll be eaten alive."
"What can I say, Yanek? We're in a glider. We need updrafts. And that's the biggest damned updraft God ever created. If we can tail-wind the jet-stream corridor between shears and pick up the southside current--that's a good 360 kph--we might be able to ride the rapids into the eastern calm so Aries can pick us up."
There was only static.

"Yanek?"
No response.

"What do you want me to do?" Loris asked.

"Pick up that jet-stream over there. It's about 3000 klicks wide. You can't miss it. Like landing in the Atlantic Ocean."
"I see it. High and white. Disappears over the horizon. How far can we ride it?"
"All the way to the Red Spot."
The sun had set and the sky was black as Atalanta glided in, dropping smoothly out of the sky into the broad band of clouds.

"Zito," said a voice.

"I'm here." 

"Yanek again. Aries says they can reach the rendezvous-point in time, and we've sacrificed a com-satellite to talk to you. She's dropping fast and I don't have much time. I thought you'd like to know there's a big tanker in orbit. This morning they sent down four ships, supposedly to tend their own aerostats in the northern hemisphere. None have come back."
"Four of them?"
Static was beginning to build again. "That's right. I don't know if there's a connection, but I thought you should know there are two more ships around somewhere."
"What's the name of that tanker?" Karil asked.

They could barely hear the response for the static. "Just a moment. Here it is. Registered to Feronia Industries. It's the Poseidon Earthshaker."

***

The stream was flowing eastward at more than 300 kph. To the south was another flowing west at 110, and to the north another, also flowing west at 180. The shear between these streams set the clouds below to boiling like a witch’s cauldron.

"There they are," Atalanta said. "Directly astern."
Every eye darted to the rear-screen. A pair of delta-winged ships was gaining on them.

"Atty might be able to pick off their missiles with her stern-lasers," Loris said. "But if it comes to close quarters, I can't fight them. Not without power."
"I don't think they'll want to follow us into the Red Spot," Zito said. "They'll try to shoot us down before we get there."
The jet-stream narrowed to a mere thousand kilometres. The turbulence rose in heaving mountains of cloud on both sides and the stream roared through a relatively narrow defile, carrying the ship with it like a raft in white water.

The pursuing craft dropped into the jet-stream and began to overtake them. Missiles flashed from their bows. Lasers flashed in response from Atty's stern, while Loris did her best to take evasive action, banking from side to side, rolling over, dropping into the depths and rising again.

"We've got to get down, out of sight," she said. "We can't outrun them."
"For God's sake, be careful," Zito told her.

Atalanta dropped out of the jet-stream and skimmed just above the dark clouds below. Her pursuers followed, battered by turbulence, but still gaining on her. A laser flashed over her starboard quarter, missing her by meters.

Atalanta dropped still lower, darting between towering thunderheads, dropping into valleys, banking right and left about billowing peaks. Suddenly one of their pursuers was caught by hurricane-winds and flipped into the clouds below. The pilot of the other craft seemed to take fright and the ship gained altitude. It put on a burst of speed and streaked overhead.

"They're trying to head us off," Karil said. "If they..."
His mouth dropped open in wonder at the sight before him. Loris dared to lift her eyes from the instruments and followed his gaze.

She had seen something like it once, flying low over the plains of her native India, as the Himalayan range thrust suddenly like a granite wall in her path. But this was cloud, blood-red in the light of the rising sun behind, stretching out of sight in both directions, casting a crimson shadow for hundreds of kilometres across the cloudscape. The Great Red Spot was upon them.

"We're the mote in God's eye," Karil said.

Their attacker made an Immelman turn and raced toward them, lasers flashing from its bows. Atty banked to avoid the searing beams and suddenly fell out of the sky.

A wind-shear had caught her and she was spinning out of control. Dark clouds boiled up about her and she was engulfed in blackness. Her passengers were tossed in their couches, alternately crushed into the padding and thrust up against the restraining straps as the turbulence tried to rip the ship in two.

"I can't get control," Loris shouted.

Below them was a literally bottomless sea of hydrogen, rising to tens of thousands of degrees and pressures that compressed the gas to a metallic state. A downdraft like Niagara Falls sucked them into the depths.

"For God's sake, Zito, where's this updraft of yours?"
"I don't know. I don't know."
"Depth minus 167 kilometres," Atalanta said calmly. "Temperature 160 degrees. Pressure 30 atmospheres."
"Atty's not built for this," Loris said.

The temperature in the cabin was rising. The hull began to groan. Loris wrestled with the controls, but still they plunged down the planet's throat.

