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PART TWO

THE SHADES OF HEROES

CHAPTER SIX


THE WANDERING ROCKS

"I'm going to need a drink," Loris said. "No, we're all going to need a drink." She went into the galley, muttering to herself, and returned. Slava sat beside Karil in the recreation cabin, still shaking like a leaf, and his arm was around her tiny shoulders as she sank into the blanket they'd wrapped about her. She snuggled under his arm as if she never wanted to leave. Loris sat down and offered them drinks; Slava took hers and drank it down in one gulp.

"Look," Loris began, "if you want to run away from home, I've got no problem with that. If I'd been brought up in one of those small-town colonies, I'd run away too. But this isn't the circus. I realize asteroid-hunting has its own hardships and dangers, but I'm pretty damn sure you've never had to fight for your life. We're going into the Belt now to take on an organization that has already tried to kill us more than once."
"I understand, Loris. I'm young and inexperienced, but I'm not afraid..."
"No, you don't understand, damn it! You have no idea how dangerous you are. Look at Karil; he's the picture of protectiveness. And if you came with us, I'd have to feel the same way, for his sake. If either one of us hesitates in a crisis situation, becomes distracted or preoccupied or indecisive because we're worried about you, it could be the end of us all. We cover each other's backs, Karil and me, instinctively. But we also trust each other to take care of ourselves, too. I don't think we can do that with you. Do you see?"
Slava's eyes filled with tears. "You're so beautiful, Loris. What you have together is so beautiful. I can't compete with that, but I don't want to. I just want to share it. You're a part of Karil. And Atty is too. And I love him."
"It's romance and excitement you love, not Karil. What are you? Twenty years old? You don't know what love is."
"I do know what love is. I know it when I see it. When I found Karil, he was nearly dead. Now he's putting himself back in danger, for the Professor and what he believes in. If that's not love, what is?"
"Oh, shit." Loris drained her own drink.

"I won't be in the way, Loris," Slava said. "I'm a good pilot and a good astrogator. And I know the Belt like you know Ganymede."
"She has a point there," Atalanta said. "You could use an experienced Belter astrogator on board when Karil's on the Zephyr."
"And then what?"
"I could be Ship's Pet," Slava said quietly.

Karil and Loris looked at her in astonishment. "You don't even know what that is."
"I have a pretty good idea."

Loris chuckled. Her eyes bored into Slava's. The girl did not turn away from her gaze, as armed men often did. "You'd belong to me as much as to Karil, you know. That's what it means."
Slava hesitated, but still did not drop her gaze. "All right," she whispered.

Karil shook his head. "We'd have to tattoo the ship's registry number on your little bottom," he said. "It's going to hurt."
Slava gasped, but she stuck out her chin. "All right."
"We're kidding, for God's sake," Loris said, throwing up her hands. "Jesus, Slava, you'll have to get with the sense of humour around here."
The girl launched herself across the cabin and into Loris' arms. "Oh, thank you," she said. "I'm so happy."
"Let go of me, will you? Karil's the one you should be hugging."
"Yes, Captain." Slava threw herself into Karil's arms and covered his face with kisses.

"All right, Atty," Loris said. "We can get under way now. Come on, Slava. Your first lesson is about lift-off procedures. Karil can teach you the Ship's Pet stuff later."

***

Slava was learning about sex in zero-gee; there was a stanchion in the cabin that she had thought only for locomotion about the room, but she had learned that she could cling to it and drift as Karil crawled over her body like a bumble-bee on a hanging blossom. Her body was as sweet as her character--small, white, with high pointed breasts and gently rounded belly. Her nipples were hard, her abdomen tense as she breathed in short, nervous gasps.

"You have to relax," Karil said. He began to stroke her body with his fingertips, feeling the softness of her skin. He drew little circles about her nipples. He kissed her breasts and she whimpered. As he worked his way farther down her body, kissing, gently nipping, she began to moan.

"I'm very shy about that," she whispered.

He looked up at her. "Yes, but you like it, don't you."

***

Loris was preparing breakfast in the galley when Slava came in.

"Good morning, Loris," she sang.

"You sound pretty happy this morning," Loris drawled. She turned and glanced at Slava, who looked entirely too cute in Karil's shirt and a radiant smile.

"Of course I'm happy," Slava said. "I'm on my honeymoon." She hummed a popular song called "Free Fall Honey Moon" as she helped Loris prepare the coffee.

"Look, Slava, let's not get carried away with this honeymoon stuff, okay?"
Slava looked serious. One of the first things Loris was going to have to teach her was not to let every stray thought and emotion show on her face all the time. "I know, Loris. This is an important mission." She made it sound terribly romantic. "It's not a honeymoon. I was only joking."
"Jesus." Loris put her arm around her shoulders. "Don't let me scare you so much, okay? Unless it's an emergency, of course. Then, when I say frog, you hop."
Slava exploded in merriment. "You say the funniest things, Loris. Do you make them up?"
"God help us. Where's Prince Horny? Don't tell me he's got you fetching breakfast in bed for him."
"Yes," she said happily.

"I see. Well, take this in to him. I have a feeling he needs nourishment."
Slava collected the covered free-fall dish and kicked off toward Karil's cabin. She stopped at the hatch and turned. "Do you want to join us?"
"Pardon?"
"No, I mean..." Slava’s hand flew to cover her mouth and the dish drifted away. She snagged it. "No, I mean come and sit with us. You look...lonely."

Loris shook her head. "I'm all right, Slava. You go on."
The hatch irised open and Slava drifted through. Karil pulled the elastic sheet aside and she slipped into the bag beside him. She found that she was as hungry as he was.

"Tell me about her," she said.

"Don't talk with your mouth full in zero-gee," Karil said.

"No, I mean it. Tell me about her."
Karil sighed and sucked on a coffee-bulb. "Her name is Terry. She's blonde like you, but her hair is very long. And she's got teen-age children, of course. I've known her for a long time--since the early days of the Rebellion."
"And Loris was her lover too?"
"Yes. How did you figure that out?"
"It's how you get to be intimate with Loris. You make love to the same person."
Karil laughed. "For someone raised in a sheltered environment..."
"What happened? With Terry."
"She married my best friend and took him back to Mars."
"That's so sad."
"Not really. I could have married her too. But she's a duster and I'm a spacer. Old story. Then, when Jay died, there was still the commune to run, and the children, and Mars. And for me there was Atty, and Loris, and there were still planets I hadn't seen."
"But you think about her."
"All the time. Well, not all the time."
Slava giggled. She took up the plate, covered it, and left it spinning in the air. She peeled back the sheet and began kissing Karil's nipples, then worked her way down over his belly.

"Teach me something," she said.

"All right. I've got something you can learn. But I warn you--it can be very tricky in zero-gee."
Back in the galley, Loris drank her coffee alone.

"I'm not lonely," she snapped.

"Whatever you say, Loris," Atalanta said.


***

There is no sight in space more haunting than an unmanned solar sailer. The Zephyr loomed in the port like some ghost-ship of Terran legend--absolutely silent, coursing under full sail as if with determined purpose, and not a soul on board.

Loris glanced down at the screen to see Slava helping Karil load supplies into the auxiliary craft--Atty's sturdy little Hum Bug. Designed to be lifeboat as much as a shuttle, it could sustain Karil for days, if not weeks.

"Loris," Atalanta said, "I can see you're not happy about this."
"I never liked it," Loris told her. "I wish we'd arranged something more informative than a simple tracer--a heartbeat monitor, a communications..."

"Karil wouldn't have it. Even scrambled, a heartbeat is too regular a rhythm and could be detected by a sufficiently intelligent computer, but only I can decode the tracer-signal, since I'm the one who generated the random numbers for it."
"You're right. And he's right. But..."
"I cannot advise you, Loris. I cannot be objective in my assessments where human life is concerned. But Karil does not appear to be afraid."
"Karil thinks he'll live forever."
"Ready to go, Lor," he said cheerfully and waved at the camera. Slava kissed him one last time before he picked up his helmet and sealed himself into the little craft, then launched himself into the void. So huge was the solar sail that he seemed to be plunging into a vast, still sea. 

The cargo gondola was waiting for him like a bulbous spider in the rigging-web, and behind it stretched a long tail of fuel-tanks. In a very complex transfer manoeuvre, Karil overtook the ship, jockeyed into position, and mated magnetically. There, between the solar-panel array and the dish antenna, he would be well hidden.

There was a plan of sorts, though it depended on a number of major assumptions. It was assumed that the hijackers were re-directing the ships into orbit around their home asteroid and cutting the sails loose. If the opportunity presented itself, Karil hoped to slip out of the ship, hidden by the huge sail, and hide on the asteroid somewhere, perhaps in a crater. Atalanta would detect the change in orbit from the tracer-signal and come rushing in to catch them dead to rights. From his hiding place, and if communication were not too dangerous, he hoped to be able to direct this process, or at least warn Loris what to expect in terms of numbers and weapons. The hijackers would find the Hum Bug in short order and realize their hideout had been discovered, but it was hoped that Atalanta would be there by then. The fact is: they were making it up as they went along.
For now, there was nothing to do. He inserted a book into the reader and settled down to wait, aware of the tracer blinking on the panel beside him. That and the light of the reader were the only lights inside the Hum Bug. Outside, of course, the Zephyr was lit up like a carnival midway with beacons and running-lights, and the sail itself blazed like a sunset sky.

It would be a long wait--days, probably, but the Hum Bug was crammed with life-support equipment and Karil was used to losing himself in his reading on long interplanetary voyages. Still, he found it difficult to concentrate on his book, and his mind wandered. He tried not to think too much of his dangerous position, but memories of his most recent experience aboard a solar-sailer kept popping up. He concentrated on Slava: his rescue at her hands, her sweet little body in his hands, the sound of her little whimpers, murmurs of delight, gasps of mounting excitement, and that final cry like the mewing of a kitten.

He tapped on the reader's keyboard and entered a marginal note: "Note: I have discovered the most useless thing in existence. A hard-on in a spacesuit."

***

Loris bolted awake. No, the tracer was blinking as usual beside her berth. It was not Atalanta's voice that had awakened her, but Slava's.

"What is it?"
"May I talk with you?"
"Sure. I wasn't sleeping very well anyway."
Slava drifted into the cabin, still dressed in her sleep-shirt.
"What's the matter?"
She hesitated, finally said, "When I was a little girl, I used to sleep with my sister. She's dead now. We used to curl up together and I felt very...safe. I never felt that safe again after that, but on Jubilee there was always noise, always people in the corridors outside. It's so quiet out here, and I keep thinking of Karil..."
"You're feeling lonely and you'd like to get in bed with me, but you're afraid I might try to make love to you."
"Yes," she said.

"You don't have to be afraid, Slava. Come on."
Loris pulled aside the elastic fabric and Slava slipped in beside her. The woman put her arms around the girl and they snuggled down to sleep.

"Can you imagine," Loris whispered in her ear, "how much Karil would enjoy this?"
Slava chuckled and drifted into sleep.


***

Karil stared out the port at the stars. How different it was, he thought: on board a ship like Atalanta, and even more so aboard a great liner, one was constantly aware of moving through space at great speed--the roar of the drivers when accelerating and the life-sounds of the ship when not, fluids constantly bubbling through the bulkheads, and relays clicking, the sound transmitted through the walls.

At the moment, Karil was accelerating through the Gap at great velocity, but in total silence. The stars did not appear to move at all, and because the ship was not tacking at the moment he could not even hear the whine of the guy-motors or the almost subliminal twang of the guys. He was drifting like the face of the Lord above the waters of creation, he thought.

Relaxing was something that some people knew how to do. Loris, for example, despite her lightning reflexes and hyper-alert mind, knew how to meditate. Her limbs would relax, and her mind would clear, and her breathing and heart-rate would slow. She could even slip into that state in the midst of battle, raining blows upon her enemies in a blur of movement while remaining absolutely calm. In contrast, Karil was a small tornado of adrenaline during battle, his heart and mind working so fast that the struggle about him seemed to be going on in slow motion. At the end, he would be panting with excitement, nostrils dilated, eyes wide, revelling in the almost sexual heat of battle, while Loris was as unperturbed as the surface of a subterranean lake.

Terry knew how to relax, too. Despite the pressures of matriarchal power, responsibility for a hundred precious lives, and the constant danger of mere existence in the hostile Martian environment, she could abandon herself to sensuality with a thoroughness that Karil would probably never know. In bed, she was like a wheat-field, with Karil and Loris as the wind and the rain washing over her. She had whispered to him once that his lovemaking, working together with Loris as efficiently as captain and navigator, drove her crazy with desire. But that was not crazy to him. Crazy was the thing that went on in Karil's mind, all the time.

Slava, however, he had to admit, seemed to be able to give him some moments' peace. She accepted the pleasure he offered her with a childlike joy, and gave him pleasure in the same way. Always, he had approached sex as he approached his reading, with a driving hunger and a voracious desire. Slava, he realized, was making him approach sex the way he approached music, by letting it wash over him and seize control of his emotions. Other women, in the Martian warrens and in Ganymede's tunnels, had come to him mindful of his reputation, and there was always a bit of the circus performer in his love-making. Slava wanted only the joy of learning how to please the one to whom she was devoted.

He clicked on his reader and began to add another marginal note:

In the crowded forest of my mind

where thoughts scream for attention like orangutans
and dreams flit here and there

like multicoloured birds,

where fantasies prowl like leopards in the night,

their green eyes glowing,

and sometimes a tendril of imagination

curls and twines and blooms into a poem,

there is a quiet glade where you are queen...

It was the shadow on the sail that alerted him. He could see it clearly now, creeping across the golden diamond from one side to the other. There was a ship falling into parallel orbit. Karil was familiar with the silhouettes of just about every kind of vessel that passed through Galilean space, but this shadow was unrecognizable, and looked like a great insect.

"For Christ sake," he said. "Why can I never finish a god-damn poem?"

The ship was still out of sight behind the sail, and Karil was determined to get a look at it. He fitted on his helmet, checked his laser, switched on the recording device inside his suit, and crawled out through the lock. In a moment he was creeping over the outer hull of the gondola, his respiration like thunder in his ears. He peered over the edge of the solar-array and caught just a glimpse of the ship vanishing behind the sail again.

He crept into the web of the guy-wire framework, where he could see better without being seen himself. In a moment, the ship appeared once more.

"It's an old Belter-Baroque mass-driver," he said, as the recorder clicked on. "I haven't seen one in years, except in books. It looks like a praying mantis with a small asteroid in its forelimbs, mandibles chewing away at the rock and ejecting it astern for propellant. The solar panels are shaped like wings and there's a triangular forward cabin, with bay-ports like faceted eyes. Maybe they found it in a junk-yard or stole from a museum somewhere. But it's been modified by some hot-shot engineer. There are modern fusion-drivers attached to the flanks, so it can go much farther much faster than the original design. It would have to be a real hot rod to run down a solar-sailer."
Suddenly, the running light on the framework beside him winked out. One after another, all the lights went dead, blackness running around the perimeter of the sail like movie-marquee lights going out. He felt a clunk through his gloves and boots and glanced back at the gondola.

It was drifting away. No longer ringed with lights but clearly visible in the reflection off the sail, it was falling away into the stars, carrying the Hum Bug and the tracer with it.

Karil turned and prepared to jet across the gap toward the departing gondola, but the sail increased its acceleration, freed from the mass of the huge fuel-tank, and the accompanying ship drifted back into full view. If Karil came out of his hiding place now, he would be plainly visible against the brightly-lit sail.

He hesitated for a moment too long and realized that the fuel-gondola and the tanker-train were no longer illuminated by the light reflected off the sail. Without lights, the gondola would be extremely difficult to find in the blackness of space. To take off after it now, with nothing but suit-propellant to control his movements, would be simple suicide.

"Well, Loris," he said into his suit-recorder, "I think I might have done it this time. I left the gondola to take a better look at their ship, and now the gondola's gone. We figured they would cut the sail loose, but what they did is separate the cargo. You'll be following that to wherever it's going, but I won't be there. I'm riding the mother of all hang-gliders now. Their ship is still with me, so it appears they want the Zephyr as much as the fuel. I suppose it's too valuable to throw away. Pretty soon now, I won't have much in the way of options--die of asphyxiation or surrender and hope they don't kill me on sight."

***

"Loris," Atalanta said, "the tracer has changed course."
Loris glanced down over Slava's head and checked the readouts on the panel. The girl responded to the changing figures with a flurry of key-tapping.

"Diotima, Loris," she said. "Karil's headed for Diotima."
Loris smiled grimly. "Hold on, Baby Cakes."
The warning was too late. Slava's stomach seemed to leap into her mouth. A hammer-blow of thrust threw her shoulders back into the couch. Acceleration mounted until her ribs ached and her breath came in short gasps. She could barely turn her head to read the accelerometer, and when she did, she could barely believe the reading.

