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1
 
“Does the word Sparta mean anything to you?”
A young woman sat on a spoke-backed chair of varnished pine. Her face was turned to the tall window; her unmarked features were pale in the diffuse light that flooded the white room, reflected from the wintry landscape outside.
Her interrogator fussed with his trim salt-and-pepper beard and peered at her over the top of his spectacles as he waited for an answer. He sat behind a battered oak desk a hundred and fifty years old, a kindly fellow with all the time in the world.
“Of course.” In her oval face her brows were wide ink strokes above eyes of liquid brown; beneath her upturned nose her mouth was full, her lips innocent in their delicate, natural pinkness. The unwashed brown hair that lay in lank strands against her cheeks, her shapeless dressing gown, these could not disguise her beauty.
“What does it mean to you?”
“What?”
“The word Sparta, what does that mean to you?”
“Sparta is my name.” Still she did not look at him.
“What about the name Linda? Does that mean anything to you?”
She shook her head.
“Or how about Ellen?”
She did not respond.
“Do you know who I am?” he asked.
“I don’t believe we’ve met, Doctor.” She continued to stare out the window, studying something a great distance away.
“But you do know that I’m a doctor.”
She shifted in her chair, glanced around the room, taking in the diplomas, the books, returning her gaze to him with a thin smile. The doctor smiled back. Though in fact they had met every week for the past year, her point was taken—again. Yes, any sane person would know she was in a doctor’s office. Her smile faded and she turned back to the window.
“Do you know where you are?”
“No. They brought me here during the night. Usually I’m in … the program.”
“Where is that?”
“In… Maryland.”
“What is the name of the program?”
“I…” She hesitated. A frown creased her brow. “…I can’t tell you that.”
“Can you remember it?”
Her eyes flashed angrily. “It’s not on the white side.”
“You mean it’s classified?”
“Yes. I can’t tell anyone without a Q clearance.”
“I have a Q clearance, Linda.”
“That is not my name. How do I know you have a clearance? If my father tells me I can talk to you about the program, I will.”
He had often told her that her parents were dead. Invariably she greeted the news with disbelief. If he did not repeat it within five or ten minutes, she promptly forgot; if, however, he persisted, trying to persuade her, she became wild with confusion and grief—only to recover her sad calm a few minutes after he relented. He had long since ceased to torture her with temporary horrors.
Of all his patients, she was the one who most excited his frustration and regret. He longed to restore her lost core and he believed he could do it, if her keepers would permit him to.
Frustrated, bored perhaps, he abandoned the script of the interview. “What do you see out there?” he asked.
“Trees. Mountains.” Her voice was a longing whisper. “Snow on the ground.”
If he were to continue the routine they had established, a routine he remembered but she did not, he would ask her to recount what had happened to her yesterday, and she would recite in great detail events that had occurred over three years ago. He rose abruptly—surprising himself, for he rarely varied his work schedule. “Would you like to go outside?”
She seemed as surprised as he.
 