"Depth minus..."
"Shut up!"

Suddenly, sunlight poured down upon them. They shot into a vast canyon between the clouds. Lightning-bolts flickered in the heaving walls like veins of gold in a cliff-face. Before them, a precipice of scarlet cloud thrust into the heavens, towering above them and stretching to the horizon on either side like a tsunami of blood.

"Hard right rudder," Zito shouted.

Loris banked. The wind caught them and hurled them down the canyon.

"We're caught in the slipstream along the edge of the storm," Zito said. "If we can ride it along the southern edge without getting sucked in, we're home free."
Loris was shaking in her restraints like a rat in a terrier's jaws as she fought to keep the controls steady. Atalanta raced through the canyon. 

Karil thought it was like being a fly caught in a wind-tunnel--if the walls of the tunnel were alive and trying to swat you. Great masses of cloud would sometimes reach out from the storm beside them, or surge up from below.

"Oh, shit!" he said. In the rear-screen he saw the pursuing fighter drop down behind them. Loris saw it too, but there was nothing she could do about it. Her entire concentration was on keeping Atalanta steady, banking the ship a few millimetres this way or a few millimetres that way, like a surfer balancing on a board as he was being carried by a giant wave. The ship behind them was having the same difficulty, but it was powered, and it was gaining. Lasers popped out of its bow, and they could see the red dot on the rear-screen as it acquired its target.

They were sitting ducks. They held their breath.

A cloud-surge reached out from the Great Red Spot like a bloody hand and snatched the pursuing vessel out of the sky. One split-second it was there, and in another it was gone.


***

The sky above was blue and clear. The storm spread in a vast red anticyclone off the port side, ridges and valleys of crimson thunderheads in great concentric ovals to the horizon and beyond. Off the starboard side was a deep blue chasm, and before them a vast plain of gently drifting cloud like the morning mist in the Mariner Valley. Above it hovered a single delta-winged ship.

"Zito. Zito. Is that you?"
"Well, who the hell else were you expecting?"
Karil sat in shock. He was vaguely aware of the rescue-ship swinging toward them, banking circles about them while voices on the com laughed and shouted congratulations. Loris was shaking in her restraints, her hands frozen to the controls. She looked down at Karil. "Let's not do that again, all right?"
The Aries grappled Atalanta with the same gear used to grapple the aerostat-tanks and they were carried to safety beneath its belly.


CHAPTER FIVE


AEOLUS

Terry awoke in the middle of the night. The first dust-storm of the season was raging overhead. Even 20 meters below ground she could hear the wind whistling by the domes. She sat up, rubbing her eyes, and saw her sister Brandy standing by the foot of the bed. Terry's loom was visible through her projected body.

"Sorry, Terry, but it's Interplan from Juno. Professor Kelley. I thought you'd want me to put him through."
"Yes, please. Thanks, Brandy."
The woman's image faded and the Professor was there, sitting in a wicker chair with his Faithful Beggar on his lap. She was glad to see him, though she was saddened to see him beginning to look his age.

"Hello, Terry. It must be early morning there and I'm sorry if I woke you. This is the first spare moment I've had. I thought you'd want to know Shagrug's here."
"Thank God," she said, though the Professor would not hear her for at least half an hour.
"He turned up at my doorstep," he went on, "and admitted he'd run away to join the circus. He's looking for Karil and Loris, as if they needed him underfoot. Anyway, he's safe and sound, and if you don't mind, I'll keep him for a while. I could use his help. If you want me to send him home on the first ship headed that way, I will. Otherwise I'll put him to work till Karil and Loris turn up. Okay?

"Don't be too angry with him," the Professor went on. "He's a good kid, if a little headstrong. Reminds me of some of my students. Two of them, in fact. Say goodnight, Faith."
"Mew."
"Take care of yourself, Terry. Love to the family. Good night."
The image faded and Terry was left alone in the dark.

Captain Solla, in his office nearby, watched the Professor's image fade, saw Terry go back to sleep. The previous resident had no doubt installed the cameras for the voyeuristic pleasure of watching the Martians' famous libertine couplings, but he was glad he had not removed them in his first wave of disgust. He leaned forward and touched a sensor on his desk. The door opened and a Lieutenant entered.

"Sir?"
"Shagrug is at the Odysseus construction site at Juno. He's gone there to contact the free-traders. We still have a few operatives there, don't we?"
"Yes, Sir. A few of the roustabouts are in our employ."
"Good. I want him watched. If he leaves, I want him followed."

"Yes, Sir."
The junior officer left and Captain Solla sat for a moment, rubbing his temples. His headache had returned. He rose and stretched out on his bunk, covering his face with his forearm.