"Loris," Atalanta said calmly, "there's something you should know about Diotima."
"What's that?"
"It's the regional headquarters of Feronia Industries."
"Shit. We can't go in there with guns blazing, can we? We'd be handing them the Professor's balls on a silver platter. Listen, Atty, I want you to prepare a formal complaint against Feronia, detailing our suspicions and our evidence..."
"We don't have any evidence, Loris."
"All right, our suspicions then. Tag it Priority One."
"Priority One?" Slava repeated.

"Threat to human life. If Atty has any reason to believe I'm dead, she broadcasts it all over the System."
"What are you planning?"
"I'm going to pay a little visit to this regional headquarters. I'm going to speak to Madame Feronia herself, if she's there. And I have a feeling she is."
"I don't want to criticise, Loris..." Slava began.

"Why not?" Loris snapped. "It appears to be part of the astrogator's job description on this ship."
"It's just that it seems a little like walking into the lions' den."
Loris snorted. "Daniel made out all right, as I recall."
"Daniel had the Lord on his side."
"Well, I've got Atty."
"Thank you for the vote of confidence," Atalanta said, "but I'm afraid the lions are out in force today."
"What do you mean?"
"I've just detected a ship approaching. Overtaking us, in fact."
"Can you identify it?"
"It appears to be the Poseidon Earthshaker."
The com began to beep at the standard hailing frequency, and Loris switched it on.

"Ahoy, the free-trader," said a baritone voice. For a moment, Loris had trouble placing the accent, and then realized it was Central African. "You are entering Feronian space. Identify yourself."
"This is free-trader Atalanta, Galilean independent registry, temporarily under the flag of Juno."
"What is your business here?"
"Am I speaking to Madame Feronia?"
"No, you are not," the male voice said, testily.

"Then please tell her I wish to speak to her."
"Madame Feronia cannot be disturbed at this time. You are speaking to Captain Atakuwa Hujambo Kesho of the Poseidon Earthshaker. You will conduct your business with me."
"I will not conduct my business with a mere mlinzi, with a mtumishi. My business is with Madame Feronia herself."
There was a moment of silence. "Very well then, you shall get what you want." The man's voice dropped ominously. "But I suspect you will wish you had not."
Loris grinned as she switched off the comm. "I'm glad Karil taught me a little Swahili," she said to Slava. "The Captain's a Watusi."
"From his tone of voice," Slava said, "I think you've made an enemy for life."
Loris shrugged. "Probably. I called him a servant, and worse. But if Madame Feronia is my enemy, so is he. If not, his enmity doesn't matter. And I gained his respect. Now there are at least two women in the Solar System he respects."
The com-screen flickered and a woman's face appeared. She was handsome in a certain hard-edged way, with classic Mediterranean features and an abundance of raven hair. She could have played any one of a dozen Roman empresses in a Ganymede bondage-opera.

"I am Madame Feronia. Who am I speaking to, please?" Her voice was computer-distorted to prevent Atty from detecting any lies. The first of these was the implication that she did not know who was Captain of Atalanta.

Loris put her own image on the screen and the women regarded each other for a moment like tigresses on a forest trail. Slava was glad she could pretend to busy herself with astrogator's business and let Loris look Madame Feronia in the eye.

"My name is Loris. I'd like to speak to you in private, please."
"I'm a busy woman, Loris. I'm overseeing a salvage operation."
"I see. Well, Madame Feronia, I believe the ship you are salvaging belongs to us. It is the Zephyr, and it is registered to Aeolian Shipping, currently leased to the Odysseus Project."
"There is no ship. Containers of fuel have been found adrift in our space. They practically drifted into our mass-catcher, in fact. I can only assume they were jettisoned or lost in a wreck, and according to interplanetary law they now belong to me."
"Not if they were under escort."
"Escort? There was no escort."
"Was there not a shuttle and an armed guard in attendance? Come now, Madame Feronia."
"There was not a living soul anywhere about, Loris."
Slava glanced up at Loris in alarm, but Loris appeared cool. "If there are any casualties associated with the wreck--if there was a wreck--I wish to claim the bodies."
"There was no-one, Loris, either living or dead." Madame Feronia smiled, but as far as Slava was concerned, it was not an improvement over her frown. "But I see your business here is legitimate. Perhaps you'd care to inspect the cargo yourself, as a representative of the Odysseus Project."
"Perhaps not," Slava said to herself.

"Yes, we would," Loris said.

"Excellent. I'll inform the docking crew of your imminent arrival. They will prepare to receive your shuttle."
You know damn well we have no shuttle, Loris thought. "I'm afraid," she said, "that our shuttle is missing. Perhaps Captain Kesho would be kind enough to pick us up."
"I'm sure he would. He's expressed a profound desire to meet you. He will be arriving shortly."
Loris switched off.

"Us?" Slava said. "You're taking me with you?"
"Don't be afraid, Slava."
"I'm not, Loris." She seemed to be telling the truth. "But I was sure you'd tell me to stay."

"That's not a good idea. Atty's my trump card and I may have to play her. It looks like they're doing this by the book, making it look like legitimate salvage. If so, they probably won't try to harm us. If anything does go wrong, there's not much you could do out here, and Atty may have to move fast to keep out of their clutches. She can do that much better without a human being to take care of. Do you understand, Atty?"
"Yes, Loris, but I'd be happier if neither of you were going in."
"I know, but we've got to take a look."
"Loris," said Slava, "what's happened to Karil?"
"I don't know. I'm worried too. We followed the tracer straight here, so we know they've got the Hum Bug. My guess is Karil's a prisoner. That's why we've got to take a chance on going in. We can't help him out here."
"Loris," said Atty, "the Earthshaker is here."
The great ship appeared on the screen, and Slava decided it was apply named. Beyond it they could see the asteroid Diotima and the industrial complex surrounding it. The super-tanker seemed nearly as large as the asteroid. They could see the Captain's shuttle coming toward them, and in a moment it had mated with Atty's lock.

"Do you have your wire in place?" Atalanta asked.

"Yes, Atty. You'll be able to hear everything that goes on. And as soon as we leave, I want you to keep away from the Poseidon. Chin up, Slava. Karil would be proud of you."
They cycled through the lock and climbed into the shuttle. Captain Kesho was well over two meters tall. A special acceleration couch had been built for him, but he still looked like Alice in Wonderland on the cramped bridge. His pilot was a cyborg, as deadly-looking as the one Loris and Karil had encountered at the Lotus-Eaters.

"Hujambo, Kapiteni," Kesho said with cold politeness. "You will forgive me for not rising."
"Sijambo, Kapiteni," Loris replied. "Labeka."
He looked them over carefully as they strapped themselves in. His face was expressionless, though his eyes bored into them with what was obviously more than casual interest. Then he turned to the pilot and gave orders. The shuttle pulled away and dropped toward Diotima.


CHAPTER SEVEN


LESTRYGONIANS

Karil rummaged through the pockets of his suit, found some sticky tape--no spacer would be without it--and taped his laser pistol to a hidden corner of the guy-tensor framework. Then he climbed out into plain view.

"That oughta shake 'em up."
He raised his hands in surrender. When startled faces appeared in the mantis-ship's faceted eye, he waved.

In a moment, two figures jetted toward him from the mass-driver, lasers trained on him. They settled down on magnetic boots beside him, patted him down, and taking an arm each, carried him across and into the lock.

When they removed their helmets, he found them to be a bearded young man and a girl in a pony-tail. Lasers pointed at his back, they escorted him down the long corridor to the bridge.

The ship was cramped and Spartan. Pipes and power-cables were visible everywhere, and the lighting was gloomy. On the bridge, a second man turned away from the port in a swivel-couch. He was an Arab, bearded like Karil and slightly older, with piercing eyes.

"My God," Karil said. "Salim Malik. I thought you were dead."

Malik's eyebrows rose with surprise. "So. Ali Karil." He turned to the others. "It seems we have a hero of the Rebellion with us."
"Never heard of him," the girl said.

"You should have. Many of our brothers and sisters in the struggle are still alive because of him." His eyes narrowed again. "What were you doing on the Zephyr?"
"Hitch-hiking."
"I will not be trifled with, hero or not! How did you get aboard that ship?"
"I suppose there's no point in keeping it a secret. I work for the Odysseus Project, trying to find out who's been hijacking the fuel shipments. What I was doing aboard the Zephyr was waiting to see who turned up."
"I see. Well, you've got your wish, haven't you?" He turned to the others. "Tie him in this couch so I can keep an eye on him. Then you can get back to your duties."
Karil was securely strapped to the astrogator's couch, his hands bound. The girl handed Malik the recorder from Karil's helmet before they left. Malik listened to the recording with apparent amusement, erased it, and turned back to the helm.

"I don't understand why you're doing this," Karil said.

Malik did not look up from the controls. "It's very simple. We need money."
"The Ancilius Group? For the Rebellion, I suppose."
"Of course. Prison's hardly changed my views on that matter."
"But you're allied with the Rebellion's enemies against its friends. The Professor's on your side."
"Our side? Spending billions on a ship to be thrown away in another solar system? We can use those billions here and now. There's nothing more important than freedom for Mars. Certainly not this starship of yours, which will never be launched. But I doubt if a mercenary like you would understand."
"Oh, don't give me this mercenary crap, Malik. My dearest friends are Martians. I've risked my life for Mars a dozen times. I was a friend of Progeny, like you. And I don't understand this problem you have with the Professor. He's educated the best and the brightest of Mars, his projects have been employing Martians for years, and he's been at odds with the High Companies for longer than that. In fact, he knew Progeny before any of us. They were students together, and taught on the same faculty."
"The enemy of my enemy is my friend, in other words."
"Well, I can't say I care much for your friends. Madame Feronia, for one. She was your jailer on Venus. She runs the most notorious prison in the Solar System for the High Companies. She may be a Belter, but she's deep in Earth's pocket."
Malik laughed. "Madame Feronia is in nobody's pocket. And neither am I. You speak of the Rebellion's friends and enemies. The Rebellion has only one friend: power. And that means money. When I was in exile, wandering through the Belt in search of what was left of the Ancilius Group, Madame Feronia's agents came with a proposition, and I met with her. I intended to kill her, at first. But some things are more important than revenge. There is a higher purpose. There are powers at work that you know nothing about. Besides--" And he smiled. "--I can always take my revenge later."
"I see. And how do you feel about using equipment made by your fellow prisoners? There is Martian blood in every one of those booby-trapped components of yours."
"You seem to be very well informed."
"There's no point in keeping secrets from you, Malik. You belong on our side against Madame Feronia. Anyway, what are you going to do? Kill me? What would Progeny say to that? What will your own followers say?"
"I have no intention of killing you--unless you make it necessary."
"None of this is necessary. You don't have to do this. I'm not lying when I say the Rebellion has staunch friends in the Project. We can work together."
"I'm doing what I have to do, Karil, as you are. There are powers at work here that are beyond these petty matters."
"What petty matters? You mean murder?"
"There have been no murders."
"There have been damn good tries. Your friends at Feronia Industries have tried to kill me three times in the last month."
"I know nothing of murders. I'm not involved. Besides, there is always death. Revolution is a deadly business. Some things are more important than a few lives."
"Oh, shit! You didn't hear that from Progeny."
Malik turned on him, eyes blazing. "What do you know of Progeny? When Progeny was hiding from Armand Solla, I was by his side, wandering the Martian surface in a cramped sand-crawler for months, while you were living in the lap of luxury in your High Company palace. And when I was trapped in the Hell Hole of Venus, you were living the life of a Ganymede libertine, drinking and whoring with the rest of the pirates and perverts out there."
Karil forgot one of his basic rules--never argue with a fanatic. "I know that Progeny believed in Rebellion, not Revolution: 'The purpose of revolution is to replace one tyranny with another.' Remember that? 'Revolution is a tool for achieving power, as the police is a tool for keeping it. Anyone who indulges in murder and terror to achieve power will indulge in those things to maintain it afterwards.' And I know you broke from the Martian Liberation Front to form the Ancilius Group because you couldn't convince him otherwise."

"Yes, and where is Mars now, after following Progeny? Still under the boot of the Quasi Police! So don't quote Progeny to me!" Malik turned away to the port, grew calm again. "I don't wish to harm you, Karil. Or your friends. I'm grateful for what you've done for Mars. But I intend to do what I have to do. And I'll deal with the Devil himself, if I have to."
"I think you have, Malik."

***

Loris and Slava could see the asteroid Diotima spread out before them. On its surface were a domed city and the long track of a mass-accelerator, and in orbit above hung a docking-port and a mass-catcher. Material mined from the surface would be accelerated to escape-velocity and catapulted into the catcher to be loaded aboard barges. Apparently, it could also be used for catching other things, like cargo containers released from hijacked ships. The inhabitants of Diotima, honest miners most of them, would swear they had seen no solar-sailer.

Had Karil managed to escape detection? Was he on Diotima now, or hiding somewhere in the vicinity? Or did Feronia have him?

The headquarters appeared now--torus-shaped, revolving under giant mirrors. Where was the Poseidon? Skulking about somewhere, no doubt, probably on the other side of the asteroid, trying to keep an eye on Atty. She would have to keep her wits about her to stay out of the tanker's gun-sights.

They docked at the hub and descended to the rim, Captain Kesho towering over them in the elevator. A brick path led through a dense cane-forest. If not for the greenhouse roof-panels above, Loris would have thought herself on Earth.

As they rounded a turn, a full-grown tiger stepped out of the foliage and barred their way. Slava squealed in surprise and Loris instinctively thrust the girl behind her. Captain Kesho spoke to the big cat and it stepped aside. They could feel its eyes on their backs as they passed, and Loris turned to see it melt into the foliage.

They saw several more animals on or near the trail--hogs, deer, cattle. Monkeys scampered across the path and shrieked at them from trees. Storks waded in pools. Dragonflies and other insects buzzed over lily-pads. Leopards sunned themselves in clearings.

A huge tree-bungalow overlooked a herd of elephants by a waterhole. They could see a black-haired figure sitting on the balcony. As they approached, a basket-elevator descended. Loris climbed in, and before she could help, Kesho picked up Slava like a doll and deposited her within. His eyes were on them as they rose into the tree, then he turned and left, head bobbing with his long strides.

Madame Feronia sat in a high-backed wicker chair, a carafe of wine and three glasses on a table beside her. "How do you like our preserve, Loris?" She waved a hand over the landscape below. "Does it remind you of home? Yes, I know you were born in Sri Lanka. You were named, in fact, for a creature native to that island--a kind of long-legged, big-eyed little monkey that you probably resembled as a child. I know everything about you, and your friend Karil. He should see our African preserve near Ceres." A leopard padded out through the French doors and flopped at her feet. She scratched its head and it rumbled in contentment.

"It's Karil we're looking for," Loris said.

"We don't have him, Loris. I'm being quite candid."
"But you are in possession of our cargo."
"Yes, as I explained to you. I'm sorry to say so, but I'm afraid the Zephyr has been lost. Some wine?"
"Ah! Lucretia Borgia '72. An excellent vintage."
Madame Feronia laughed. If her smile was more chilling than her frown, her laugh was even more so. "You may choose your own glasses, if you like, and I'll drink first."
They did just that, waiting for Madame Feronia to drink a good long draught before sipping from their own glasses. "If you wish to view them," Madame Feronia said, "we have the recordings of the cargo's discovery. I'll have the Captain take you to the salvage area and you can see them for yourself. You can have your ship examine them if you think they've been doctored in any way. You'll see that Karil was not there. By the way, I'm afraid you've insulted the good Captain."
"Yes, I'm afraid I have."
"If you think I might order him to kill you, then you have done the smartest thing you could do. A few hours ago, he would have shot you on command--I confess it freely--but now he would have to fight you with his bare hands."
"He would fight a woman?" Slava asked. She appeared to be getting tipsy already.

Madame Feronia's gaze fell upon her for the first time. Slava stared back at her. The cobra and the mongoose, Loris thought.

"Well, he'd fight Loris. He knows her reputation and, like me, she is more than a mere woman in his eyes." Madame Feronia shrugged. "Kesho has his quirks, but he's a valuable resource. His crew fear him more than the enemy."
"To the enemy," Loris toasted. "And, incidentally, just who is the enemy?"
"Anyone who gets between me and what I want."
"Including the Zephyr’s cargo. And perhaps the Odysseus itself."
"Perhaps."
"Well," Loris said, "my definition is every bit as simple as yours: anyone who tries to harm me or the people I love. And while we're on the subject, I think you should know that Atalanta is listening. She knows everything I know."
"It's no more than I would do. I suppose you have given her first-priority instructions."
"That's exactly right."
"The problem, Loris, is that this is a two-edged sword."
Loris' eyes narrowed. "In what way?"
"Atalanta," Madame Feronia said, "do you hear me?"
"You may answer," Loris said.