The nurses grumbled and fussed over her, bundling her into wool trousers, flannel shirt, scarf, fur-lined leather boots, a thick overcoat of some shiny gray quilted material—a fabulously expensive wardrobe, which she took for granted. She was fully capable of dressing herself, but she often forgot to change her clothes. They found it easier to leave her in her robe and slippers then, pretending to themselves that she was helpless. They helped her now, and she allowed it.
The doctor waited for her outside on the icy steps of the stone veranda, studying the French doors with their peeling frames, the yellow paint pigment turning to powder in the dry, thin air. He was a tall and very round man, made rounder by the bulk of his black Chesterfield coat with its elegant velvet collar. The coat was worth the price of an average dwelling. It was a sign of the compromises he had made.
The girl emerged, urged forward by the nurses, gasping at the sharpness of the air. High on her cheeks two rosy patches bloomed beneath the transparent surface of her blue-white skin. She was neither tall nor unusually slender, but there was a quick unthinking certainty in her movements that reminded him she was a dancer. Among other things.
He and the girl walked on the grounds behind the main building. From this altitude they could see a hundred miles across the patchwork brown and white plains to the east, a desert of overgrazed, farmed-out grit. Not all the white was snow; some was salt. Afternoon sun glinted from the windows of a moving magneplane heading south, too far away to see; ice-welded blades of brown grass crunched under their feet where the sunlight had sublimed the snow cover.
The edge of the lawn was marked by bare cottonwoods planted close together, paralleling an ancient wall of brownstone. The ten-foot electrified fence beyond the wall was almost invisible against the mountainside, which rose abruptly into shadow; higher up, blue drifts of snow persisted beneath squat junipers.
They sat on a bench in sunlight. He brought a chess pad from the pocket of his coat and laid it flat between them. “Would you like to play?”
“Are you any good?” she asked simply.
“Fair. Not as good as you.”
“How do you know?”
He hesitated—they had played often—but he was weary of challenging her with the truth. “It was in your file.”
“I would like to see that file someday.”
“I’m afraid I no longer have access to it,” he lied. The file she had in mind was a different file.
The chess pad assigned her the white pieces and she opened swiftly with the Giuco Piano, throwing the doctor off balance with pawn to bishop-three on the fourth move. To give himself time to think he asked, “Is there anything else you would like?”
“Anything else?”
“Is there anything we can do for you?”
“I would like to see my mother and father.”
He didn’t answer, pondering the board instead. Like most amateurs, he struggled to think two or three moves deep but was unable to hold all the permutations in his mind. Like most masters, she thought in patterns; although at this moment she could no longer recall her opening moves, it didn’t matter. Years ago, before her short-term memory had been destroyed, she had stored uncounted patterns.
He pushed the piece-keys and she replied instantly. On her next move one of his bishops was pinned. He smiled ruefully. Another rout in the making. Nevertheless he did his best to stay with her, to give her an interesting game. Until her keepers untied his hands he had little else to give her.
An hour passed—time was nothing to her—before she said “check” for the last time. His queen was long gone, his situation hopeless. “Your game,” he said. She smiled, thanked him. He slipped the chess pad into his pocket.
With the pad out of sight, her longing stare returned.
They made a final tour of the wall. The shadows were long and their breath congealed before their faces; overhead the hazy blue sky was crisscrossed with a thousand icy contrails. A nurse met them at the door, but the doctor stayed outside. When he said good-bye the girl looked at him curiously, having forgotten who he was.
 