His temples pounded and his blood thundered in his ears, drowning out the shriek of the storm overhead. His breathing became laboured and he licked his parched lips as the sweat began to pour off his body. He could feel the deck of the crawler shaking beneath him as it clattered over the Venerian surface, hear the scream of the sulphuric acid wind assaulting the bulkheads about him. Soon the refrigeration would fail entirely and he would be roasted alive.

He opened his eyes, forced his weakened limbs to drag him across the searing deck and lift him into the pilot's seat. Through the meter-thick ports, he could see the hot sands racing the winds across the shimmering desert beneath lowering, sulphur-laden clouds. The sky was rent with lightning like tree-roots and a continuous roll of thunder drowned out the roar of the crawler's engine.

Better, he thought, to open the hatches and be instantly crushed. He reached for the air-lock controls, but a wave of dizziness overcame him. He collapsed and tumbled from the seat, tried to rise again, and collapsed once more.

He felt himself floating and looked down upon his body, saw his chest rise and fall in one last laboured breath and then become still.

It was over. He felt a profound sense of release, a deep sensation of peace. He rose through the hull, unhindered by the thick steel armour. The crawler lumbered on, clanking across the taffy-soft rocks, bearing his body away. He turned aside, drawn upward through the dense atmosphere. There was a cool, bright light, and a kind of tunnel. A luminous mist surrounded him. He sensed a presence nearby, a shimmering form, barely discernible.

"Mother?" he asked.

"Yes, Armand." She appeared not as he had last seen her--shrunken, wasted, comatose, cocooned in machinery--but as he liked to remember her. She wore her summer clothes, hair blowing in the gentle winds of Earth. His father appeared beside her, dressed in his uniform. He was tall once again, his stride purposeful, his palsy gone. They walked toward him through a mist-shrouded forest, a timeless landscape.

"This way, Son."

The couple walked arm in arm, like the lovers he remembered from his earliest years, before the arguments and beatings. Armand followed them down a long corridor. There was a humming through the walls, as of a billion voices echoing through eternity. They crossed an impossibly high, thin span across a chasm, in whose depths the stars of space burned in a black sky. They entered what appeared to be the stacks of a great library, yet it was not a library of books or discs, but of thoughts and memories. Images flickered across his vision as they passed.

He saw things.

He saw the Martian surface green with forest and plain, running with rivers, dotted with lakes. He saw great ships in orbit over a changed Earth, its continents altered and unfamiliar in outline. He saw the Earth and the Solar System and the nearest stars linked by a web of interstellar starship-routes, a vast empire, peaceful and prosperous.

Before him now was a huge open area, in the centre of which was a bright light that blinded him. His mother and father stepped forward and disappeared into it, but when he tried to follow, something held him back.

He heard a voice--a blending of many voices, in which that of his mother and father were distinguishable.

"It is not time, Armand," they said. "Soon you will return to your body. It will be recovered and you will be saved."
"But I do not wish to return. I wish to join you." His voice was his voice as a young child.

"You cannot. Your work is not completed."
He felt a profound sense of loss, but something entered into him, firming his resolve. "What am I to do?" he asked.

"You must return to Earth, to the corridors of power among the High Companies. Earth needs you. It must be protected. Nothing must be allowed to threaten it. Do you understand?"
"I understand."
His father's voice became dominant. "There are those who would squander Earth's resources on trivialities--playthings for scientists--when it desperately needs more ships to patrol the space-lanes. The forces of rebellion and anarchy must not hold the Solar System's resources for ransom."
"What do you mean? Are you referring to Professor Kelley? To the Odysseus Project? It seems harmless enough. Can it be a threat to the High Companies?"
"It is a greater threat than you know. A hotbed of subversion. It is the first in a series of projects that will enhance the prestige of Titan and the Outer Worlds. They will use that influence to foment revolt. The Martian Rebellion is only a beginning, a test, a training-ground for the real revolutionaries, who are still active, even within the High Companies themselves.

"You have seen one possible future--Earth triumphant, powerful, at peace, sole power in the Solar System, mistress of near interstellar space. But if the forces of anarchy have their way--Martian communism, Galilean libertarianism, Titanic liberalism--the resources of the Solar System will be stolen from their rightful owner, starvation and disease will devastate Earth, the Terran authority will fragment and nation-states will rise again in war. The colonies will take sides in a struggle for power among themselves. An Evil Empire will rise in the Outer Worlds and attack Earth from space."
A cold wind swept over him. The sky was black with cloud, the sun barely discernible. He stood surrounded by bones and rotting carcasses. A few stunted plants were dry and brittle at his feet, poking up out of the grey dust. In the distance, vast glaciers crept down the slopes of barren mountains. The wind cut through him, chilling him to the bone, piercing him to the heart, filling him with loneliness and dread.