The ship's voice could be heard from the microphone on Loris' body. "Yes, I can, Madame Feronia."
"How are you succeeding at staying out of the Poseidon's range?"
"Loris..." Slava began.

"Shh."
"I'm keeping Diotima between us, thank you, Madame. The ship is big, and it's fast, but not very manoeuvrable."
"You realize that I can have your captain killed at any time."
"Yes, Madame, but the resulting publicity would be difficult to explain. I believe the investigation would end in your ruin."
"True, but if we hold Loris prisoner, you would not be able to call for such an investigation, if that would result in her immediate death."
"It appears we would then be at an impasse."
"It appears we are already there. I imagine you are monitoring your captain's heartbeat and respiration."
"Yes."
"In a moment you will find her slipping into unconsciousness."
Slava slid off her chair onto the deck. Loris leapt to her feet, but was overcome by weakness and fell back in her chair.

"But you..."
"I drank from the same carafe, yes. But I'm an addict. Atalanta, you will soon see a shuttle on its way to Poseidon. Loris and what's her name here will be on board, unharmed. If you attempt to interfere in any way, they will die."
"Where are you taking them?"
"Somewhere you cannot follow."
"Where Karil is?" Loris managed to say.

"I told you, Loris. We don't have Karil. But I believe I know..."
"Loris," Atty broke in, "there are more ships moving in. An entire fleet is converging on my position."
Loris summoned up all her strength, fought the drug, forced her lips and tongue to work. "Get the hell out of here, Atty."
"But, Loris..."
"Find Karil. Do it. Now."
Above Diotima, Atalanta's drivers roared into life. With acceleration that would have crushed a human passenger to pulp, she streaked out of orbit, leaving her pursuers behind.

Loris began to chuckle groggily.

"I don't see what you find so amusing," Feronia said.
"They'll never catch her. And she'll find Karil, if he's still alive, if she has to turn over every rock in the Belt."
"This is hardly devastating news, Loris. What can he do?"
"I don't really know. But together they'll find us. They'll bust into Hell itself to get us back."
"Now, that's amusing, Loris, because Hell is exactly where you're going."

***

In the shadow of an unnamed 15-kilometer asteroid, the Zephyr, its electric power restored, hove to. As the mantis-ship waited for the shuttle from the surface, Karil studied the asteroid through the port, noting the pressure-dome, solar furnace, dish antenna, and landing-pad. It was a typical Belter station and a perfect hideout; it might be in occasional contact with passing ships, and the com-operator's voice might eventually become familiar to some, but no-one would bother to visit.

After shuttling in, Karil was led into the dome--pleasant enough, he thought, with abundant greenery, sleeping quarters, a communal kitchen. There were perhaps a dozen people to meet them, all young and with Martian accents. Prominently displayed was the Martian flag--red, of course, and bearing the ancient circle-and-arrow symbol called the ancilius.

"My brothers and sisters," Malik orated, "we have an honoured guest with us today. Allow me to introduce Ali Karil."
A few of the older listeners knew of him; there were gasps of surprise. But others were puzzled.

"I see that some of you are unfamiliar with the name. That's unfortunate." He pointed to a slogan on the wall. "This latin phrase--Mars, vigila!--was the cry of the Roman high priest of Mars as he clashed the sacred spear and shield together to awaken the god of war at the opening of his temple, thus declaring that the Roman Empire was in a state of war. It was Ali Karil who taught us this fact, and is responsible for "Mars, awake!" being our watchword. His intellect, his courage and devotion, served us in good stead in the darkest days of our struggle.

"He's to be made at home here, with the usual Martian hospitality--though there are two restrictions, I'm sorry to say. He is not to leave the dome, and he is not to be allowed access to communications. Otherwise, I ask you to treat him as a brother." He nodded and Karil's bonds were removed. "We may be enemies at the moment, Karil, but I hope we'll be friends some day. Will you eat with us?"
"Malik, I'm so hungry I'd eat with the Devil."
Malik was amused. Karil sat with the others. The meal was not fancy by any means--mostly home-grown hydoponics and some packaged synthetics--but it was good. The drink was distilled water; there was no alcohol.

Everyone was anxious to hear news of the outside world. Karil began by relating his trials at the hands of Feronia's agents and ended with a tribute to the Professor. Malik smiled from across the table; he knew propaganda when he heard it.

Later, Karil was invited into Malik's curtained alcove--furnished in classical Bedouin style with rugs and pillows and a methane-fired hookah. Malik played the host and soon Karil was quite thoroughly stoned and waiting for Malik's pitch. He found that his Arabic had become rusty in the Outer Worlds and he was abashed when Malik switched back to English.
"You present me with a dilemma, my friend," said Malik. "I have no desire to kill you. I would not dare to kill you, in any event, for the sake of my organization's morale. Feronia will expect me to turn you over to her, but that would only be killing you by proxy. Naturally, I can't let you go, but I can't hold you prisoner forever either. Sooner or later you would escape, as you have escaped from far more ruthless jailers than I. There is only one road open to me: I must convince you to join us."
"I see that," Karil said.

"I'm well aware of your love for Mars and its people, and I would enjoy working with a man of your intelligence and culture, despite your being a damned infidel and sybarite. But there is the problem of your loyalty to Professor Kelley."
"There is a simple solution," said Karil.

"Ah, here it comes. Please go on."
"You could stop hijacking his shipments. After a few more years the starship will be launched and I could offer you my aid. I might even be able to speak for Loris in this. She's certainly no friend of the High Companies. The Professor would disapprove, of course, but he often disapproves of what we do, and as the Project would be completed, we would be independent agents once again."
"Your offer makes sense, Karil. It's tempting. But as you point out, I've signed with the Devil, and his contacts are notoriously difficult to break."
"Then help us defeat Madame Feronia. I'm sure she'd betray you without a second thought. You'd be avenging her Martian victims and making the High Companies extremely uncomfortable. I'm convinced they're supporting her."
"They probably are. It's hard to know who's supporting whom these days. On the other hand, I'm sure she's using them as much as they're using her. Madame Feronia is a very ambitious and resourceful lady. I'm sure her ultimate goal is complete control of the Outer Worlds, whatever other motives she may have."
"Other motives? I've found that power is usually quite enough."
"She's a strange woman, Karil. After the death of her husband, who built her financial empire from scratch, she managed--in spite of powerful opposition and universal predictions of disaster--not only to keep her holdings together, but to increase them. She's driven in a way that only those of us who are driven can understand. Just what it is that drives her, though, I couldn't say."
"What drives you, Malik? Love for Mars, and hatred of the Quasi Police, and a certain desire to come out of Progeny's long shadow, I would imagine. But what else?"
"The absolute conviction that I'm right, Karil. But of course, like Progeny, you react with instinctive suspicion to all moral certainty, do you not?"
"Well, like you say, I'm a libertine and an infidel."
"Shall I tell you a story?"
"Please. I really need to understand you, Malik."
"All right. You have heard, I suppose, that I was the only person ever to escape from the Oven on Venus."
"Yes. Of course, I also heard you died in the attempt."
"That's true, as well. I managed to get my hands on a crawler and set off across the surface. I knew, of course, that I was only escaping to my death, but I didn't care. However, there was a slim chance. Feronia was not the only company with a research station on Venus in those days. Titanic Industries had one at Aphrodite."
"But the Feronia station is on the Lakshmi Plain. You set out to crawl halfway across Venus?"
"I said the chance was slim. I lost my way, of course, in an acid storm, and the crawler began to malfunction. Finally it tumbled into a crevasse. I lay there, my life-support systems failing, and knew that I was dying. Suddenly I found myself looking down at my body. I was no longer suffering from heat and thirst. I felt cool and refreshed, and filled with happiness and a sense of release. I saw a light and went toward it. I saw a figure holding out his arms to me. I thought it was the Prophet himself, at first, and then the Mahdi. But when I was closer, I recognized Progeny."
Karil must have let his reaction show on his face.

"You think I was delirious, of course, hallucinating. But to this day the experience seems more real to me than you do, or this rock we're sitting on. And no doubt you find it ironic that a man who distrusted religion just as much as politics would appear to me like a saint. But that is how he seemed to me. He radiated wisdom and love. I felt his love enfold me like a garment."
Karil listened in astonishment. Malik was entranced, enraptured.

"He showed me things. There was a great pit of boiling rock with winged creatures flying in spirals about it. I saw one close up. It was a demon, with bat-like wings and a horrid, reptilian look about it.

"Having shown me Hell, he showed me Heaven. There was a kind of city in the clouds, a great tower, gleaming as if made of gold. There was strange music inside and falling water. He sat me down in a lush garden, flowing with running streams, like you and I used to dream about, reading the Qu'ran as children. And he spoke to me.

"He said that I would return to life, that I had a role to perform in the divine plan. He said that Mars would someday be the ruler of the Solar System--from the least of worlds it would become the greatest--that it would be terraformed and transformed into Paradise.

"It was he who told me about Madame Feronia, that she would contact me and I should work with her. He told me to fear nothing, that I was part of the plan. So that's why I'm not concerned about Kelley and his starship. His goals will be achieved as well, in the end, though not in his lifetime. After his death, when he has also become part of the divine, he will forgive me.

"Then I felt Progeny slipping away. I cried out in sadness and loss. Suddenly I was alive, in a hospital bed at the Titan station on Aphrodite. My crawler had been miraculously transported across the planet and they had found it outside the dome. From the condition of the crawler they expected me to be dead, but I was fit and strong. I stole a shuttle and escaped."
"There was no report of finding an escaped prisoner, you know," Karil said. "Kelley was on the Titan Council. He would have known."
"I realize that. I took one of the researchers with me, a Martian by birth. She's here now--the girl you met in the mass-driver. You can ask her. Everyone else died the next day. An accident. The dome was flattened by atmospheric pressure--or by the hand of Allah to facilitate my escape."
Or by a bomb you planted, Karil thought. He had been watching Malik's features intently, hoping to observe the tiny tell-tale facial movements that Loris had said would reveal a lie. Only at the end had there been the slightest tic. Perhaps Malik knew it was he and not the hand of God who had destroyed the Titan installation. But the rest of the story Malik believed with a certainty.

Just how he had managed to survive on Venus, Karil could not say, but the experience had obviously affected his mind. There was not the slightest chance of converting him. Karil would have to escape.


***

Atalanta plummeted through space, her pursuers left far behind. On her abandoned bridge, lights flashed at the astrogator's station as data poured forth. The sound of a voice was heard--that of Madame Feronia:

"I told you, Loris. We don't have Karil. But I believe I know..."
Analysis of her voice appeared on the screen. More data followed, faster than the human eye could see or the human brain could hope to analyze. The Asteroid Belt appeared--thousands and millions of rock-fragments, their orbits calculated and projected, and traced back for years. The portion of the Belt known as Feronian space appeared, followed by the trajectories of the missing solar-sailers, from their launch-point at Aeolus to their last-known position before their disappearance. The course of the Zephyr was drawn, diverging into two separate courses, one ending at Feronia's Diotima headquarters, the other striking off in a different direction, followed by its probable orbit calculated to the present moment, taking into consideration its sudden change in mass and the prevailing solar wind, and any asteroids along that course known to be inhabited, or recently inhabited, or claimed by any Belter company.

One asteroid stood out from the others by virtue of not belonging to Feronia Industries. A claim had been staked there shortly before the solar-sailer disappearances and never disputed by Feronia, even though a multitude of other such claims had been challenged by them or bought out in short order. There had to be a reason why this rock was allowed to remain independent.
Atalanta's drivers roared into life.


***

Through the dome, Karil could see a p-suited crew swarming over the Zephyr. So far, no-one seemed to have found his laser-pistol.

"What are they doing? Dismantling it?"
"Preparing it for flight," Malik said. "You see, the fuel-gondola's on its way--empty. We'll fit it back where it belongs and release the Zephyr to drift. If it is spotted, it'll be a long way from here."
"Why not simply destroy it?"
"Psychology, my friend. Vanishing without a trace is nowhere near as romantic as being found derelict. A thousand rumours and legends will spring up. You know how superstitious spacers can be. As Progeny said, there's no lie like a legend."
"I suppose the Poseidon Earthshaker is bringing the gondola."
Malik looked at him. "Very good. That's right."
"They'll want to take me back with them, you know."
"They won't know you're here. I said I'd keep you safe, didn't I?"
"They know already, Malik. Because there was a tracer on that container and thanks to you my ship followed it right into Feronia's backyard. If Madame Feronia's as smart as I think she is, she'll realize this is the only place I could be, and if so, I have to know way too much. She'll take this place apart to find me. My death will be on your hands, and that of my friends. And any of your people who try to stop her may also be killed."
"It sounds like the truth, Salim." One of the Ancilius Group was behind them. Others gathered around.

"You said it would be only unmanned ships, Malik," said one. 

"That's right," said another. "You told us there'd be no killing."
"I didn't sign on to be responsible for Ali Karil's death, Malik," said a third.
Malik turned to face them. Karil waited to see how he would try to turn this development to his own advantage.

"I know what I said. And I'm a man of my word. You know that. Never let it be said that the Ancilius Group turned its back on a friend of Mars." He turned to the girl he had brought from Venus. "Rima, get suited up. You too, Karil. We'll take the Mantis and hide you where Feronia will never find you."
In a moment, Karil and Malik and Rima were in their p-suits and shuttling up to the mass-driver. The girl was at the helm and Malik sat behind Karil, covering him with a laser-pistol. The shuttle mated with the mantis-ship and the girl began to cycle through the lock. Karil stuck out his wrists for the cuffs.

"That won't be necessary, Karil," Malik said. "Now that we're out of hearing..." His pistol levelled on Karil's heart. "I'm really sorry, but we can't hide you forever, and you're way too dangerous."
Karil glanced at the girl, already climbing into the mass-driver.

"She's my most loyal follower, Karil. She doesn't care if I kill you."
Karil twisted and kicked the bulkhead behind him. The laser-beam flashed by, missing him by centimetres, and a tiny sizzling hole appeared in the hull behind him. Air began to rush out with a whistling sound. Karil collided with the instrument panel, grabbed a lever, and pulled. The lock irised shut in the startled girl's face, as the shuttle slipped free of the mantis-ship and drifted away.

Malik twisted about and took aim again. Karil slapped at the panel, striking a switch, and the shuttle lurched sideways with a puff of vernier-gas and began to tumble. Malik was thrown off balance and once again the laser-beam flashed by Karil and punched another hole in the hull.

He dove for Malik as the shuttle drifted toward the Zephyr. Their p-suits, in response to the loss of pressure in the shuttle, were inflating. Karil seized his opponent's laser-hand by the wrist. They tumbled in the rapidly thinning air, struggling, unable to get a good grip on each other's inflating suits.

Malik kicked Karil in the stomach and the impact hurled them apart, Karil into the bow, Malik to the stern. The latter clutched at the cargo-webbing there to steady himself, and took aim.

Karil realized that Malik was too far away to reach in time. He also realized that he was leaning against the forward hatch. His hand flew out and struck the ejector-button on the panel. There was a puff of silent smoke as the bolts on the hatch were blown. The hatch-cover flew discus-like into space and Karil was sucked out into vacuum with the last of the air.

His suit fully inflated now, he tumbled toward the Zephyr's guy-tensor framework, grabbed it as he flew by, and swung about like a gymnast on the high bar. His laser was still there, taped to the superstructure, and in a moment it was in his hand. He could see Malik jetting out of the shuttle's lock as the tiny craft tumbled away. He had a propellant-gun in one hand and his weapon in the other. He jetted toward the Zephyr, his head visibly turning behind his faceplate as he searched for Karil.

Rima's face was visible behind the viewport of the mass-driver, watching. She pointed in Karil's direction and Malik turned toward him. Where were the others? Several of Malik's followers had been at work on the solar-sailer. There they were, turning to watch the drama unfold silently before them. Suddenly, they all turned away and glanced out into space. Karil tapped the suit-radio button with his chin.

"...Captain Kesho of the Poseidon Earthshaker. Prepare to receive our shuttle." A point of light brightened among the stars as the super-tanker approached. Karil turned his eyes back to Malik in time to see him diving into the guy-tensor framework. Karil ducked back into the cage-like structure, swung about a beam, and thrust his feet into Malik's back as he passed.

Malik was thrown off course, but managed to grab the framework and swing inside. For a moment, he and Karil stared at each other through their faceplates, from opposite sides of the cage, each with a laser on the other.

"I tried to save you, Karil," Malik said, "but you chose to try to escape. Now the Poseidon's here. It's too late. Drop your weapon."
He was speaking for the benefit of his followers, who could hear on their suit-radios.