Some rekindled spark of rebellion inspired the doctor to key the phonelink. “I want to talk to Laird.”
The face on the videoplate was bland and polite.
“Terribly sorry. I’m afraid the director cannot accept unscheduled calls.”
“It’s personal and urgent. Please tell him that. I’ll wait.”
“Doctor, believe me, there’s simply no way…”
He was on the link a long time with one aide after another, finally wringing a promise from the last of them that the director would call him in the morning. These obstinate encounters fanned the rebellious spark, and the doctor was deeply angry when the last connection was cut.
His patient had asked to see her file—the file of which she had been the subject until a year before her arrival at the hospital. He had meant to wait for clearance, but why bother? Laird and the rest of them would be incredulous, but there was no way she could use, or abuse, what she would see: she would forget it almost instantly.
That, after all, was the point of this whole shameful exercise.
He knocked on the door of her upstairs room. She opened it, still wearing the boots and shirt and trousers she had put on for her walk. “Yes?”
“You asked to see your file.”
She studied him. “Did my father send you?”
“No. One of the M.I. staff.”
“I’m not allowed to see my file. None of us are.”
“An … exception has been made in your case. But it’s at your discretion. Only if you’re interested.”
Wordlessly, she followed him down the echoing corridor, down flights of creaking stairs.
The basement room was bright and warm, thickly carpeted, quite unlike the drafty halls and wards of the old sanatorium above. The doctor showed her to a carrel. “I’ve entered the appropriate code already. I’ll be right here if you have any questions.” He sat across the narrow aisle, two carrels down, with his back turned to her. He wanted her to feel that she had some privacy, but not to forget that he was present.
She studied the flatscreen on the desk. Then her fingers expertly stroked the hemispheres of the manual input. Alphanumerics appeared on the screen: “WARNING: unauthorized access to this file is punishable by fine and/or imprisonment under the National Security Act.” After a few seconds a stylized logo appeared, the image of a fox. That image disappeared, to be replaced by more words and numbers. “Case L. N. 30851005, Specified Aptitude Resource Training and Assessment project. Access by other than authorized Multiple Intelligence personnel is strictly forbidden.”
She stroked the input again.
Across the aisle the doctor nervously smoked a cigarette—ancient and hideous vice—while he waited, seeing what she saw on the screen in front of him. The procedures and evaluations would be familiar to her, embedded in long-term memory, engrained there, because so much of what she had learned was not mere information, but was process, performance…
She was reminded of what had become part of her. She had been taught languages—many of them, including her own—by conversing and reading aloud at far beyond the level of vocabulary considered appropriate to her age. She had been taught to perform on the violin and the piano since infancy, since long before the fingers of her hands could stretch to form chords, and in the same way she had been taught dance and gymnastics and horseback riding, by being made to practice incessantly, by having the most expected of her. She had manipulated space-filling images on a computer, and learned drawing and sculpture from masters; she had been immersed in a swirling social matrix in the schoolroom since before she could speak; she had been tutored in set theory, geometry, and algebra from the time she had been able to distinguish among her toes and demonstrate Piagetian conservation. “L. N.” had a long number attached to her file name, but she was the first subject of SPARTA, which had been created by her father and mother.
Her parents had tried not to unduly influence the rating of their daughter’s achievements. But even where double-blind scoring was impossible, her mastery was evident. Revealed here on the flatscreen, as she had never seen it confirmed before, her excellence was enough to make her weep.
The doctor was immediately at her side. “Is something wrong?” She wiped at her tears and shook her head, but he gently insisted. “It’s my job to be of help.”
“It’s only—I wish they could tell me,” she said. “Tell me themselves. That I’m doing all right.”
He pulled a chair around and sat beside her. “They would if they could, you know. They really can’t. Under the circumstances.”
She nodded but did not answer. She advanced the file.
How would she respond to what came next? he wondered, and watched with what he hoped was strictly professional curiosity. Her memories terminated abruptly in her seventeenth year. The file did not. She was almost twenty-one now…
She frowned at the screen. “What is that evaluation? ‘Cellular programming.’ I never studied that. I don’t even know what it is.”
“Oh?” The doctor leaned forward. “What’s the date?”
“You’re right.” She laughed. “It must be what they’re planning for next spring.”
“But look, they’ve already assigned you scores. A whole group.”
She laughed again, delighted. “They probably think that’s what I ought to score.”
For him, no surprises after all—and in her mind, no surprises would be permitted. Her immersion in the reality her brain had recreated for her could not be drained by a few numbers on a flatscreen. “They think they know you pretty well,” the doctor said dryly.
“Perhaps I’ll fool them.” She was happy at the prospect.
The file ended abruptly at the conclusion of her standard training, three years ago. On the screen, only the logo of the Multiple Intelligence agency: the fox. The quick brown fox. The fox who knows many things…
The doctor observed that her cheerfulness persisted longer than usual, while she stared at that logo. Perhaps it maintained her in a present of some continuity with her past.
“Perhaps you will,” he murmured.
 
Leaving her at the door of her room—she already forgetting him, having already forgotten what they both had seen—he moved his bulk ponderously down the old stairs to his office. The high-ceilinged, drafty brick building, built on the flanks of the Rocky Mountains in the late 19th century as a tuberculosis sanatorium, now two hundred years later well served its role as a private asylum for disturbed members of the families of the modestly well-to-do. The doctor did his best for those who were innocently committed here, but case L. N. 30851005 was quite different, and increasingly absorbed his attention.
On his own flatscreen he called up the clinical file the institution had kept since her arrival. An odd emotion took hold of him then—when decision overtakes a mind, even a normal one, it often happens so quickly it erases the track of its own processes—and the doctor was shaken by a shuddering warmth, the certainty of revealed truth.
He pressed his finger against his ear and keyed his commlink with the sanatorium staff. “I’m concerned that Linda has not been sleeping well this week.”
“Really, Doctor?” The nurse was surprised. “Sorry. We haven’t noticed anything unusual.”
“Well, let’s try sodium pentobarbital tonight, shall we? Two hundred milligrams.”
The nurse hesitated, then acquiesced. “Certainly, Doctor.”
 