Suddenly the image vanished and there was only the cool, white light. And a sensation of love and concern that overwhelmed him.

"This is a turning point in History," his father went on. "The future you have seen can be prevented before it begins. If the Odysseus Project fails, Titan will lose face and the other colonies will turn back to Earth for guidance and support. Brave men like you, wearing the uniform of the Quasi Police, instead of being reviled by the Outworlders, will be honoured and respected."
Solla was consumed by guilt. He had been a self-centred fool, a cynical doubter, an epicurean, a disgrace to his uniform and a disappointment to his beloved parents. But now he had a second chance. The light before him shimmered. He felt rather than heard his parents calling a farewell. The light contracted, receded, and became a simple ceiling-fixture. He was strapped in a bed, surrounded by white walls. Faces peered down at him. There were electrodes attached to his temples.

"How do you feel?" asked a man in a medical smock.

"I feel fine," Solla replied with some surprise.

"I believe you do, and that's the first coherent statement you've made in several weeks of raving nonsense. But your body has healed remarkably from your ordeal on the surface. You may get up now."
Captain Solla awoke. He was lying in a pool of sweat in his office at Margaritifer Five. He rose and fetched a glass of water for his parched throat, turned on the shower, looked at his haggard face in the mirror.

It had happened again, in exactly the same way--the headache, the exhaustion, the memories of his ordeal, the vivid dream. He felt strengthened, renewed, more determined than ever to bring the Odysseus Project to a halt.


***

On approach, the headquarters of Aeolian Shipping looked more like a playground than a great industrial centre. Solar sailers drifted by like huge kites. Fuel-spheres were tethered in collections like balloons. The residence- and office-colony spun like a mirrored carousel.

Karil and Loris rode the wrecker into dock to be checked out and issued their passes, while Atalanta was transferred to a tug and towed to the repair hangar. By the time they could join her she was already surrounded by welders, technicians, and robots. The great cathedral-like hangar echoed with the din.

"Are you Loris and Karil?" came a shout behind them.

They turned to see a young Asian man in Aeolian coveralls. He stuck out his hand. "I'm Ian So, in charge of your ship. I'm glad you're here. We can repair the superficial damage, but we can't proceed any further without your help."
"Jury-rigging." Loris grinned. "The former captain was a bit unorthodox in his..."
"It's not that, so much. We see a lot of that in free-traders. It's the protected circuitry. She won't give us access without your release."
"Sorry, I should have realized. Atty?"
"Yes, Loris?"
"Give Ian and his crew access to everything but first, second, and third priority circuits."
"Very well, Loris."
"Thanks for your help," Ian said. "You've sustained a massive systems-failure here. Far more than external damage would indicate."

"I know it."
"She's a real antique, too. More than jury-rigged. She's been re-designed several times. This former captain must have been a real character. Fortunately, we have everything we need in stock." He gestured toward an approaching robot, hauling a small train of crates.

Karil grabbed Loris' arm. The crates were clearly labelled FERONIA INDUSTRIES, VENUS COLONY.

"Wait a minute," said Loris. "You get your components from Venus?"
"Of course. They're pretty new on the market, but superior quality and cheap, too. Made by convict-labour, you know. They're being used more and more in the Outer Worlds. Your ship was full of them."
"Really? Can I see one."
Ian looked puzzled. But he fetched a circuit-box from a nearby bin and handed it to Loris. "This is a standard 27-6-18B, a driver-system laser-ignition package. Fused out in the blast."
"Can you open this up under a microscope so we can take a look inside?"
"Not possible. It's totally fused. And even if it wasn't, it's factory-sealed with a tamper-destruct. For the manufacturer's protection. Everyone does it. Industrial espionage, and all that."