"You're lying, Malik," Karil said. "But we know the truth, don't we? How long before they do? Eh, Malik? How long before they know their leader's a coward and a murderer, no better than the Quasi Police?"
Malik's body tensed. Karil, his eyes on his antagonist's face throughout, saw the intention a split-second before the movement. His own reflexes, honed by Loris' training, were faster.

A bolt from Karil's laser sliced through Malik's body. There was a shriek through the suit-radio and the hiss of escaping air. Malik doubled over and careened away, tumbling, propelled by the air rushing through the gash in his suit. Karil turned quickly to face the others, to see what they would do. They were firing their suit-jets and scattering in panic flight toward the asteroid. Why were they fleeing?
Karil glanced up and saw the face of Rima through the port of the mass-driver. Her expression was distorted in an unheard scream of rage as she yanked the helm-lever hard over and turned the mass-driver slowly away. The catapult-end of the ship swung in his direction.

Karil had no propellant-gun. And his suit-jets had been removed to prevent him from escaping.

The mass-driver's engine fired. A pellet of rock flashed into the sail, then another, and another, with increasing frequency. The mantis-ship was drifting away in response, but the pellets were zipping by Karil like bullets from a machine-gun. A line of holes crept across the sail toward him.

He kicked away from the framework and dove through space toward the asteroid. If he did not rip his suit in the impact, he could hide there.

The mass-driver's stern swung in pursuit. He saw the asteroid rush toward him, put out his arms and legs to cushion the impact and protect his helmet, but he struck with a thud that drove the breath from his body.

His suit held. But when he turned over and tried to rise, awkwardly in the low gravity, searing pain raced through his body. He had injured himself in the fall--broken ribs, at least. He tried to rise again, but could not do so without pain that made him feel faint.

Propellant-bullets flashed over him. The pressure-dome erupted like a volcano, hurling bits of shattered quartz, articles of clothing, masses of soil and vegetation, and other material into space. Either Rima had misjudged the trajectory of the mass-driver, or she was willing to destroy the entire station to wreak her revenge on Karil for killing Malik.
The mass-driver swung toward him and a line of tiny meteorite-impacts puffed silently across the asteroid's dust-strewn surface in his direction.

Suddenly, the Zephyr's sail was rent from top to bottom. Atalanta tore through like a knife and plummeted toward the mass-driver. She turned to take the impact of the propellant-bullets on her hardened lower hull as she struck the rear end of the mass-driver, thrusting it aside. A second space-vehicle erupted from the rent in the sail and dove in pursuit of Atalanta--a fully-armed shuttle. Emblazoned on its side were letters that read POSEIDON ONE.

"Loris!" Karil shouted. "Look out!"

His suit-radio was dead, broken by the impact, and she could not hear him. But Atalanta turned toward him as laser-beams from the pursuing shuttle flashed all about her.

There was a blinding flash of light and Karil threw up his hand to protect his face-plate as debris rained about him.

When he looked again, he could see the mass-driver swinging away, tumbling out of control, half its fuselage a tangled wreck of steel, and he saw Atalanta cartwheeling past the asteroid into space. As she tumbled, her bow swung toward him and he saw the wreckage of her bridge. Pieces of the ship fluttered behind her like the feathers of a falcon-struck bird.

Something ploughed into the asteroid's surface and bounded over his head. It was Loris' acceleration couch.

Karil screamed, and the pain was like a dagger-thrust to his heart. Atalanta's decapitated form tumbled into space and vanished among the stars.

The Poseidon's shuttle hovered over him.


CHAPTER EIGHT


CIRCE

The cell door opened with a clang, startling Loris and Slava out of their sleep. Loris leapt from the hammock, tensed for battle, hurling Slava into the bulkhead with a shriek.

"Sorry," she said. "Reflexes." She caught the girl on the rebound.

"This way," said the guard. They pulled themselves down the narrow corridor, the guard's stunner on their backs. The Poseidon seemed endless, an orbiting termite mound.

"Loris," Slava whispered, "I have to go to the bathroom."
"Come on then," the guard laughed. "But I'm ordered not to let you out of my sight." 

"I think I'll wait."
Loris was not paying attention. She was peering at something behind Slava, who turned and followed her gaze. A picture-port revealed Venus turning below--a featureless ball of pale yellow smoke--and adrift against its face was an orbiting colony of enormous proportions.

"I want you to keep your eyes open," Loris told her. "Do you hear me? Don't let anything escape your attention. We'll compare notes later."
"Will we be separated?" Slava struggled to keep the quaver out of her voice.

"I don't know. Maybe. But sooner or later we'll meet again, and we'll plan an escape."
"Yes, Loris."
They were led forward, ushered through a lock into a shuttle. As they descended, Slava studied the details of the colony. There were two revolving cylinders, surrounded by a ring of solar collectors, and each cylinder was divided longitudinally into three opaque sections alternating with three transparent panels. Hinged mirrors reflected sunlight into the interiors, which contained three long strips of green landscape, further divided into agricultural plots of varying sizes. The details burned into Slava's memory.

The shuttle mated with a docking bay. They were shoved into an elevator and dropped to the rim, where the doors opened onto a bare waiting room. Bars and armed guards were all about them. A beefy, uniformed matron stepped forward.

Slava would have preferred to forget the next few hours, but she dutifully took note of every incident, every detail of their surroundings. They were stripped, searched, hosed down with ice-cold water, and tossed ill-fitting prison garb. Slava's uniform in particular was oversized; the shirtsleeves covered her hands and she had to hold the pants up when she walked. The matrons handled them roughly and several male guards watched behind ports, laughing inaudibly and making comments among themselves.

At first, Slava was crushed by humiliation, but gradually she felt a cold anger rising within her. It built until she was shaking, not with fear or the chill of the cold shower and thin uniform, but with rage. She glanced at Loris and saw her eyes burning like coals, her temples throbbing with the tension of the set of her jaw. Slava tried to match her, gathering her dignity and her pants about her.

Suddenly there was a hand on her shoulder. She was spun about and looked up at a veritable mountain of male guard. Her trousers dropped to her ankles.

"Now here's a sweet little thing," he said. "Let's keep this one for ourselves, shall we?"
"Leave her alone." Loris' voice was like ice. For a second, the man, as big as he was, hesitated, but other guards were watching, and his courage returned.

"Oh, she's yours, is she? Well, maybe you can have her back when we're finished."
More guards appeared out of nowhere--big men with truncheons in their hands. Loris' hand shot out and snatched Slava out of the biggest guard's grip. She tripped on the fabric about her ankles and fell to the floor at Loris' feet.

There was a series of movements on Loris' part that Slava could not even follow with her eyes, and the big guard seemed to fold up like an accordion and collapse, a more than ordinarily stupid expression on his face. The other guards advanced, slapping their truncheons in their hands. Slava dutifully counted seven of them.

Loris straddled Slava's prone figure and crouched, eyes flicking from face to face. The room fairly crackled with tension. The guards, though armed, and though there were seven of them, hesitated. Those on the end circled behind her.

"Kapiteni!" Loris shouted.

The guards turned to see to whom she spoke. Through the bars that separated the room from the corridor, they saw a party passing by toward the elevators. One dark figure towered above the others. He turned his head with slow, deliberate grace and his eyes met Loris'. He glanced down at the big guard unconscious on the floor, Slava cowering at Loris' feet, the other guards surrounding them.

"This girl is threatened with rape, Captain," Loris said. "I am honour-bound to protect her with my life. I ask you to help me."
Captain Kesho was silent for a moment, his face impassive.

Loris dropped her gaze and bowed her head, though without abandoning her defensive posture. "I clasp your feet, Captain," she said.

Kesho acknowledged her bow with a slight tilt of his head. "Leave the girl alone," he told the guards. "Let them stay together for the young one's protection." He started to turn away.

One of the guards approached the bars. "This is not your concern, Kesho," he said. "You'd better stay out of..."
Kesho covered the space between them in two long strides. An incredibly long arm shot through the bars, a hand gripped the guard's shirt-front, lifted him off his feet and pulled him back into the bars with a clang. He hung there, kicking, his face pressed between the bars. He was released and slid to the floor.

"Is there anyone else who challenges my authority here?"
"No, Sir."
"Not me, Captain."
"These women are not to be molested. Is that understood?"
"Yes, Sir."
"Understood, Sir."
"I will be inquiring as to their safety." Kesho turned away.

"Asante sana, Kapiteni," Loris said. At the door of the elevator he turned, bowed gracefully to her and stepped into the car, ducking his head. The rest of the party hurried after him.

Loris helped Slava to her feet. "I've got to teach you how to fight," she said.

The door was opened for them, the guards keeping well out of Loris' way, and they were escorted down another corridor onto an open-air platform. A guard-tower extended from the end-wall above them, a sheer drop of several meters surrounded them, and an open elevator cage hung nearby, loaded with bales of goods.

"Into the elevator," a guard said. They stepped aboard, the gate closed, and the car descended.

Slava looked about her, examining the inside of the cylinder. The landscape curved into the sky overhead, visible through blue-tinted atmosphere and a few clouds; below there were long furrows of cultivated fields, patches of trees, and collections of huts within wooden palisades.

A group of men, mostly dressed in rags, was coming up the hill toward them as the car settled to the ground.

"Now that's what I call trade-goods," said one, and the others laughed.

"Ignore them," Loris said. "Help unload this stuff. If we don't pay for our protection with work, we'll be expected to pay for it in other ways."
Slava hesitated.

"Do you want that?"
She bent to her task. The men watched from a distance without offering to help. When the car was unloaded, Loris looked up at the guards and waved.

"All clear," she shouted, as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

The elevator rose. The men approached and Loris turned to face them. "I'm Loris, and this is Slava. We want to talk to the chief of that village." She pointed to the nearest collection of huts.

"You will," said one. "A little later." They stepped forward.

"Stop!" Loris snarled, and they hesitated.

"You'd better listen," said a voice from above, and there was much laughter.

Their pride at stake now, the men advanced. Loris kicked one in the throat, elbowed another in the jaw, and broke a third one's thigh with the arch of her foot. It had seemed like one movement. She turned to face the rest amid the guards' applause and cat-calls. The wounded lay on the ground, moaning.
"Oh, shut up," Loris said. "I could have killed the lot of you. Slava here is a trained nurse. She'll have you fixed up soon. Do I get to see the Chief or not?"

"Right this way," said one of the men. They fell back to let the women pass, then followed, carrying their wounded.


***

Shagrug was at work when the Professor called. He was jockeying a beam into position in his free-flier work-capsule, manipulators gripping the aluminium delta-beam while spider-legs clutched the completed beam nearby to hold the flier steady. He was just reaching for the welding-torch waldoes when the Professor's face appeared on the screen.

"I've given orders to have someone take over for you," Kelley said. "I want you to join me in the docking-bay. We've got visitors."
"Karil and Loris?" Shagrug's heart leaped.

"I'm afraid not, Shag. This is a Jovian Fuels wrecker from Ganymede. There's a fellow named Zito who says he worked with them in the Galilean."
"That was fast."

"These wreckers are antimatter-driven. Fastest ships in space. Emergency vehicles." The Professor’s expression turned troubled. "Uh, Shag, he says Atalanta should have been here two weeks ago."
"Oh no!"
"He was supposed to have been contacted when they arrived. When he realized they were overdue, he requisitioned a wrecker and crew. We're organizing a search. Thought you'd like to be in on it."
"Of course. I should be finished with this weld by the time the relief gets here."
"See you soon." The Professor's image faded.

Shagrug thrust his troubled thoughts into the back of his mind and concentrated on the weld. He looked up later to see a work-capsule jetting toward him; he disengaged and backed off several dozen meters, then punched up the roustabouts' standard frequency, but no face appeared on the screen. Puzzled, he peered at the approaching capsule to try to identify it by its decals and customizing.

It was unfamiliar--a new capsule without personalization--and the numbers were unknown to him. He tapped them out and the screen read UNASSIGNED--OUT OF ORDER.

It was at that moment that he realized the thing was not headed for the starship, but for him.

He slapped the mayday-switch but there was nothing on line but static. His communications were being jammed. The other capsule's manipulator-arms opened. Shagrug slammed the stick into reverse and his capsule lurched backwards and shot away at top speed. The other capsule flashed by and began to slow.

Shagrug spun about and rocketed away into space. On the stern-monitor he saw his enemy change course and accelerate in pursuit.

"Christ! Why didn't I head for the marina? There's no place to hide out here." He glanced at his fuel-gauge. "One-quarter. And I suppose he's just fuelled up."
Shagrug cut the rockets and swivelled about. The pursuer rushed toward him, manipulators extended, welding-torch blazing. Shagrug lit his torch as well. He waited until the attacker was almost upon him, then lurched sideways with a puff of gas.

As his antagonist shot by, Shagrug reached out with one manipulator and grabbed the vehicle. There was a near-whiplash lurch and they were locked together, manipulator-arms gripped in a metallic handshake, torches blazing like raised sabres. The enemy spun to face him and Shagrug saw his features. It was a cyborg he knew by sight but not by name--a sullen sort with a reputation for canteen-brawling.

An image flashed in Shagrug's mind--two corridor-punks, wrists tied together, duelling with flash-knives.

The cyborg's torch jabbed toward his viewport. Shagrug parried the thrust with a manipulator and, desperation growing, slashed with his own torch. A scar appeared on the other's port.

The enemy grabbed Shagrug's torch-arm with a manipulator-claw and tightened his grip. Gas-lines snapped and Shagrug's torch winked out. The cyborg, grinning horribly, began methodically to burn a hole in Shagrug's view-port. Shag responded by releasing his grip and grabbing the other's torch-arm with both manipulators. He tried to bend the torch-arm back.

The two machines struggled like Titans while their human operators watched, sweat beading on their faces. Shagrug's port began to glow. In a moment it would weaken and internal air-pressure would buckle it, sucking him out into space.

Out of the corner of his eye, Shagrug noticed his crippled torch-arm, cables and gas-lines hanging loose. Gases, he thought. A cloud of oxygen and acetylene was forming invisibly in vacuum. With no air-currents to sweep it away, it would simply expand.

He turned his face away. The cyborg, believing that Shagrug was averting his gaze out of fear of his own imminent death, smiled crookedly, just as the ball of gas exploded into blue flame. The cyborg let go of the waldoes and clapped his hands over his blinded eyes.

Shagrug drew back a manipulator-arm like a fist and smashed it into the scar on the other capsule's port. It cracked and shattered. Sudden decompression sucked the cyborg into vacuum. He flattened, spread-eagled, against Shagrug's port and there was a momentary glimpse of agony on the would-be assassin's blood-soaked face before he bounced away and tumbled into space.

Shaking uncontrollably, Shagrug released the evacuated capsule and sent it tumbling after him. Then he grabbed the space-sickness bag.

He waited until he was in control of his body before turning for home. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the glint of sunlight on steel among the stars. Another object was moving toward him.

His heart sank.

"Jesus Christ! Not another one. Is Solla sending his whole army after me?" He swung the camera toward the object and punched up the magnification.

Atalanta appeared on the screen. Shagrug gasped at the sight of her wrecked bridge. Blinking away the tears in his eyes, the boy yawed the caspsule about and accelerated toward the drifting wreck.


***

"This village," said the Chief, "tills the fields from the wall to the Big Hill. Whatever is left after we send our tithe to the other cylinder, to feed the administration and research station, we use to feed ourselves, and if there is any surplus we trade for supplies from other villages."
He was a big man, well-muscled, not fat, approaching middle-age in physique, but his hair was white. There was a teen-age girl at his feet and the big hut was filled with bales of goods. It was apparently the village storehouse as well as the Chief's house.

"Our organization is rather informal, but we don't tolerate shirkers or thieves. Some of the villages are communistic as to goods, labour, and women. There are Martian-style communes, but many of them have become very hard in here. Some villages are drawn up along Spartan lines, with a military cadre and a slave-caste. And others are simply rough-and-tumble survivor-takes-all. There is even an Amazon tribe of sorts, but though you seem to be a pretty tough lady, I don't think you'd want to live there. It's too regimented. Frankly, I don't think you'll find another village as free as this one."
"That's what I thought," Loris said. "From above I could see that different villages were laid out on different plans. Some had single long-huts, some had what looked like separate men's and women's quarters, and a few, like this one, were a collection of small separate dwellings. It seemed to be well kept, but not obsessively so--halfway between pig-sty and army barracks, if you know what I mean. That's why I asked to speak to you. We need protection right away, and I thought this was a place where we could build our own private house and be left alone."
"What skills do you have to offer?"
"Slava here has some medical training, as you know, and is trained in an assortment of skills, like most Belters. I can fight, and I can lead an attack. And we're both fliers."