He waited until everyone was asleep except the two night nurses. The man would be prowling the corridors, supposedly alert for trouble, actually nursing his own insomnia. The woman would be dozing in front of the videoplate monitors at her station on the main floor.
He nodded to her as he passed by, on his way up the stairs. “I’ll just have a look around before I go home.” She looked up, belatedly alert.
Everything he needed fitted easily inside his luxurious Chesterfield without appreciably adding to his bulk. He climbed the stairs and moved down the second floor corridor, conscientiously poking his head into every ward and private room.
He came to L. N. 30851005’s room and entered. The photogram camera was watching from its invisible position high in the corner; he could keep his back to it, but someone passing in the hall would have a different angle of view, so he casually swung the door half closed behind him.
He bent over her unconscious form, then swiftly turned her head upright. Her respiration was steady and deep. First out of his pocket was a flat CT scope the size of a checkbook. He laid it across her closed eyes; its screen displayed a map of her skull and brain as if they had been sliced through. Digital coordinates appeared in one corner of the screen. He adjusted the CT scope’s depth finder until the gray matter of the hippocampus was centered.
He was still bent over her. He drew a long hypodermic from his sleeve, a seemingly primitive instrument frightening in its undisguised purpose. But within the shank of the steel needle nested other needles, needles within needles, graduated in fineness until the slimmest of them was finer than a human hair, invisible. They were needles that possessed a mind of their own. He dipped the tip of the barrel in disinfectant in a small, clear vial. He felt the bridge of her nose, pressed his fingers down to widen her nostrils, then carefully, inexorably—watching its progress on the miniature screen—he shoved the long, telescoping shaft into her brain.



 
2
 
The olfactory lobes are perhaps the most atavistic portions of the brain, having evolved in the nervous systems of blind worms that felt their way through the opaque muck of Cambrian seas. To function they must be in close contact with the environment, and so, beneath the bridge of the nose, the brain is almost completely exposed to the outside world. It is a dangerous arrangement. The body’s immune system is incompatible with the brain’s processes, everywhere sealed out by the blood-brain barrier—except in the nasal passages, where mucous membranes are the brain’s only defense, and every winter cold is an all-out struggle against brain disease.
When the defenses are breached, the brain itself feels nothing; the flower of the central nervous system is itself nerveless. The micro-needle that probed past L. N.’s olfactory lobes and into her hippocampus left no internal sensation. It did, however, leave an infection, spreading fast…
 
Waking late, the woman who thought of herself as Sparta felt an itching sensation high in her nose, beside her right eye.
As recently as yesterday she had been in Maryland, at the project facilities north of the capital. She had gone to bed in the dormitory, wishing she could be in her own room at her parents’ home in New York City but accepting the fact that that would be inappropriate under the current circumstances. Everyone had been very good to her here. She should have felt—she tried to feel—honored to be where she was.
This morning she was somewhere else. The room was high-ceilinged, layered with a century’s accumulation of white enamel, and its tall windows, hung with dusty lace, were fitted with panes of imperfect glass whose pinhole bubbles refocused the sun into golden liquid galaxies. She didn’t know where she was, exactly, but that was nothing new. They must have brought her here in the night. She would find her way around, as she had in many other strange places.
She sneezed twice and briefly wondered if she were catching a cold. The stale taste of her mouth unpleasantly grew to dominate her sensations; she could taste what must have been last night’s dinner as vividly as if it were in front of her, except that all the flavors were here at once, green beans mingling with custard, a fragment of rice throbbing with odors of gunny sack, crumbs of ground beef stewing in saliva… Vaguely apprehended formulas of amines and esters and carbohydrates danced through her mind with a slippery, tickly quality that was familiar although she had no idea what they signified.
She rose quickly from the bed, put on gown and slippers—she merely assumed they were hers—and went off in search of someplace to scrub her teeth. The smell in the drafty hall was overwhelming, wax and urine and ammonia and bile and turpentine—insistent odors and their accompanying, ungraspable mathematical analogues summoning ghosts, the ghosts of vanished supplicants and benefactors, workers and inmates of this building, and their visitors and keepers, everyone who had passed this way for a century. She sneezed again and again, and finally the clamorous stench subsided.
She found the bathroom without any trouble. Peering at herself in the mirror on the wooden cabinet, she was suddenly thrust out of herself—her image appeared to enlarge—until she was staring at an immensely magnified view of her own eye. Dark brown, liquid at its surface, it was an eye of glassy perfection. At the same time she could still see her ordinary reflection in the glass; the giant eye was superimposed upon the familiar face. She closed one eye—she saw only her face. She closed the other—she was staring into the liquid depths of an immense open pupil. The blackness within was unfathomable.
Her right eye seemed to have something … wrong? … with it.
She blinked a couple of times and the double exposure vanished. Her face was itself. Again it occurred to her to brush her teeth. After several monotonous minutes the vibrating brush massaged her into dreaminess…
 