"There's no way to find out what's inside one of these things?"
"That's right. It would erase all its data and self-destruct. Why?"
"Let me see Atty's parts manifest."
Ian had it displayed on the computer screen. Loris studied it for a moment. "Atty, you want to take a look at this?"
"Every component manufactured by Feronia has been fused or shorted out," she said. "The only components not of Feronian design that failed were those directly affected by the blast."
"Tell me something," Loris said. "Do you use Feronia components extensively in the solar freighters?"
"Does Ganymede have ice? They're designed to be as simple and cheap and reliable as possible. A simple robot astrotracker, a few guy-motors, a beacon... You program a destination and let them find their way home."
"What about a solar yacht? The kind leased by hotels."
"The same. Plus life-support, automatic mayday, communications... They're knocked together from kits, most of them. I built one myself once. These days, the only solar-sailers that are designed and made from scratch are the ones in the Olympics, or the Titan's Cup."
"And the robots that control Jovian Fuels mining aerostats?"
"I told you. Everybody buys from Feronia. Especially here, in the Galilean. This is a rough part of space. Equipment needs to be repaired all the time, and Feronia makes it easy. And their product is extremely reliable. Guaranteed."
"Are they, now? Tell me, have you ever run across a massive systems-failure like this before? Say, on a solar freighter?"
"A failure like this?" Ian laughed. "Well, it would be hard to say, wouldn't it?"
"What do you mean?"
"A total systems-failure? You'd never see the ship again, probably. Couldn't even track it. So how would you know?"
"Thank you very much, Ian. You've been a bigger help than you think. Now, I have a favour to ask."
"You're the boss. I've been told to follow your instructions to the letter."
"Good. Don't use any of these Feronia components."
"What?"
"You heard me. Nothing. Not a single sensor. Not a single wire-connector. Not a toilet-fan switch. Nothing. If you've got components by Titanic Industries, or Galilean, use them, despite the cost. Or anybody else, reliable or not. Or build your own. Atty will help you and so will I."
"It's going to take a lot longer."
"I don't care. This is important to me, Ian."

***

Karil and Loris finally appeared before the Aeolian Board--a dozen men and women sitting about a monumental crescent-shaped conference table. Many of the figures betrayed by their semi-transparency that they were present in projection only, but since there was little delay in their responses as they spoke sotto voce among themselves, Karil assumed their bodies were not far away--elsewhere in the Galilean system, no doubt.

Finally the Chairman looked up. "You are the former free-traders known as Loris and Karil, presently employed by Professor Kelley on the Odysseus Project?"
"We are."
"Very well. Please explain why you have brought this proposal before the Board."
"You have our written report before you, and have already authorized repairs to our ship."
"I would like to hear the proposal from your own lips, and make sure you understand all the possible ramifications, before we authorize the next phase."
Loris sighed and narrated most of the events following the first disappearance of one of Professor Kelley's shipments. The board listened attentively.

"This is a serious charge, Miss--uh--Loris. Feronia Industries is a major player in Belter trade. If someone in Madame Feronia's employ is sabotaging free Galilean trade in the Belt, it's a matter of some importance."
"That's precisely why we need proof."
The chairman glanced down at the screen before him. "It says here you are a former agent of Galilean Security."
"Some years ago, yes."
"Then you are well aware of the sort of evidence required."
"Yes, Sir. We'd pretty much have to catch them red-handed. That's what we propose to do."
"Well, let me see if I understand your request. The Zephyr, which left here five months ago, is now entering the part of the Belt in which the disappearances have taken place. You believe the hijackers' headquarters is located in an orbiting colony or uncharted asteroid in that area. You propose to rendezvous with the Zephyr, place a human observer aboard, and retreat to the edge of detection range. If the ship is hijacked, your observer hopes to record the incident, summon you to seize the alleged perpetrators, or even gain access to their headquarters."
"That's correct. Karil here, has some experience with solar sailers."
"This strikes me as a risky proposition. It appears the perpetrators have already tried to kill both of you. I'm certain our insurance does not cover such a situation. In fact, the mere presence of a human being aboard a robot-controlled..."
"We're perfectly willing to sign any waivers necessary," Karil said. "You will not be responsible to our employer or to our next of kin."
"I see. Your belief in your captain is remarkable. I don't believe there is anyone I would trust to pull me out of such a situation."
"There's a great deal at stake here," Loris said. "We think elements highly placed in Feronia Industries hope to bankrupt Professor Kelley and seize the Odysseus. As you know, the project is entirely funded and run by the Outer Worlds, and I'm sure you can see the propaganda value for the High Companies if it can be shown that we are incapable of completing such a project on our own, or protecting our own interests from criminal activity in the Belt. The High Companies will be able to increase their military presence there with little protest.