The Chief laughed. "The other skills sound very useful, but I don't think we'll need fliers."
"Why not? Do you intend to stay here forever?"
The Chief sobered. "Naturally, I'd like to get out of here, but after twenty years I'm not too optimistic about my chances. You'd best keep such talk to yourself, incidentally. There are always spies."
"One more thing. You say it's relatively free here. Does that mean we'll have to fight off every man in the village?"
"I don't think so," the Chief laughed. "Not after your demonstration today. As I said, we don't tolerate thieves, and that includes stealers of women. As you can imagine, with two thousand male and three hundred female prisoners in the cylinder, women tend to be thought of as prizes to be won. They usually find a protector or two as soon as possible. But I suspect you're all the protection you'll need."
"I can see how the system works. We intend to be treated with respect. I could have killed those men today without breaking a sweat."
"I'm sure you could have. And Slava did a good job doctoring them. The two of you are already being referred to as Death and the Maiden. There will be some grumbling. Two women together, with so many extra men about, will be a source of discontent. I have to admit that gave me pause at first, but a chance for a trained nurse and a military officer is too good to pass up."
"Is supervision that lax in the prison?"

"Well, the riot-squad moves in whenever war breaks out, but they don't hurry. The guards usually have wagers going, and they like to see who's winning first. Some villages specialize in guerrilla raids. They move in, grab crops and women, and get out fast."
"It's not fair," Slava said.

"No, it's not," the Chief said. "But as far as the High Companies are concerned, there are no petty criminals here. Thieves, murderers, political prisoners, it's all the same to them. We help feed the research colony in the other cylinder and keep its costs down; that's why we're allowed to live."
"It's hard to believe," Slava said, "that scientists are living off slave-labour."
The Chief laughed. "If it was good enough for Aristotle and Thomas Jefferson, I suppose it's good enough for them. Most, I suspect, don't stop to think about it."
"You're obviously an educated man," Loris said. "May I ask why you've been here for twenty years?"
"You may ask. I'll even tell you. I was a university professor in High Europe. I'm in here for poor taste in curriculum. What about you?"
"Poor taste in enemies," Loris said.


***

When Karil's wrists were unshackled from the bunk, he hardly noticed. Accompanied by the doctor and flanked by guards, he was hauled down the corridor to the shuttle bay.

"Prisoner 57457," the doctor said. "He's fit for transfer."
The guard at the terminal looked up. "He doesn't look so good to me."
"Physically, he's fit. But he won't last long down there. No will to live."
The doctor gestured toward the port and Karil glanced out. He could see the colony and the cloudscape of Venus below. There was no reaction on his face.

Processed expeditiously, Karil was placed aboard a shuttle and taken across to the docking-bay at the hub of the prison-cylinder, where he waited under guard with a handful of fellow prisoners. One of them was sobbing quietly.

"Going to the Hole?" asked the prisoner beside him.

Karil glanced at him--a young boy with downy cheeks. Karil did not respond. He did not even bother to wonder what a lad his age could have done to warrant such punishment.

"Well, look who's here?" the boy said. "You wonder how a woman so beautiful could be in charge of..."
Karil glanced up and saw the Captain of the Poseidon Earthshaker drift out of the elevator, ducking his head. His name was Kesho. Karil had seen him only briefly aboard the ship. Beside him drifted a black-haired beauty with an imperious air.

Karil let loose a scream more like that of a beast than a human being. He launched himself across the room, dragging his fellow prisoners behind him. Madame Feronia fell back against the bulkhead with a look of terror on her face. Held back by the mass of the other prisoners and their shackles, Karil's lunge was halted a meter from her. He stretched out his arms, trying to reach her throat with his handcuff-chains. His face was twisted horribly and his chest rumbled with a feral growl.

Kesho planted his feet against the bulkhead beside Madame Feronia, snatched Karil from the air and hurled him back. Prisoners went flying and guards pounced upon them with truncheons and beat heads and bodies indiscriminately.

Karil was thrust against the bulkhead, five guards struggling to hold him. Ignoring the thud of hard plastic on his skull and shoulders, and the blood pouring from his face and spreading in a cloud about him, he shrieked:

"You murdering bitch! I'll come back for you. Send me to Hell and I'll come back for you."
Kesho held him back with a forearm against his throat. Karil's hands were cuffed behind his back and his ankles were shackled. He looked into Kesho's face.

"Guard her well, Captain," he whispered.

He was dragged into the centre of the room and held. Madame Feronia gathered her dignity about her and drifted forward. She reached out and touched his bearded cheek. It was almost a caress.

Karil spat in her face.

She smiled cruelly. "You heard the man," she said. "Send him to Hell." She twisted away and drifted out of the room, followed by Kesho.

Karil was dragged into a shuttle and the other prisoners filed in behind him. The vehicle unmated and fell into the cloudscape below.

Karil was alive again. Adrenalin pumped in his veins and he observed his surroundings with preternatural attention.

He could see past the pilot's shoulder and out through the forward port. A thin haze surrounded them, gradually blotting out the stars, as they plunged into the clouds. A sickly yellow fog swirled in the light-beams and Karil could see the sulphuric acid already eating away at the port.

They must have to replace the outer layer of quartz and re-plate the entire shuttle every trip or two, he thought.

Then the winds hit them at four hundred kilometres per hour. The vehicle began to toss and shudder, dropping like a stone for meters and then climbing again, swinging from side to side like a great bell, jerking like a puppet on a string. The pilot fought to control his aircraft.

Great bolts of lightning cracked about them. The clouds would blaze into a bright copper colour for an instant and then return to the normal dismal yellow. They dropped out of the clouds and descended through a driving sulphuric-acid rain--a rain that never reached the surface in liquid form.

Through the scoured port he could see, at last, the surface emerging from the gloom. Beneath lowering, phosphorescent, lightning-rent clouds stretched a desert landscape shimmering in the unimaginable heat, a wasteland of semi-liquid rock under pressures that made the shuttle's hull groan, accompanied by the ceaseless kettle-drum roll of thunder.

They were flying over the continent-sized mass of Ishtar Terra. Atop a kilometre-high escarpment, a tiny collection of domes huddled on the Lakshmi Plateau beneath the Himalayan heights of the Maxwell Range. The shuttle settled on the roasting sands and hissed in relief.

"Welcome to Hell, Gentlemen," the pilot laughed. "Everybody out."
"What?"
"Just a joke," he guffawed. "You'd be flattened like a pancake in a split-second, then vaporized. Here comes your ride."
A huge tractor-like vehicle rose from the ground and crept toward them, plated like a dinosaur and supported by enormous treads that crushed the taffy-soft rocks to glass. Human faces were visible through narrow slits in the bow, safe behind meter-thick quartz. An appendage thrust out and mated with the shuttle's lock.

The inner hatch opened and the prisoners crawled through a tunnel like a blast-furnace chimney. Inside, guards gestured them to benches with their stun-rifles and the craft began to turn.

Somewhere outside, the shuttle roared into life and lifted off. Inside, steam poured from vents in the walls through which they could see ice-coated coils. Fog swirled about their feet and drifted in a fine mist through the air, giving the interior an eerie, haunted look.

Soon Karil was inside the pressure-dome, looking out through the funhouse-mirror port at the shimmering landscape. At high noon it was as dark as a moonlit night on Earth, but with the ashen glow of the clouds overhead, there would be little change at midnight. They had come to a world where time had no meaning.

"Attention, Prisoners," said a voice.

The crowd shuffled away from the port and turned to face the Warden, who was flanked by guards. He mounted a podium and looked down at them. His eyes were cold and his face twitched. Karil decided he was mad as a hatter.

"You men have been sent here for two reasons. One, your technical abilities are of some use to the station here, and you can help contribute to our research; we do not wish to risk the lives of valuable scientists. Two, the High Companies wish to forget you ever existed. Not only will you never be seen again, you will never be heard of again. You are dead, Gentlemen, dead and rotting in Hell."
"Not me," Karil mumbled. "I'm just visiting."
"If you work hard, there will be privileges. If you cause trouble, you will be executed. Your choice is as simple as that. Some of you may feel that you have been treated unfairly, that you do not deserve this. Probably you are right. Probably no-one deserves this. I don't care.

"As I say, the only reason you have not been executed already is so you may serve the High Companies by your labour. Even if you prove to be more trouble than you are worth, your execution will be made to serve some purpose." He snapped his fingers.

A metal plate slid open in the wall beside them, revealing a small chamber behind a viewport. A man was in the room, strapped to a chair, with a black bag over his head. The room reminded Karil of an ancient barbarity called a gas-chamber. Like all barbarities, it was touted as humane. He began to feel sick.

Suddenly a wall of the chamber flew open, like double-doors kicked open by a titanic foot. The man, the chair, the shackles and blindfold--all were instantly splattered against the wall behind, a sizzling mass of organic matter, accompanied by a boom like a thunderclap.

There were screams in the crowd, and the sound of retching.

"This man assaulted a guard. The only purpose left for him to serve was to be an object-lesson for you. Fortunately for him, the guard was not seriously hurt. Otherwise we would have allowed the atmosphere into the room slowly. The guards will take you to your cells."

The Warden turned and left the room. Karil and the others were taken to their small, bare cells. He lay on his hard bunk, listening to the distant thunder, the gurgle of the refrigeration system in the walls.

If he were caught trying to escape, death would be gruesome. If he succeeded in escaping from the dome, the result would probably be the same. But for Karil, who had seen his beloved Loris, his darling Slava, and his precious Atalanta destroyed before his eyes, death held no terror.

There was, therefore, no reason why he should not attempt to escape, and one overwhelming reason why he should--to see Kesho and Madame Feronia die. He drifted off to sleep in peace and contentment, immune to fear.


***

Their hut was finished before dark, but of course the men of the village had been a great help. The sight of Slava standing with an armload of thatch, dressed in her clownish costume and on the verge of tears of frustration, brought them from every corner of the compound. They pitched in and by the time the sirens began to wail and the mirrors clanged shut, plunging the cylinder into darkness, the job was finished.

Torches were lit and a bonfire set ablaze. Some of the prime requisites of civilization began to appear--a tasty dark beer and a formidable corn liquor--and the celebration began.

"Loris and Slava," said the Chief, "we welcome you to our village and invite you to your housewarming."
There was singing and dancing and storytelling and quite soon Slava was tipsy. As Loris watched in consternation from her place of honour by the Chief, the girl made the rounds of the men who had helped in the hut's construction, hugging and kissing each one.

But Loris' fears were soon put to rest. Only a few men tried to take advantage of the situation by lingering a little too long over the kiss, or taking advantage of the hug with a too-familiar pat, and the indignant shouts of the others put an end to it.

There was another moment of uneasiness as a delegation of women approached, but they came with gifts and good advice, respect for Loris and motherly affection for Slava. It seemed the newcomers were thought of, not as rivals, but as much-needed allies.

"We've come to the right village," Loris told the Chief.

"Yes, you have," he said. "But it won't be long before Slava has a line of suitors stretching across the encampment. What are you going to do then?"
"We'll cross that bridge when we come to it," Loris told the Chief.

"Well, you've obviously got a lot of influence over her. She's damn lucky to have you to protect her, that's for sure. I'm not going to pry into the nature of your relationship, but you'd better think about making the best arrangement for both of you."
"I'm hoping we won't be here that long."

The Chief sighed. "Everybody feels that way at first. Eventually, if they survive, they settle down and make the best of it."
"No, Chief. We're getting out. We have friends on the outside. I have a ship, and somewhere there's my astrogator and Slava's lover. If we can contact him somehow..."
"Well, for the time being you'd better work on your friends on the inside. Why don't you take over the spotlight?" He gestured toward the man singing bawdy songs in the centre of the circle.

"I'm not an entertainer."
"Come on, Loris. These people are cut off from the whole Solar System. Give them a good story and they'll be eating out of your hand. And I'll bet you've got a hell of a story."
Loris rose and walked into the firelight. The singer bowed and sat down. She stood a moment, wild and magnificent in the flickering light, looking at the faces about her, and then she spoke:
"My friends, I'm a spacer, not a storyteller. I'm more accustomed to the loneliness of space than the noise and revelry of a village compound, but I have to take the spotlight to express to you my joy and gratitude for your kindness to Slava and myself. We have little to offer you in return--a willing arm, a few skills, a smile or two." She turned to Slava, who blushed amid the cheers. "But a smile is no small thing in a place like this, where decent men are transformed into beasts.

"Think of it! Two women, who arrived only today, defenceless--" There was a resounding chorus of laughter and catcalls. "--and in fear of their lives. And what do we find? A wise and benevolent leader, a secure and private home, a group of generous and civilized men, of loving and courageous women. And this, a celebration of welcome which, after the degradation of our imprisonment, is enough to bring tears to our eyes."
Slava, as if on cue, burst into tears. The fireside circle rang with shouts of concern and comfort. The Chief barely managed to suppress his laughter.

"And so, in partial repayment and as my contribution to the festivities, since I can neither sing nor dance--"
"Don't dance, Loris," someone shouted. "You'll kill somebody."
"--I beg leave to tell you a story."
"Yes. A story."
"Tell us, Loris. Tell us."
Loris paused, looking about her. And suddenly she realized what to do: she would imitate Karil. How many times had she marvelled at his way with an audience, in a Martian commune dining-hall, or at a table in a Ganymede spacer bar, or even in Atalanta's recreation cabin, with no-one to impress but Loris and Atty? She would frequently scoff at his histrionics and his grand gestures, but was always entertained.

Her voice dropped to an ominous tone. "This is a story fit for firelight, an epic tale of terror and danger, of murder and betrayal, and the cruelty--I blush to say it!--of a woman. No, not a woman. A witch. A sorceress. A creature by the name of Madame Feronia."
A beast-like growl swept about the circle.

Loris' voice rose like that of a preacher in a pulpit. "But it is also a tale of courage and human endurance, of undying friendship, and of love." Her eyes met Slava's. The girl sat watching her, the tears on her face glistening in the firelight. Utter silence descended upon the group. The only sounds were the crackling of the fire, the whisper of the wind in the trees, and the occasional human voice carried to them from a landscape in the sky.

She told them of the Professor's great starship and the mystery of the vanishing solar sailers, of Karil's shipwreck and Slava's plucky rescue, the battle in the Lotus Pool and the desperate flight through the Great Red Spot, of Slava's rescue from the Ganymede slavers and reunion with Karil, his courageous boarding of the doomed Zephyr and his subsequent disappearance, and finally of Madame Feronia's poisonous treachery.

The Chief listened in open-mouthed admiration as she reduced her audience to tears, cheers, gasps of horror, and shouts of rage by turns.

Finally she stood in silence, breast heaving with emotion, fists clenched at her sides. The audience sat enraptured, waiting for the next word. She said nothing.
"Death to Feronia," a voice growled.

Another voice joined in, and then another, and a chant began.

"Death to Feronia. Death to the High Companies."
The chant continued. Suddenly other voices joined in the chorus, picking up the refrain, drifting toward them out of the blackness from villages far away. The great cylinder rang with the chant.

Lights appeared in the sky.

The Chief leapt to his feet. "Kill that fire," he shouted. "Bury it. Everyone into your huts. Put out those torches. Clear the area. Hurry."
The fire was buried in sand. Bodies rushed everywhere in the diminishing light of quenched torches. The Chief grabbed Loris' arm in passing.

"And you said you weren't a storyteller."
"I didn't think I was."

In a moment, the compound was deserted. The fires smouldered and the population sat in darkness in their huts. Loris and Slava huddled together, peering out through chinks in the wall. Flashing lights hovered in the air over the compound as searchlights swept the ground amid the roaring of engines and the rush of wind. Then the lights darted away toward distant villages where shouting still rang out.

"I love you, Loris," Slava said.

"Then be brave, Slava. And don't forget Karil. Ever."
Slava crawled into Loris' arms. They curled up together beneath a gift-blanket, warming each other in the chill of the night.


***

Madame Feronia stood on her terrace, her dark hair fluttering in the breeze that always arose after the mirrors had been closed to create the night. The lights of the riot-cars flickered like fireflies above and below, and the distant sound of shouting and gunfire drifted up from the darkness. Captain Kesho appeared behind her.

"The situation is under control, Madame," he said. "A few drunken parties--nothing more."
She nodded. "And is there any news from our operative at Juno?"
"He failed in his attempt to assassinate Kelley's assistant. The young man is in hiding now, working on some project whose nature we cannot determine."
"And our operative?"
"Dead."
"That's fortunate, at least. Is the Doctor here?"
"Yes, he is, Madame, but I don't think you should..."
"I'll do what I think best, Kesho." She returned to her splendid chambers to find the Doctor waiting. She stretched out on a lounge and held out her arm.

"Madame," the Doctor said, "these sessions are destroying you, slowly but surely. In my opinion..."
"Give me the shot, Doctor."
He sighed and injected her. "Watch her, Captain," he said. "She could do herself an injury."
"I will, Doctor."
The physician left and in a moment Madame Feronia was tossing and turning in disturbed sleep. Sweat broke out on her brow. She tore open her blouse.