The helicopter made a loud thrumming outside, soundly rattling the windows as it landed on the lawn. The staff scurried hurriedly about; the unexpected arrival of a helicopter generally meant an inspection.
When the doctor came upstairs from his apartment he found one of the director’s aides waiting in his office. The doctor was bothered but tried not to show it.
“We promised you the director would get back to you,” said the aide. He was a small fellow and scrupulously polite, with bright orange hair curled tightly against his skull.
“I thought you were still at Fort Meade.”
“The director asked me to deliver his message personally.”
“Surely he could have called.”
“The director requests that you leave with me and come to headquarters. Right away, I’m afraid.”
“That’s impossible.” The doctor sat down, tensely upright in his old wooden armchair.
“Quite.” The aide sighed. “Which is why the phone just wouldn’t do, you see.” The orange-haired fellow was still wearing his camel’s hair overcoat and a Peruvian wool scarf around his neck, bright orange; his shoes were high-tops of some shiny orange leather. All organics, flaunting his high salary. Carefully he opened the coat and removed a .38 caliber Colt Aetherweight with a four-inch suppressor from the open holster under his armpit. He was a symphony in orange. The pistol was of dull blue steel. He leveled it at the doctor’s ample belly. “Do please come with me now.”
 
On her way back to her room, Sparta felt a pain in her left ear, so fierce it made her stumble and lean against the plaster wall. Buzz and moan of sixty-cycle current through lath and plaster walls, clatter of pots washing in the kitchen, groans of an old woman—the old woman in 206, Sparta realized, without knowing how she knew there was an old woman in 206—other rooms, other noises, two men talking somewhere, voices that seemed familiar—
 
The doctor hesitated. He was not really surprised, but the game was moving faster than he had hoped. “Let’s say…” He swallowed once, and went on, “that I don’t come with you.” He had the feeling that this was happening to someone else, and wished that were true.
“Doctor…” The orange man shook his head once, ruefully. “The staff here is utterly loyal. Whatever passes between you and me will never be discussed outside this room, I assure you.”
The doctor stood then and moved slowly to the door. The orange man stood at the same time, never taking his eyes from the doctor, managing to seem deferential even while he kept the long barrel of the Colt, hardly wavering, aimed at the fork of the doctor’s wishbone.
The doctor took his Chesterfield from the coat rack and, hauling it on, got himself tangled with his scarf.
The orange man smiled sympathetically and said, “Sorry,” indicating that had circumstances permitted he would have lent a hand. Finally the doctor pulled himself into the coat. He glanced backward; his eyes were wet and he was trembling, his face contorted with fear.
“After you, please,” said the orange man, amiably.
The doctor plucked at the doorknob, jerked the door open, stepped into the hall—stumbling against the sill in what seemed imminent panic. As he went to one knee the orange man came forward with his left hand outstretched, contempt curling his smile. “Really, there’s nothing to be so upset…”
But as the hand came toward him the doctor erupted from his crouch, pinned the dapper orange man against the door frame with a massive shoulder, thrust the fist with the gun in it high to the side. The doctor’s right hand came up swiftly with brutal force, brushing aside the man’s flailing left, pushing up hard under his breastbone.
“Aaahhh…?” It was no scream, but a surprised gasp, rising on a note of anxiety. The orange man lowered his startled eyes to his midriff. The barrel of an outsized hypodermic needle, still gripped in the doctor’s fist, protruded from the camel’s hair coat at the level of his diaphragm.
No blood showed. The bleeding was internal.
The orange man was not dead yet, not nearly dead. His coat was thick and the shaft of the hypodermic too short to reach his heart. The telescoping shafts within it were still thrusting, seeking his heart muscle when he twisted his right wrist and brought the barrel of the Colt to bear, pulled the trigger spasmodically—
 