"Karil and I are still considered free-traders. We are independent agents, answering only to the Professor, and have no direct connection with Aeolus or any other Galilean company. The hijackers are outside the law and the High Companies will naturally disavow any connection with them. Being outside the law ourselves, we can deal with them as we like. All you have done is to give us permission to board one of your ships to guard our own employer's cargo--a reasonable request. If you help us, you'll be protecting your own investment without having to take responsibility for our actions."
"You present a compelling case, Captain. We have suffered some serious insurance losses because of these hijackings, and the reputation of Aeolian Shipping has been sullied. You must realize that we cannot protect you or help you in any way once you are in the Belt. If you run afoul of the High Companies there, in independent space, we can do little but lodge the usual ineffective protests."
"We understand perfectly."
"Gentlemen? Ladies? Any further comment?"
"None, Mr. Chairman."
"Then I move we grant this petition. Second?"
"I second."
"Please register your vote with the computer. The motion is carried. Captain, I will see that you are provided with everything you need."
"Thank you."
"Good luck to you, Loris. And especially to you, Karil. The robot will see you out."

***

Karil and Loris were in the canteen at the hangar, taking a break. They sat before the great picture-port that overlooked the factory loading-area, glancing out occasionally as a half-dozen tugs nudged a chemical-barge into position for offloading.

"So the tamper-destruct," Karil said, "can be triggered by more than just an attempt to open the system. It can be triggered remotely, by sending the proper code. You can shut down as many systems as you like, or even all of them, rendering the ship inoperative, incommunicado, and defenceless."
"Or you can instruct the robots aboard to do it for you, as they did with Aerostat Five," Loris added.

"And Feronia's reputation is safe, because a ship in that state would probably never be seen again. Just another mysterious disappearance in space."
"And even if it survived, or was found, you could cover your actions with a diversionary tactic. You thought the systems on your yacht were damaged by the collision. We thought Atty's systems had failed because of the explosion. It makes you wonder how many ships lost in space the last few years have actually been hijacked."
Karil stared out the window. "I can't say I'm looking forward to climbing into another solar-sailer."
"We can find some other way, you know."
"I can't see any other way. Besides, you and Atty will be right there." 

"As close as we can be without being detected. Ian's working on a tracer now."
Karil was distracted by the sight of the chemical barge, just now being nudged into its berth. On the side was printed:

JUBILEE CITY. The shuttles beside it were actually scout-ships, and among them was one numbered 15.

"I have to go back and see to Atty's supplies," Loris said. She had not noticed the barge.

"I'll finish my coffee," Karil said.

Loris put her hand on his and left. In a moment, after hesitating several times, Karil rose and went down to the dock. He would just look at her from a distance, he thought, and decide whether to speak to her. If yes, he would decide what to say at the time. After that, he would decide whether it was a horrible mistake, or not.

The shuttle-pilots glanced up from their work as they saw him. They turned to each other and pointed him out. Karil stopped in his tracks; yes, he decided, it was a horrible mistake. Before he knew it, three of them were running in his direction, armed with huge wrenches.


***

"Loris," Atty said. "Karil is in a fight."
"A fight? Where?"

"According to the report, on the loading dock. The fight appears to involve several citizens of Jubilee City."
"Oh, shit!" Loris said. She started down the ramp, only to find Karil stumbling toward her, pushing a man in a pilot's uniform ahead of him. The man was stumbling, too, and his nose was bleeding profusely.

"Jesus, Karil..." Loris began.

Karil pushed the man into the ship; he stumbled and sprawled on the deck, wiping his bloody nose with his hand. Karil was mussed, but apparently unharmed.

"Loris," Atty said, "the man is injured. You must see to him immediately. Karil, I must protest..."
"It's only a bloody nose, for God's sake. You should see the other guys." He pointed to Loris. "Tell her what you told me."
"Fucking free-traders. Thieves! Murderers! Slavers!"
"What are you talking about?" Loris said. "Hold still." She opened a first-aid kit and began swabbing his nose.

"The good people of Jubilee can swear a blue streak when they want to, can't they?" Karil snorted.

"Shut up, Karil." Loris snapped. "Now, what's this all about? We haven't done anything to you."
"No? What about seducing our women and selling them into prostitution?"
"We've done no such thing. We haven't been anywhere near Jubilee since we left. We've been kind of busy, actually. Are you talking about Slava, by any chance? Hold still, damn it."
"She's gone. Quit her job as pilot, packed up, and took ship with the ore-traders for Ganymede. She's gone to look for you, damn it!" He struggled to his feet and started for Karil, but Loris grabbed him and put him back on the floor, gently but with extreme firmness.

"Jesus, Karil. What did you say to her?"

"I told her being a spacer was a lonely and dangerous business and she'd be better off..."