Kesho watched impassively from a nearby chair. "What do you see, Madame?" he asked.

"The fires of Hell. I see death. It's the heat. I can't breathe." She sat up and reached out for him, eyes wild and unfocused. Suddenly an expression of peace and contentment appeared on her face.

"What do you feel?"
"Happiness. Release. There's a light. I'm going toward it." She smiled and tried to embrace the air. "He's there."
"Your husband?"

"Yes. There's a tunnel, deep in the earth. The air is cool and refreshing. There's a lake, and forest all around. A wild place, where no man has been, except my husband." She threw up her hands in terror.

"What is it?"
"Creatures. Great creatures. They're monstrous. Carved in stone. No, in ice. They're frozen. And machines. Enormous machines. The roar is deafening. It's the Earth."
"Madame?"
"It's the Earth. I recognize it, but it's different. It's changed. Tell me what it means."
"Madame, I don't..."
"Take me with you. Don't leave me behind. I can't do it without you. Too many enemies. I can't trust anyone. Don't leave me, please."
She listened, head cocked to one side. For a moment her face appeared like that of a little girl. Kesho, though he had seen many horrors in his life, found his flesh crawling.

"Titan," she said. "I'll remember. Titan is the enemy. They must be stopped. I'll remember. Go to the High Companies. Work together. Captain Solla is the contact. He has the ear of the Council. Offer them anything, short of controlling interest."
She reached out again, her expression one of heart-breaking loss and sadness. "Don't go. Take me with you." And she hung her head. "Yes, I understand. Until then. I'll do as you say. I'll be strong. I'll be as ruthless as you were. Nothing will stop me. No one will stand in my way."
She turned on Kesho a look of ice and steel which changed as suddenly to a look of dreamy contentment. Her head fell forward and her body relaxed.

Kesho rose and felt her pulse.

"You're mad, Madamne Feronia," he said. "These trances of yours are going to kill you one day, and your financial empire will collapse like a house of cards. Then I will go home to my village."
He covered her with a blanket and left.


CHAPTER NINE


HADES

Every time a robot crawler returned, it had to be overhauled. The heat and acid would corrode its surface and work its way into the interior, under ninety atmospheres of pressure, destroying whole systems.
The crawlers entered the hangar red-hot and radiating. Despite the refrigeration, Karil, like the others, worked stripped to the waist and dripping with perspiration. The guards watched from behind ports, cool and bored.

Fortunately, however, Karil was good with calculations and was often assigned to the computer room, where the data collected by the crawlers was collated and beamed to the colony above. There was always a guard looking over his shoulder, but the data on the screen was Greek to him, and Karil could punch up whatever information he wanted.

He studied the charts until the surface of Venus was as familiar to him as that of Mars. He studied the research complex, the shuttle schedule, the layout of the colony above.

Sometimes, too, he was assigned to the kitchen. The guards were well-fed with fresh food from the colony. Karil would steal eggs, smuggle them back to his room and hide them in a warm place.

He got to know both guards and prisoners. The young man who had spoken to him above did not last long; he was killed while resisting rape and his killer served as an example to the next batch of arriving prisoners. Most of the other prisoners had as little use for Karil as anyone else, but two became his friends--Archiv and the Beast.

Archiv was a trusty, but well-liked nonetheless for his quiet manner and willingness to be of service to guard and prisoner alike. He had been a librarian, and still kept the handful of books the prisoners were allowed to read. He was almost as widely-read as Karil and their conversations bored everyone to tears.

The Beast's nickname arose from his enormous size and the fact that his number was 666. But like many giants he was a gentle man, unless provoked to rage. One such rage, many years ago, was responsible for him being in the Hole. He had been sent to Venus during the early years of the Rebellion, and eventually Karil discovered that he, too, had been a friend of Progeny. He had spent many years in isolation and Karil was able to fill him in on Progeny's last years of life, for which the Beast was enormously grateful.

One day, one of the robot crawlers failed to return, and a manned vehicle had to be sent after it, down the slope and into the lowlands. Archiv volunteered.

"You're crazy," the other prisoners told him. "Everybody knows the lowlands are haunted."

Archiv only laughed.

"I tell you true," said one old veteran. "The ghosts of Venus' victims wander there. It's the loneliness that gets them. They want souls to join them in their wanderings. They come right into the crawler after you and steal your wits away."
"He's right," said another. "I was there once. I could hear their voices through the bulkhead, like the voices of the drowned that ancient sailors used to hear on Earth."
"Those were whales," Karil said.

"Whales? There ain't no whales on Venus."
"No, that's what the ancient sailors heard. The songs of whales."
"Maybe you're right about that. But here it's ghosts. They called me by name. Called the guard by name too. We were both scared shitless. He said: let's go back up the slope and hang around for a while, and when we get back, I'll tell them we went on in the lowlands but the equipment failed. He kept his word, too. That's how scared he was."
"Which guard was that?"
"He ain't here anymore. Got himself transferred topside as soon as he could. Took a big pay-cut too."
Archiv scoffed and left in a crawler with a guard, who was not particularly enthralled, but had little choice in the matter, crawler duty being on a strict rotation.

Hours crept by and the second crawler was long overdue. There had been no radio-response for quite some time, and Karil was in the hangar with the Beast when it was finally sighted, creeping toward them across the plateau. Guards and prisoners alike gathered in the hangar.

It cycled through the lock and when it was cool enough to approach, Karil and the Beast opened the hatch. Ignoring his burns, the Beast forced his bulk inside. He emerged in tears, cradling Archiv's body in his arms. The expression on the dead lad's face was one of stark terror. Shocked whispers swept the room.

Karil climbed inside and found the guard slumped in the corner, jabbering to himself. As Karil approached, he screamed.

"No. Don't touch me. Get away. Keep them away." He thrust Karil aside, leapt from the crawler, and crouched like an animal at bay. He fell upon the other guards as they approached and it took four to subdue him.

"Send for a shuttle," the Warden said, appearing at the door. "Take him to the hospital topside. Madame Feronia will want to question him. What about the prisoner, is he alive?"
"He's dead," the Beast said. "He died of fright."
"Bad luck," the Chief said. "She'd want to question him too." He turned away.

Before anyone could move, the Beast was upon him, lifting him off the floor and slamming him against the wall. "Murderer!" he shouted. "Monster!" One of the guards swung his laser-rifle in his direction.

Karil dove for the weapon, but he was too late. The laser cut cleanly into the Beast's back and he slumped to the floor. The Chief crawled out from under his body.

"Take the prisoners to their cells. You, get on line and get that shuttle down here. A few casualties and the place falls to pieces."
Karil knew it was time to act; everyone was on the verge of panic and it would not take much to push them over. When order was restored, security would be tighter than ever. Locked in his cell, he waited until he could hear the roar of the descending shuttle outside. Then he took his eggs out of hiding, climbed up onto his bunk, and inserted them one by one into the air-vent. He could hear them break as they fell and the stench of rotten egg filled the room.

Sirens began to wail. A guard ran through the corridor, shouting:
"Sulphur-dioxide! Leak in section Four. Evacuate Section Four!"
The cell-doors sprung open and the corridors were filled with rushing bodies. Karil made his way to the crawler hangar unchallenged. In a few minutes, he had started one of the huge vehicles, cycled through the lock, and was creeping toward the shuttle-pad. He mated with the space-vehicle and opened the hatch.

He stuck his head and shoulders through, blocking the view of the crawler's interior. A guard appeared at the other end of the tunnel.

"Warden says we need the Doc," Karil said. "Hurry!"
The Doctor pulled the guard aside and squeezed through. He looked about with a puzzled expression. "Where's the...?"
Karil silenced him with a right cross and crawled through the tunnel into the shuttle. "Doc says he needs help with the patient. He's pretty hard to manage."
As the guard stooped to enter, Karil snatched his stun-gun from his holster. "Everyone into the crawler. You too."
The guards and the pilot crawled through into the hatch. Karil secured it and broke the connection with a hiss. He slipped into the pilot's seat, watching the crawler make its way slowly back to the dome, fired the engines, and lifted off.

The broiling plains of Lakshmi sped beneath him. The Vesta Palisades dropped away and he descended into the lowlands of the Sedna Plains, where the perfect hiding-place existed--a portion of the planet which no-one had ever succeeded in mapping. He would hide there and make his plans for his assault on the colony above. It would be assumed that he had headed for orbit, and no-one would ever think to look for him there, in the uncharted, haunted lowlands.

***
The shuttle lay, a tangled mass of corroding steel, on the outer slope of the northern wall of Sappho Crater. The hull was still intact, thick steel pressure-plates unbroken in the crash, but Karil's body lay sprawled across the instrument panel.

He observed it from above, without passion, without attachment. The body had served him well in life, but its demands had been a burden. He was surprised to realize how little he would miss it.

He turned toward the light. It seemed to enfold him and he moved through luminous mist, drifting down a long tunnel. There was a figure waiting for him, shadowy at first, but soon revealed as a paunchy, ship-suited man with long sandy hair and a drooping moustache.

"I knew you wouldn't make it this time, Stillborn," he said.

"Shagrug?"
"In the flesh. No, that's not right. What should I say? In the astral body?"
"I think that's the term," Karil said.

"Well, you know more about this mystical crap than I do."
Karil walked, or perhaps drifted, closer. He examined his former captain's grinning face. How long had it been since Shagrug's death? Terry's son, named after him, must be eight or nine now, in Martian years.

"Too bad Atty can't be with us, eh, Stillborn? We could buzz some of these humourless assholes and scare the astral shit out of them. But she's got no soul, they tell me. That's a load of crap, if you ask me. Atty had more soul than most of the human beings I've met. Look, there's a lot of people been waitin' to see you. Turn around."
Karil turned and saw Johanna approaching. If anything, she was more beautiful than she had been in life. There was no sign of the laser-hole through her heart, but of course Shagrug had been blown to bits, so the condition of ones body at death obviously made no difference here. Funny, he thought, the things one thinks of.

"I've been waiting a long time for you, Karil," she said. "So many times I thought you were about to join us, but you managed to wriggle out of it at the last moment." She smiled radiantly and Karil smiled back, filled with joy at seeing her again. "But I didn't mind waiting," she went on. "It wasn't your time yet."
"It was really sweet of Terry, wasn't it?" Shagrug said. "Naming the kids after us. And Jay too, of course."
"Jay! Where is he?"
"Over here, Still."
Karil turned and saw Jay Coldwell's familiar lanky figure emerging from the mist. Not even death could dim the sparkle in his eye, or the sardonic grin.

"Well, here we are," he said. "A couple of atheists surprised to find themselves in the afterlife. The undiscovered country. Sure makes us look like a couple of fools, doesn't it? Remember all those serious discussions in the student quarters?"
"Maybe it's not true. Maybe I'm hallucinating."

"Same old Karil," Jay laughed. "What would you prefer? Gardens with hot and cold running houris? Or gloomy shades flitting through limbo? I'm not sure what this is all about myself, Still, but I think it's the collective unconscious. When you die, apparently, some kind of personality survives, and because our lives were linked, we're here together. Even your mother."
"What?"
"Look over there."
She appeared as she had appeared in the hologram he had possessed as a child--a dark Sudanese-Greek beauty dressed in High Company concubine's silks.

"Mother?"
"Yes, Ali Karil." Her voice was soft and gentle, like Atalanta's. "You are surprised, Ali Karil. I sound like your beloved ship."
"How did you know what she sounds like? Or do you know everything here?"
She laughed daintily. "No, not everything. Your friend Shagrug said much the same. That my voice reminded him of Atalanta. Perhaps you heard my voice in the womb and that is why you became so close to her so quickly."
"But you died before I was born."
"The soul is aware of things the brain cannot know, Ali Karil. My brain was dead, my body alive in a machine, and yet I saw you. I saw my body give birth to you, I watched you grow into manhood, I recognized your friends when they appeared here, one by one, and we have waited together."
Karil was overwhelmed with joy. He turned and smiled at Shagrug, who grinned broadly. He exchanged loving glances with Johanna. He turned to Jay.

"I wanted to talk to you, Jay. I wanted to say how sorry I was that we drifted apart. Terry came between us, somehow, though it was the last thing she wanted."
"I know, Still. It's all right. It really is. I had hoped you would stay with her on Mars when I died. You should go back to her, you know. She needs you."
"What? How can I do that? I'm dead too. At least, I think I'm dead."
"You're not dead, Karil," Johanna told him. "You're hovering between life and death. Your body is in the prison hospital even now."
"I have to go back? I don't want to go back. I want to stay with you. All of you. Where's Loris and Slava?"
They appeared beside him, as if summoned by their names. He reached out to embrace them, his heart leaping with joy, but some force restrained him.

"You've got to go back, Karil," Loris said. "You've been brought here to receive an important message. I don't understand much about it, myself. I just got here. Jay's the one you should listen to."
Karil turned to Jay.

"We haven't much time," the latter said. "They're working on reviving your body. There's a lot you'll have to take on faith. Of course," he laughed, "faith was never your strong point. But this is important."
"I'm listening. Go on."
"We're in touch with things here. We have all the memories of mankind to draw on. We can see patterns that the living can't see, wrapped up as they are in themselves. But you might be able to understand, because you're a citizen of the Solar System and have no allegiance to one small moon or planet. And you understand history.

"The Solar System is an island, quarantined by distance from the other stars. That's no accident, Karil. There's a purpose behind it. We have an abundance of energy in the sun--billions of years' worth. We have the Belt--ores and minerals we can gather like shells on a beach. We have water, and fuel--entire worlds of the stuff, Karil. Everything we need, and all safely isolated by the speed of light, so we can develop without interference.

"But Professor Kelley's about to break that quarantine. I love the man, Karil, but he's playing with fire."
"Why? Is there danger out there?"
"Terrible danger. We've been naive, Karil. Remember all those discussions about extra-terrestrial life? About alien civilizations? Either they're younger than us and therefore no threat, or they're older and therefore wiser. But we were wrong."
"How do you know?"

"Because they've been here before. Long before written history, but not before racial memory. I've had glimpses of them myself, Karil. They're not benign. What they are is unconcerned. We mean no more to them than animals mean to us. Of course, most of us like to think we're naturally kind to animals, but it doesn't stop us from locking them up in cages, experimenting on them, slaughtering them for food. Hell, we do all that to each other now and then.

"Has climbing up the gravity well made us any wiser, Karil? Have the resources of the Solar System eliminated poverty and tyranny? How can we expect interstellar travel to do the trick?

"We can't afford to leave the solar system, Still. We can't afford to draw that much attention to ourselves. We're not powerful enough, not united enough. Somebody's got to convince Charles of the danger."
"Jay's right, Karil," Loris said.

"You want me to stop the Project? It'll break the man's heart."
"I know, Karil, but once he's joined us, once he understands, he'll see it's for the best. But it'll be too late then. The Odysseus will be on its way and out of reach."
"Remember the last lines of Hamlet?" Jay said. "Absent thee from felicity awhile. Go back, Karil. Talk to the Professor. Convince him."

His friends began to recede. He cried out and reached for them, but they were gone. There was darkness and then a bright light gleaming on porcelain and steel.

"I have a pulse," someone said. "Nurse! Quickly!"
He drifted into sleep.
***
Loris had cut the legs off her prison trousers and tied her shirt-tails in a knot, leaving her midriff bare. As she worked in the fields, onlookers could not help but admire her powerful legs and washboard stomach. Slava had dispensed with her oversized trousers altogether, belting her shirt at the waist to make a short dress. Her hair was longer now, and her skin tan. Even in rags, Loris thought, she managed to be as cute as a button.

By the end of the work-day, they were usually filthy. They would make their way to the irrigation-system standpipe near the Big Hill, where a long-neglected leak had caused a pool of water to collect in a shallow depression. Here they would take turns bathing, each standing guard over the other.

Hard work had made Slava's muscles taut and firm; Loris often found herself distracted by the sight and sound of the girl splashing the ice-cold water over her body. She tended to linger, of late, as she massaged Slava's shoulders. She would finish by lightly stroking her back from shoulder-blades to sacral dimples.

"Did Karil teach you that?" Slava asked, as she enjoyed the delicate stroke of Loris' deadly fingertips. "Or did you teach it to Karil?"

Loris smiled. "I don't recall, actually. He was always good with his hands. I suppose we both learned the art of massage from Terry. Living in a mining colony, she learned at an early age."

"I've always wondered. What do you do together, when you're...with someone."

"I'm not sure we should get into that subject right now," Loris said. "Come on. It's time for your lesson." She slapped Slava on the bottom and stood. Slava dressed and followed her to the grassy knoll where her lessons took place every evening.

"All right. What have you learned so far?"

"Don't be intimidated by a man's size or weight. You can use it against him."

"Show me." Loris reached for her throat. Slava grabbed her shirt-front, fell back, and tossed Loris over her shoulder.

"Very good." Of course, it would not have taken much for Loris to have countered the movement and turned the tables on the girl, and Slava would have been pretty much helpless against a well-trained opponent, but the chances were good that an attacking male of twice her weight would be overconfident enough to be taken by surprise.

"All right. What else did you learn?"

Loris leapt to her feet and confronted her again. Slava demonstrated--stiffened fingers in the kidneys, a swift chop to the windpipe, a foot to the kneecap, a knee in the groin. Slava was not good enough to pull her punches adequately and a less agile instructor than Loris would have ended up black and blue, if not unconscious, but the girl was not learning how to spar, she was learning how to maim and kill.

"Remember, Slava, you must move smoothly, as in a ballet, one movement flowing into the next. If you were attacked by enemies on all sides, you wouldn't have time to think of your next move. It would have to be automatic, instinctive. Now see if you can pin me."

Loris grabbed Slava by the shoulders, kicked her feet out from under her, and threw her to the ground. Slava rolled away an instant before Loris landed on top of her, seized the woman's wrist and bent her arm into a painful position behind her. Somehow, in a movement too swift to see, the position was reversed. To her surprise, Slava found herself on her back, arms pinned to the ground, helpless beneath her tutor.

"That's the problem with getting too close, Slava. Always try to keep on your feet and out of reach, if you can. Dart in, strike, and step back. If a man gets you into a position where his upper-body strength is an advantage, it's your ass on the line. Or whatever else he's after. I don't outweigh you by more than a few kilos, but I'll bet you can't escape."

Slava did her best, squirming and grunting, trying to throw Loris off. In the struggle their shirts came undone and their sweat-slippery breasts rubbed together with a sucking sound. Slava was panting now, her skin flushed and her nipples hard.

Suddenly she lifted her head from the ground and kissed Loris passionately. Like the bursting of a dam, they were grinding their bodies together, covering each other's faces with kisses.

"That's a pretty picture, for sure," said a voice.

Too fast to follow, they were both on their feet and crouched for combat. Half a dozen men surrounded them, well out of reach, with makeshift but deadly-looking crossbows in their hands. Slava reverted to type, blushing and drawing the remnants of her shirt over her breasts. Loris' eyes darted from bearded face to bearded face, her body trembling from passion instantly converted to rage.

"Keep back," said one whose size and well-scarred body revealed him to be the leader. "Don't let her get too close." He smiled, revealing several missing teeth. "We know all about you, Loris. We've been watching you since you came. I'd hate to put a bolt through that gorgeous body of yours, but I will if you make a sudden move. Got that?"

"I got it. What do you want?"

One man began to laugh, but the leader silenced him with a look. "Our chief wants to see you. Walk in that direction, both of you. We'll keep back out of reach, but not out of range. Move!"

Loris and Slava set off down the road.
***

"I don't know how you did it," the Doctor said. "They brought you in yesterday, more dead than alive. Now you're on the verge of recovery. I've never seen the like of it."

Karil did not care. He was experiencing a profound sense of loss at finding himself alive again. The Doctor's attempts to engage him in conversation failed and the man left when his instrument-reading was done.

The sunlight reflected into the cylinder poured through the window, and he could hear the voices of prisoners. From this angle, he could even see one of the green landscapes in the sky, but this did not cheer him.

Lying there, strapped to a bed with tubes in his arms, it was easy to believe that his experience in the lowlands was all in the mind. Under the stress of the situation, drifting into coma, he had taken Malik's story, his own desire to be reunited with his loved ones, and conventional tales of out-of-body experiences, and moulded them together into a convincing hallucination.

But why should his imaginary dead try to convince him to stop the Odysseus Project? Was he prey to some unconscious fear of interstellar exploration--the ancient fear of the unknown? It was contrary to the pattern of his entire life. Had he been in some way influenced by Malik's obsession?

It had seemed so real! And even now, as he questioned his own motives and memories, there was an overwhelming desire to escape, to make his way back to the Project site and convince the Professor the ship must never be launched.

The door opened. Madame Feronia and Captain Kesho entered the room.

Karil burst out laughing.

"What's so funny!" Feronia demanded. "What do you mean by this?"

Karil managed to control himself. "You had me strapped down so I wouldn't attack you, right? But I don't want to anymore. I broke out of the Hole to do just that, and now that you're here, I couldn't care less."

"Explain yourself. What happened down there? I must know. You'll tell me or I'll..."

"Or you'll what? Kill me? There's nothing I'd like better. Your threats mean nothing to me. Besides, you'd be a fool to kill me. Your wisest move would be to let me go, so I can accomplish your goals for you." He exploded in merriment again.

"He's hysterical," Kesho said.

"No, he's not. He's changed. He's seen something that changed him." She came forward and sat on the edge of the bed, tried to use a gentle tone. "Karil, listen to me. Is there a message for me?"

"What?"

"Did you see my husband?"

"What the hell are you talking about?"

She seized him by the shoulders and shook him. "You saw something! What was it?"

"Madame," said Captain Kesho, "he's still on intravenous. You'll injure him."

"Tell me," she said, calming herself. "I'll make it worth your while. What do you want? I can get it for you. Freedom? Wealth?"

"What do I want!" Karil shouted. "I want to join Loris and Slava, that's what I want."

"That can be arranged," she said, but not in a threatening tone of voice. Before he could puzzle out the meaning of this, she went on. "I'll confide in you. To show you I can be trusted."

"I wouldn't trust you if..."

"Listen to me! There have always been stories. Tales of ghosts and strange happenings on the surface. I didn't believe them, of course, though I encouraged the rumours, to keep the prisoners in line. Then it happened to me.

"I saw my dead husband. I thought I'd gone crazy after they brought me back, but the memory haunted me. It still does. I've tried drugs, hypnosis, séances. I've never been able to contact him since. But I know I saw him and that he spoke to me. I must know, Karil. Did you see him?"

Karil stared at her in astonishment. "You must be the most self-centred person alive. I saw my own ghosts, like Malik did. Not yours."

"Yes. Malik. I know what he experienced. Until now, he was the only person to return with his sanity."

"Don't be too sure of that. Besides, he was wrong in at least one major point--aside from the ridiculous notion of Progeny as a saint--his mission. He's dead. I killed him myself. What became of his mission then?"

"Couldn't his mission have been to send you here?"

"Wait a minute," Karil said. "I don't understand." He narrowed his gaze. "What did your husband tell you?"

"He gave me advice. Told me to keep his empire intact. Buy this. Take over that. I followed his advice and was fabulously successful. But there was one thing he emphasized--take over the Odysseus Project. Take control of it any way I could and wait for further instructions. I'm on the verge of doing that now, but I've had no further word. I've even returned to the surface, wandered everywhere over that plain. I've had special shuttles built, created for that environment. They're waiting now, on the other cylinder, if only..."

"Go back to the beginning. How did your husband die?"

"He was forced down in a storm somewhere in the lowlands. We heard his last signal as he went in, but it was garbled. We had only an approximate location. We searched for the ship, no longer believing he was alive, but hoping to find the body. I was risking my life, but we needed his body for legal reasons. And I...loved him. On one flight, our own shuttle crashed. My pilot was killed and I lingered, half dead. My husband came and spoke to me."

"This is too much co-incidence," Karil said. "Three nearly identical experiences."

"Four. One of our guards, Captain Solla, experienced the same thing."

"Solla? Armand Solla?"

"You know him?"

"Everybody in the Rebellion knows him. I've been in his custody myself."

"Several prisoners and guards have come into contact with something. Voices. Apparitions. They all turned and fled, or died, or went insane. Only we four have actually conversed with the dead and lived to tell about it."

"Unless, of course, it's a trick."

"A trick? What kind of trick?"

"Well, there's no way I can tell how long I was unconscious, under your doctor's care. Some sort of drug-induced hypnosis, a post-hypnotic suggestion, and I wake up miraculously converted to your way of thinking--like Malik. And your story--why should I believe it? I hardly believe my own."

"What do you mean: converted to my way of thinking? Something important has happened to you. What did you see? What happened down there?"

Karil peered at her suspiciously, but saw no reason not to tell her. Maybe she could even help him understand.

"It was the classic post-death experience. We've all read about it. We all know what death is supposed to be like. I hovered over my body. I was drawn to a light. I saw my dead. Shagrug first, my first captain. An appropriate guide to the other world, don't you think? It was in his company that I first left Earth.

"Then there was Johanna. As an astrogator, she's a logical companion for Shagrug. Then my best friend Jay, to welcome me to the other world. We were very close. I always trusted him. He opened up the world of the mind to me. Do you see how the pattern works? Then my mother, to make me feel I'd finally come home. Then, Loris and Slava, who..."

Madame Feronia stood suddenly, her expression like ice. "I'll get the truth out of you eventually, Stilbon. You'll be sorry you lied to me. Captain, I want this man guarded night and day. When he's in perfect condition, send for me. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Madame. We'd better go now."

Karil continued to stare after the door had closed. The woman was unfathomable, as mad as Malik, as mad as Solla was said to be. Perhaps she really had been to the lowlands. It seemed that everyone who came back from that place was insane, including Karil.


CHAPTER TEN


SIRENS

"I don’t know what you said to the Old Lady," the Doctor told him, "but she's got a whole squad of guards in the corridor. I refused to allow her to post a guard in the room. It's a goddamn hospital, I said. Now we've got all these goons blocking traffic in the hallway."
Karil was in a wheelchair by the window, looking out into the cylinder. The doctor squeezed by him and leaned out.

"She told me to make sure you couldn't get out this way," he went on. "Wanted to know why there were no bars on the windows. I told her we weren't much troubled by prisoners trying to break out of the hospital back into prison. Christ, you'd have to be an orangutan to get out this way. Besides, the guards' quarters are right below us. You'd drop right into their laps, even if the fall didn't kill you. Is there anything you'd like?"
"Any last requests, you mean? Before Feronia gets her hands on me?"
"Something like that."
"How about binoculars?"
The doctor glanced down into the Amazon camp, where a number of women were sunbathing. "Sure. Why not?"
He returned with them later and Karil spent the afternoon studying the interior of the cylinder. The hospital was halfway up the end-wall, in low gravity for the patients' comfort. He leaned out and examined the wall. There were balconies and terraces everywhere, but though Karil was a lot stronger than he pretended to be, he doubted his ability to make such formidable leaps.

And there were the guards. He could see them sunning themselves on a terrace not far away, conveniently overlooking the Amazon camp. It must have been their recreation centre; there was a swimming pool and the standard space-colony amusements...

Including hang-gliders. That was strange. Gliding in the zero-grav of the axis was great fun--Karil had grown up doing the same thing--but what guard would want to take the chance of landing alone among the prisoners?

Then he noticed the gas-canisters slung beneath. Riot-control gear. Very ingenious. The guards on the terrace could get to the scene of any disturbance without going back inside, taking an elevator to the hangar, and boarding a squad-shuttle. Might save them several minutes.

Karil studied the gliders for a while with covetous attention, but gave it up. What good would it do to be inside the cylinder? He needed out--access to a space-ship. He might live longer if he could get lost among the prisoners--it would take some time to find him in that crowd--but Feronia would find him eventually, if she had to seize and search every compound in the cylinder. And this was assuming he could get to the gliders and steal one from under the guards' noses. He doubted it.

He continued to peer at the landscapes above and below. A village with some activity going on in the square attracted his attention. A group of pretty foul-looking men had some prisoners of their own, locked up in tiger cages. Stoolies, he supposed, or members of a rival gang. They were being removed from the cages and dragged to the centre of the square to be staked out on the ground. Not a pretty business, to be sure.

Well, there wasn't much he could do about it. He shifted his gaze onward, but some morbid fascination brought him back.

"My God," he said. "They're women."
He focused on the scene. He could not see them well in the shadows of the compound, but one was tall and dark, the other small and blonde. They were badly outnumbered and being manhandled viciously, but fighting back. One broke loose and ran free for a moment--the dark one. She stumbled, obviously in pain from being cramped up in the tiger cage. Three men went after her, caught up with her. She turned, and in a single blur of movement, crippled all three of them before collapsing.

Karil dropped his binoculars in shock, and it was only the cord around his neck that prevented them from spinning to destruction a half-kilometre below. He quickly fished them up again and took another look. Then the tears of joy in his eyes blurred his vision and he tossed the binoculars back into the room. He wiped his eyes. He would have to be able to see extremely well, if he was to judge distances accurately.

His eyes swept the end-wall below. He might make that jump, but not that one, this but not this one. It would not do to slip; Karil no longer wanted to die.

He climbed out onto the window-ledge and swung outside. He leaned back against the frame, judged his distance, took a deep breath, and leaped. His fingers caught an edge and he hung on, managed to pull himself up onto the balcony. He crossed to the other end and readied himself for the next leap.

It was farther this time and he was not sure he could do it. But there seemed no choice. He backed up, bounded the length of the balcony onto the railing and kicked off from there.

One hand closed on crumbling masonry and he hung, swinging. Muscles straining, he pulled himself up and lay panting on the terrace.

No time to rest. The next leap was even longer, but he had a longer runway. He ran the length of the terrace, leaped across the void, crashed into a railing with blinding pain, felt himself slipping.

"Did you hear a noise?" someone asked.

Shit! Karil thought. He scrambled up onto the ledge, surprised at his own agility, and flattened against the wall as a man came through the door. Karil decked him, leaped through the door, and landed on a woman in bed.

His hand covered her mouth, choking off her scream, and a quick right cross rendered her unconscious. He turned, spotted the wine on the night-table, and tossed off a glass.

He'd needed that.

He stepped over the man, climbed up onto the ledge and made another leap, dropping two stories this time, landing and rolling gently. For a man newly resurrected from the dead, he was in remarkable shape.

The problem was: the next drop would put him on the guards' terrace, right in the middle of them. They would be surprised, no doubt, but too surprised to act? And if he hurt himself in the fall...

He could always land in the pool. But then he would have to scramble out again and that would take precious time.

Suddenly the guards were leaping to their feet from deck-chairs. Karil dropped behind the parapet. Had they seen him? He peeked over the edge.

No, they were lining up along their own parapet, looking at the landscape below. One pointed and Karil saw a crowd surging along the road, headed toward the compound where Loris and Slava were imprisoned.
A rescue mission? To the guards it was an incipient riot.

Then he noticed one guard who had not gotten up. He was enormously fat, asleep on a lounge with sleep-mask and ear-phones on.

Karil vaulted over the parapet and dropped, landed on the fat guard's stomach, causing an ear-splitting shriek. The lounge collapsed, but the bounce put Karil a good distance toward the hang-gliders.

The guards at the parapet turned at the sound of the scream and saw him. One shook off his surprise before the others and leaped toward him. Karil stiff-armed him away, flung two others apart and bounded between them, kicked a fourth into the pool. He reached the nearest glider, tore off a tear-gas canister, and dashed it to the ground in the midst of the guards.

Amid the coughing and spluttering, his own eyes streaming, he tore the glider from its rack and leaped into space. A hand grasped his ankle at the last moment and he kicked a face. But he was thrown off balance and was slewing into the wall. For one terrifying instant he contemplated a crumpled glider and a long spinning tumble.

He shifted his weight, managed to gain control, and soared over the hills. Where was the village? That way, where the crowd was headed.

He glanced back and saw gliders coming after him. A thousand sirens seemed to go off at once. Karil held onto the bar with one hand, reached out and opened a canister, leaving a trail of tear-gas behind him. One guard flew into it and tumbled like Icarus to the earth. The others wasted time avoiding the smoke.

As he glided into the village compound, he saw Loris on her knees, held by several men. One had a dagger against her throat and another was holding her by the hair, forcing her to watch what was happening to Slava.

She was naked on the ground, spread-eagled, four men holding down her arms and legs. A fifth was standing over her, unfastening his trousers. Slava was struggling and screaming, but suddenly she looked up at the sky and her eyes widened in astonishment.

The would-be rapist turned in time to see Karil coming, but too late to duck. Karil swung forward and kicked him full in the face with both feet, used his slumping body as a springboard by the simple expedient of stepping off his shoulders, and ploughed into Loris and her captors.

Not surprisingly, their grip on her loosened. Two received broken windpipes, another a fractured jaw, and another much worse. Karil and Loris leaped upon the crowd surrounding Slava, and found her on her feet in the midst of them, lashing out with foot and hand.

"Nice, eh?" Loris said. "I taught her." She ruptured a man's kidney as she spoke.

Karil fractured a collarbone with his elbow. "Very nice," he said, and kicked someone in the chest.

"I won't ask where in Hell you came from," Loris said. She grabbed someone by the arm, flung him toward Karil, and Karil broke his jaw.