"Yeah, and I'll bet you made it sound romantic as hell, too. Listen to me!" she said to her patient. "You're wrong about so many things I don't know where to start. First of all, you're fucking crazy to take on Karil, no matter how many friends you had. You're lucky you're not all dead. Second, it's not Karil's fault what Slava did. He was flirting with her, sure, but anywhere else in the Solar System a girl her age would know how to deal with that; if your society wasn't so conformist and repressive, girls like her wouldn't be running away to join the free-traders, would they? Sit down and shut up! Third, she's old enough to be free to do what she wants, so we don't have to lift a finger to help her, but we will."
The man sniffed and wiped his bloody hands on his uniform. "You will?"

"Of course we will. The thought of Little Miss Sugar Cookies lost in the Rim District makes my blood run cold. Atalanta would make us go find her, even if we didn't want to. And if anybody can track her down in that place, it's Karil and me. So, go to the infirmary, then go back and tell your friends that we'll find her and bring her back to you. If she wants to go, that is. My guess is, after getting a load of the real Ganymede instead of the romantic fantasy she's got in her head, she'll be happy..."
"She can't come back now."
"What?"
"We're on a schedule. We're leaving orbit in a matter of hours. Besides, nobody's going to want her after she's been ruined."
"Ruined?"
"We know what that place is like. Who's going to want to...?"
Loris picked him up and threw him off the ship. The technicians watched in astonishment as he rolled down the ramp and came to a stop among the welding equipment, then they turned away and went back to work.

"Atty, how long have we got?" Loris demanded.

"Ian says it will be several days before I'm spaceworthy again."
"Fine. We can take the transport. Let's go."
"Loris..." Karil began.

"But we're not keeping her. There are places where she'll be safe. Callisto has many fine upstanding communities. It says so in the brochure. She's a good pilot. She can get a job. A nice room in a rooming house. Meet a nice guy. Not like you. Let's go."
Loris stopped at the bottom of the ramp and turned to the pilot, who was just struggling to his feet. The man backed up in terror and found himself up against a work-bench.

"Here's something else you can do," she said. "Send Slava's picture to Galilean Security. Tell them she's a missing person. You got that?"
The man nodded.

"Good. See to your nose. It's bleeding again."
Loris and Karil left the hangar.


***

Slava stood in the centre of Galileo Plaza, staring at her surroundings in amazement, with her duffel on her shoulder. Throngs of people passed her--every conceivable shape and colour, every conceivable gravitational gait, every conceivable state of dress and undress. She had been there for several minutes and no longer blushed to see bare-breasted women or men with exposed buttocks, but the cyborgs still frightened her, with their gleaming metal limbs and camera-lens eyes. After the astonishing sight of coming in for a landing on the icy surface of a planet with an actual horizon, this crowded cavern with level upon level of mezzanines and balconies rising to a vaulted dome through which Jupiter could be seen peering down at her--it was all a bit overwhelming.

"Can I help you, Miss?" It was a pleasant, middle-aged man--well-dressed and well-groomed, with a dazzling smile and a twinkle in his eye. She hesitated.

"You seem a little lost," he went on in a gentle voice. "Ganymede can be a bit frightening the first time. You've never been here before, have you?"
Slava shook her head.

"Well," the man said, "I've lived here all my life and I could probably direct you to your destination, if you like."
"I'm looking for the Rim," said Slava, with a sigh of relief.

"The Rim. Now that's a pretty rough place for a girl like you, isn't it?"
"That's where the free-traders dock, isn't it?"
"Yes, it is. But they're generally pretty tough people and can take care of themselves. A lot of other people live there too, and some of them aren't very nice. Is there someone in particular you're looking for?"
"Karil. And Loris."
"You mean, Ali Karil Stilbon? The poet?"
Slava's face lit up. "I never heard his last name. You know him, then?"
"Of course I do. I've known him for years. I fought in the Martian Rebellion with him. But I don't think he and Loris are in Ganymede right now. Do they expect you?"
"Well, no. It's kind of a surprise."
"I see," said the man in a kindly tone of voice. "And does your family know you're going to a place like the Rim all by yourself? Won't they be worried?"
Slava felt perfectly able to unburden herself to the man. "I don't have any family. My parents and my only sister died years ago, in a shuttle-crash. I was raised as an orphan by the colony."
The man's face was the picture of sympathy. "Oh, I'm so sorry. There's no-one to miss you, then, now that you've run away from home?"
Slava's face lit up in astonishment. "How did you know that?"
He chuckled in a kindly way. "Why, I see it all the time. It's gotten so I can spot runaways like you from halfway across the square. Usually," he said, laughing, "they're pretty tough cookies, though they always need help of one sort or another. Why don't I take you to see some of Karil's friends? You'll like them. They're very nice. And you can stay there until he turns up."
"Oh, thank you," Slava said. She no longer felt the slightest bit of fear.