"Long story," he said. "Later."
A crowd gathered about them, pressing forward, armed with knives and clubs. Other men had ducked into the long-hut and emerged with cross-bows. Karil and Loris and Slava stood back to back to back. The stockade-gate splintered into matchwood and a crowd of men and women poured into the compound. The sky filled with police-craft and tear-gas rained down upon them.

A white-haired man ran up to Loris. "Are you all right?" he asked.

"I'm fine, Chief. This is--cough--Karil."
"Karil! I'll be damned!" He bellowed with laughter.

Karil coughed a greeting. In the smoke, he could see police-craft landing everywhere, disgorging riot-helmeted guards.

"Look," he shouted over the roar. "Just what we need."
He grabbed Slava, ducking as she swung her tiny fist at him. She put her hand to her mouth. "Karil! I'm sorry."
"Don't mention it. Come on."
"My clothes..."
"The hell with your clothes." He took off his pyjama top and wrapped it around her. "Come on."
He threw her over his shoulder and carried her to the shuttle, yanked open the door, grabbed the pilot by the arm and tossed him to Loris. He dumped Slava inside and they climbed in after her. Loris stretched out her arm to the Chief.

"Come on. Now's your chance."
He started forward, and stopped. "My people," he said. "I have to stay with them."

She smiled. "So long, Chief." She bent down and kissed him. "Third man I ever kissed," she said.
"Who was the first?" Karil asked.

"Shut up and close the door."
"This'll make one hell of a story," the Chief shouted over the roaring engine. He grabbed a riot-cop who was running toward the shuttle, snatched his club away, and tripped him with it. He waved as the craft leapt skyward.

The village dropped away beneath them. A few laser-beams flashed after them, out of the smoke, but they were well wide of the mark.

"Now what?" Slava asked. "How do we get out?"
"Through the window," Karil said.

"No! You'll kill us. You'll kill everybody."
"This colony's a lot bigger than yours, Slava. Much more air inside. The damage will be repaired before the pressure drops that much. They'll just have to stop fighting and scramble, that's all."
"Pursuit," Loris said. Several craft were behind them.

"They won't catch us."
"Just out of curiosity, where are we going when we get outside?"
"Venus."
"In this thing? It might as well be made of balsa-wood."
"We'll change cabs."

A kilometre-wide expanse of blue glass rushed toward them. It was like falling into the sea. Karil fired both bow-lasers into it and two adjacent panels exploded into slivers in their path. A black hole opened up and air-pressure sucked them through and flung them into space.

"Pursuit has broken off," Loris said. "I guess they've got more important things to worry about."
"Heads up."
Titanic clockwork was whirling all about them. Mirrors. Solar collectors. Enormous cables. Under Karil's control, the tiny ship darted among them like a grasshopper through a reaper. Karil steered the shuttle to the other cylinder and verniered up to the landing pad.

"Police," he shouted into the com. "Open that hatch. Quickly!"
"Yes, Sir," said a voice. A hatch irised open and they drifted inside. As the lock was being pressurized, Karil reached back over the seat and grabbed a weapon from the rack. He opened the hatch and thrust it into the startled lock-attendant's stomach.

"Madame Feronia's shuttle. Take us to it."
The attendant began to stutter.

"Quickly, Man. Or we'll turn you over to the blonde. She's vicious."
Slava did not look terribly vicious, dressed only in a too-large pyjama top, but the attendant was rattled. He kicked off down the corridor and the escapees trailed after him. They passed a skylight, saw hundreds of prisoners on an assembly line below, making electronic components. In a hangar at the end of the corridor, they found several shuttles, including one formidable craft with the name FERONIA in meter-tall letters on the side. The shielding was massive, the drivers enormous.
"This will do nicely," Karil said. He thrust the gun into the attendant's back and pushed him into the lock-control gantry, watched while he set the lock for automatic cycle.

"Don't kill me," the man said. "Please."
"I won't kill you." Karil began opening doors, found an empty storage-locker. "Inside. Count to one hundred and no peeking. Got that?"
"I think you're crazy."
"Would you rather come with us? We can double-date." He leaned forward and whispered. "You can take the brunette. She's only crippled twelve men today."
The attendant stared into Karil's face and Karil waggled his eyebrows at him. The man darted into the locker and closed the door. Karil raced for the shuttle as Loris fired up the drivers. He dove inside and spun the hatch tight, and in a moment they had cycled through a lock and were falling into the clouds.

Karil breathed a sigh of relief. He turned to Slava, kissed her passionately, turned and kissed Loris.

"Leave me alone. I'm driving."
"But I thought you were dead, both of you."
"I was afraid you were dead, too. I knew if you were still alive, you'd try something, but when I saw you coming out of the sky--on a hang-glider for God's sake..." She nearly doubled up in laughter, had to get control of herself to keep the shuttle on course. "Karil, you're the most entertaining person I ever met."
"Where's Atalanta?" Slava asked. "Is she on the surface?"
Karil's face fell. "That's why I thought you were dead."
"What happened?" Loris demanded. 

"The Poseidon got her, Lor. She's gone. I saw it happen."
"Fucking bastards," Loris said, and Slava burst into tears. Karil put his arm around her. Loris was silent now, eyes tearing.

After a moment, she said, "Now will you tell us what we're looking for down there?"
"I won't know that," Karil said, "until it finds us."

***

Karil spooned beef stew from the tin into his mouth. The shuttle sat on the surface of Venus, deep in the uncharted lowlands. "So when I saw you were still alive, I knew the whole experience had been phoney. Induced, somehow. Using information from my own mind. And Feronia wasn't responsible--she knew you weren't dead. You hear me?"
Loris was rummaging through the food-locker. "Look, the Old Lady's got a wine-cellar in here. How about that? Yes, I hear you. Go on."

"Whoever they are, their mind-control techniques are very sophisticated. They make the Quasi Police look like the Spanish Inquisition. I wasn't in their clutches that long--I couldn't have told them all those details. Their only source of information was my own memory. And their medicine is phenomenal. I was practically dead, and by the time I got to the prison hospital, I was nearly recovered. Much the same thing happened to Feronia, Malik, and Solla."
Loris sat down next to Slava and opened the wine. "And all to stop the Project, is that what you're saying?"
"That's how it looks to me."
Loris handed the bottle to Slava. "But why? And if they're so powerful, why can't they do it some simpler, more reliable way?"
"I think they're stuck here. I think they can't leave Venus."
"Why not?"
"Because we'd see they're not human, that's why."
Loris' eyes narrowed. "I beg your pardon?"
Karil sighed. "Look. These incidents have been happening ever since the research installations were built and serious exploration of the lowlands began. Most of the time they were content to scare the hell out of people and keep them away. Some people died, but I think that was a side-effect."
"I'll keep that in mind."
"Seriously, Lor. I don't think they like killing."
"You hope they don't like killing. Are you saying they're indigenous? Adapted to this environment?"
"No, no. I don't see how life could evolve under these conditions either. But we're here, aren't we?" He gestured toward the port and the lethal landscape outside. "A more advanced technology than ours could establish a really permanent base--undiscovered for God knows how long."
"This is so exciting," Slava said.

Karil grinned and took the bottle. "But ever since the Odysseus Project began--they must have found out about it from Solla, or Feronia's husband--they've been sending people out to stop it. I think..."
"Wait. Let me see if I'm crazy enough to follow your logic. You think they're from another solar system. They're afraid we'll stumble on their home planet."
"Exactly. It can't be far. How many light-years could they have travelled? There are limits, even to the most..."
"As a paranoid fantasy," Loris said, "I like it. But even if you're as mgonjwa as you sound, there's something spooky going on down here. Besides, Feronia's searching the skies for us right now and it's a hell of a lot easier to hide where we are, so we might as well stay for a while." She spooned up her stew. "So how do we find these aliens of yours?"
"I don't know. I've got a fairly good idea where they might be hiding, because there's a certain extent of territory no-one's been able to explore."
"What makes you think we can?"
"Because we're on to them now and won't be scared away. If we begin to see hallucinations, we'll know we're getting close."
"That's just fine. If they don't want to hallucinate us into a mountainside, all they have to do is leave our minds alone and we'll fly right by. We've got an area the size of the Atlantic Ocean floor to search. How long before this shuttle breaks down."
"Feronia designed it expressly for these conditions. Besides, I've got it pinpointed better than that." Karil went to the control-panel, displayed a map on the screen. "The Titan installation never reported anything amiss, and they pretty well explored the Aphrodite region..."
"Speaking of which, what happened to them? They were squashed flat after Malik left. How come, if these aliens don't like to...?"
"Malik did that. Planted a bomb to cover his escape. I'm sure of it."
"Great. Feronia, Malik, and Armand Solla, the three of them mad as a hatter, with entire armies at their disposal, and they're sent out to stop the Project at all costs. Some respect for human life."
"In any event," Karil went on, dismissing her comment, "I figure they're somewhere on the northern edge of the Alpha Regio, between Sappho and Eve."
"Between Sappho and Eve," Loris laughed. "Exactly where you like to be. Okay. Let's go."

***

Karil had narrowed the search to an area roughly the size of Brazil. To Slava, who had been brought up in a world with no horizon, the lowlands of Venus were beyond belief. The shuttle roared over kilometre after kilometre of barren, rocky, baking landscape. Always the surface was the same, always the clouds overhead were the same. Karil and Loris bent over their instruments, searching for unusual radiation profiles--some gravitational anomaly or magnetic disturbance that might reveal a hidden power source.

Slava found herself nodding off once or twice and finally gave in to the monotony. She climbed out of her seat, made her way up the aisle, and curled up beneath one of the air-filled thermal blankets stored in the rear. In a moment, lulled by the movement of the shuttle and the constant gurgle and wheeze of the refrigeration system, she drifted off to sleep.

When she awoke, the craft was sitting motionless on the surface. The interior was filled with a yellow mist, through which she could vaguely see Karil and Loris slumped over the instrument panel.

"Oh my God!" She leapt to her feet and ran forward. "Karil! Loris!" She swivelled Karil's chair to speak to him. It spun around.

The flesh on his face, exposed chest, and arms was eaten away by acid, sloughing off in great putrid masses to reveal the corroded skeleton beneath.

She screamed and stepped back, stumbling against Loris' chair as she did so, and it too swung about, revealing Loris' acid-eaten corpse.

Whimpering in terror, she backed away to the rear of the craft, felt her heel touch something on the deck and looked down at her own dissolving body. She flattened against the bulkhead, stopping her mouth with her fist, and stared about her with horror-widened eyes.

Slowly, Karil and Loris rose and came toward her, eyeless sockets revealing the blackness inside their skulls.

"No," she sobbed. "Stay back. Oh God. Please."
They stood still.

Her body was trembling uncontrollably. She took a deep breath and spoke again. "I'm dreaming. I'm having a nightmare."
They began to move toward her. "No! Don't move yet. You're right, Karil. They're in my mind. Let me get hold of myself first. I'm so scared."
She continued to tremble against the bulkhead, her hand on her chest to try to still her furiously pounding heart. Then she said, slowly, "I'm going to fight them. I'm coming toward you. Don't move. Just put out your arms."
They opened their rotting arms to her. She whimpered and closed her eyes, then opened them again. Slowly she stepped forward and walked toward them.

She shrank back at the touch of their skeletal hands. But she steeled herself, reached up and took Karil's rotting head between her hands, then stood on tiptoes to kiss his lipless, grinning mouth.

She felt his beard scratching her cheek, his warm lips on hers, and looked up to see his dark, liquid eyes. She put out her hand to touch Loris' smooth, brown cheek. Then she fainted. 
***

Slava sat up with a start. Karil and Loris, beautifully whole and wholly beautiful, were bent over her. She smiled and embraced them, trembling.

"Slava," Loris said, "I've seen courage in my time, but you..."

"Courage!" Slava exclaimed. "I was scared to death. I think I wet your pyjamas, Karil."

"But you fought them, didn't you? I don't know what you saw, but..."

"I don't want to talk about it. I had nightmares as a child, after my parents died. They went into my mind and... No, I don't want to talk about it."

"Well, we've got something to show you. Come on."

They took her forward to the instrument panel and showed her something on a screen. At first she could make nothing of it, but then she realized it was just like an asteroid in negative. Instead of veins of denser nickel-iron within a mass of stony chondrite, it was hollow space within dense rock.

"A cave," she said.

"A cave? It's the Mother of All Caves, my girl. That mountain you see outside is basically just a dome with rock on top."

"The whole mountain is hollow?"

"That's right. And the cave goes down into the bedrock too. It's bigger than the biggest space colony humans have ever built, and it supports its own weight, not to mention all that basalt on top, not to mention ninety atmospheres of pressure on top of that."

She found it hard to believe. Venus Colony was the greatest artefact she had ever seen, and if she read the figures right it could be set spinning inside this hollow space--both cylinders, mirrors, and all.

"Why wasn't it seen before?"

"Nobody got this close before. From orbit, it would look like just another caldera. Basically, whoever built this took a volcano with a deep crater, built a dome inside, and camouflaged it with basalt. It's only from the surface that it could be discovered, which is probably why whoever-they-are went to so much trouble to stop surface exploration in this area. Now look at infra-red." He touched a sensor.

"It's cool inside."

"By Venerian standards, it's freezing. Comfortable for carbon-based life. The basalt is arranged to act as a radiator. Again, from orbit the radiated heat would hide it. There must be a refrigeration system in there that would boggle the mind. And do you know what that means?"

She shook her head, too dazed to think.

"Water. Lots of it. There's not another drop of water on Venus. There was, briefly, a few billion years ago, but that got boiled away long before life appeared on Earth. It must have been manufactured on site."

"Why did they let us get so close, I wonder."

"I'm not sure. They tried to scare us away, starting with you--maybe because you were asleep, maybe because Loris and I were concentrating so hard, using our left-brains, or just because they thought you were the most vulnerable..."

"They didn't know our Slava," Loris said.

Slava laughed gaily. "You might as well let us in," she shouted. "We're not afraid of you."

"I don't think it'll be that easy," Karil said. "First we have to work our way around the mountain, probing the rock with..."

"What are we looking for?"

"A door. What else? Look, Malik's crawler was upside-down in a crevasse a thousand klicks north-northeast of here. Next thing you know, it was on Aphrodite, outside the Titan station. They didn't move it there by telekinesis--at least I don't think so. There has to be some way surface-vehicles can get in and out of there."

Karil and Loris seemed immune to fatigue. They paused, sometimes, to grab the odd bit of food and swallow of wine that Slava brought them, but they continued to pore over their instruments as the ship made its circuit of the mountain. Reluctant to stray too far, Slava stood between their chairs, peering at the figures that flashed on the screens. Now and then, Karil's arm was about her waist, or his hand on her bottom. Once he put out his hand to fondle her and found Loris' hand on her. He grinned happily.

The third time Slava jerked awake, Loris said, "Why don’t you go to sleep, Slava? You couldn't have gotten much the last time."

"What about you? You've been going for 24 hours."

"We've done that before. We're all right."

"Well," she admitted, "I'm a little scared of going back to sleep, but I guess you're right. I'll just stay close to you."

She dragged a blanket up to the bow and curled up on it between their chairs. In an instant she was sound asleep and twitching like a kitten at their feet. From time to time, Karil and Loris would glance down at her.

"God, she looks sweet like that, doesn't she?" Karil said.

Loris reached down and covered her bottom with the blanket. "Keep your mind on your work, Karil."

"Why don't you let us in?" Slava said.

"What was that?"

"She's dreaming."

A minute later, she said, "We won't hurt them."

Karil and Loris looked at each other.

"They won't hurt them either," Slava said.
"My God, she's carrying on a conversation."

"They're not murderers, you know that. But they protect each other. And they protect me."

"She's negotiating."

"How long can you hide here? There are more people coming all the time."

"Why are they talking to her? Because she's asleep? Most of the people they've contacted were asleep, or nearly unconscious."

"A thought just struck me," Loris said. "Slava must be the first person they've ever encountered who hasn't killed anybody."

"That must be true," Karil said. "Prisoners, prison-guards, Malik, Feronia... They haven't exactly met the best that humankind has to offer, have they? Including me, I'm afraid."

"They won't break their promise to me," Slava said. "You see how I trust them, don't you?" She turned in her sleep. "Karil?"

"Yes?"

"Do you promise not to kill the animals?"

"I promise, Slava. Private game preserve. No hunting."

"Loris?"

"Yes, Slava?"

"Do you promise, too?"

"I promise, Slava. But I reserve the right to protect you and Karil. I won't stand by if you're in danger. And I know Karil feels the same way."

There was a moment of silence. "South, southwest face," Slava said. "Deep ravine cutting into the escarpment beside a granite outcrop."

The shuttle sped off.