***

The Rim District's reputation was well-deserved, but it was not the worst part of Ganymede; the pimps and criminals kept a kind of order there, and the spacers provided a certain rough protection, and Galilean Security sometimes put in an appearance, to let the denizens know who was in charge. But, deep in the bowels of the complex there was a place called The Wind Tunnel which lacked even these picaresque amenities. Caverns carved in the ice there provided air-circulation for all of Ganymede City, and there was always a wind blowing. Huge fans were everywhere, rotating according to the prevailing breezes, and in their flickering light dwelt the forgotten of Ganymede--little better than vermin to the good burghers of the libertarian society above, but always able to escape the occasional house-cleaning by vanishing into the maze of tunnels about them.

On rare occasions, however, a somewhat better class of criminal would gather there, making their way down the ventilation shafts to engage in business for which even the dim illumination of the Rim Tunnels was too much like the light of day. A group of the most notorious pimps, pickpocket ring-leaders, slavers, and providers of special entertainment in the Rim was gathering in a small room, lit only by the red glow of emergency lighting, flickering off the blades of a great fan. On a makeshift stage at the front of the room stood a well-dressed and pleasant-looking middle-aged man known to all, yet completely anonymous, as everyone in the room knew him by a different name. Beside him was a large burlap sack, tied up with cord. From time to time, it would move, or a tiny whimpering sound would issue forth, and the man would kick it.

"Gentlemen," he said, when all the invitees were seated, "this evening I have something special for sale. I know you are all busy men, so I won't waste time trying to describe something for which no description is adequate, and whose rare qualities can be judged at a single glance."
He untied the cord and opened the top of the bag, reached in, and pulled up Slava by the hair. She stumbled to her feet, awkwardly, and the rough burlap slid down her smooth body to gather at her ankles. She wore only a gag and the cord that bound her wrists behind her.

There was a moment of silent appreciation, and then the bidding began, and became hot and heavy quite quickly. Slava's wide-eyed look of terror as she glanced about the room, and her whimpers of fear as she understood her situation served to make the bidding even more frenzied. Finally, the shouting was over; no-one could top the bid of a certain entertainment mogul who catered to wealthy Terran tourists. He had just finished counting his credits into the auctioneer's hand and was about to seize his wide-eyed prize when another figure rose from the crowd.

"Excuse me," he said. "I would like to make a better offer."
The auctioneer looked up, saw a dark and bearded stranger dressed in spacer's leathers and a long cloak. For a moment, the auctioneer hesitated--accepting another offer after bidding had closed would be bad for business, but if the offer was big enough, he could live with that. Best to find out what the offer was, while pretending not to consider it.

"Now what kind of offer," he laughed, "could be better than this?" He shook the credits in his hand.

"My offer has two parts," the stranger said, turning to face the crowd while putting his back to the wall. "One, the free-traders will continue to patronize your establishments. Two--" He shrugged off his cloak and laser-pistols appeared suddenly in both hands. "--most of you will leave the room alive."
Another man stood up and pointed a finger at the auctioneer. "You didn't tell us she was Ship's Pet! Do you think we're crazy?"
The auctioneer glanced about in fear carefully masked by his open smile. "Gentlemen, Gentlemen, I assure you I had no idea. Here, I refund your money." He stuffed the credits in the bidder's hands. "And you, take your Pet." He shoved Slava in Karil's direction, but she tripped on the folds of burlap about her feet and began to fall off the stage. Karil shoved his pistols into his holsters and darted forward to catch her in his arms.

As a man, the entire crowd of onlookers turned and rushed for the port. It slid open before them and Loris strode into the room. In her arms was a rather large concussion-rifle, which she cocked with an extremely loud click. The rush to the exit ceased immediately. A dozen Galilean Security agents poured from the tunnel behind Loris and proceeded to take names.
Karil looked up to see the auctioneer slipping into a ventilation shaft behind the stage. He ignored him, as he removed Slava's gag and bonds and wrapped her in his cloak. She fell sobbing into his arms.

The auctioneer ran down his escape-tunnel, glancing back to see that there was no pursuit. Breathing a sigh of relief, he punched open a port at the end, and as the hatch rolled aside, he felt the cold steel of a stun-gun on his forehead.

"Lieutenant Soon," the man said, "Galilean Security."
The stun-gun charged up with a whining sound that made the auctioneer's blood run cold. "You have the right to remain alive," said the Lieutenant.