The phttt, phttt, phttt, phttt of the silenced weapon howled like a rocket launcher in Sparta’s painfully sensitive ear. She recoiled and stumbled down the hall toward her room, her head ringing with the screams and agonized gasps, the tremor of running feet on the floor below shaking her like an earthquake.
Into her mind like a slide flashed on a screen came an image to match one of the voices she’d heard—that of a little man who always dressed in expensive clothes that were too loud, a man with curly orange hair, a man she knew she disliked and feared. With the conscious formation of that image, the amplified sounds vanished.
By now the other inmates were wandering bewildered in the hall, clinging to the walls, for even ordinary hearing was enough to apprehend the commotion downstairs. In her room Sparta tore off her nightgown and quickly dressed in the warmest clothes she could find in the unfamiliar closet, clothes she didn’t really recognize but that were obviously her own. For reasons her memory would not reveal, she knew she must flee.
 
The doctor’s body lay face up across the sill, blood pooling under his head. Next to him the orange man was writhing on the floor, plucking at the thing in his midriff. “Help me, help me!” he gasped to the nurses who were already trying their fumbling best to help him. A woman in a pilot’s uniform thrust the nurses aside and bent to catch his words, but a sudden hooting of sirens filled the air. “After her! Take her…” he gasped at the pilot, then tried to shove her out of the way. He screeched in pain—the hypodermic had come out in his hand, but not all of it—“Take her to the director!” Then his voice rose in a terrified howl—“Oh, help me, help me”—as the questing hair-fine remnant of the needle pierced and paralyzed his heart.
 
A nurse slammed into L. N.’s room and found it deserted. One side of the bed had collapsed on the floor. The window sash had been thrust up and the yellowing lace curtains were stirring in the frigid outside air—an iron bar was thrust like a spear through the screen of heavy wire that covered the outside of the window, twisting it aside. The iron bar in the screen had been part of the bed frame.
The nurse rushed to the window as the rising pitch of twin turbine engines reached a near-supersonic shriek. Black against the frozen brown grass of the lawn below, a sleek shape ascended and hovered, a viperlike snout quested this way and that under the thump, thump of counter-rotating rotors.
The pilot stumbled into the room, holding a drawn pistol; she shoved the nurse away from the window. Below, the black tactical helicopter rose another couple of meters, leaned forward, and skimmed off over the fence between two poplars, hugging the ground.
“Damm it!” The pilot watched in disbelief, not bothering to waste any rounds on the armored machine. “Who the hell is in that thing?”
“She is,” said the nurse.
“Who the hell is she?”
“The one we were hiding here. The one he wanted you to take to the director.”
The pilot stared after the helicopter until it dropped into an arroyo beyond the highway and failed to reappear. She swore and turned away.
 
Sparta had no clear idea what she was doing. The irregular frozen ground was racing past a meter or two beneath the skids, the arroyo’s low mud and gravel walls swaying too close to the whirling tips of the blades as she played with the stick and pedals. She dug up gravel with a skid: the machine lurched, declined to flip over, flew on.
A moving map of the terrain was displayed in space in front of Sparta, holographically superimposed upon the reality she saw through the windscreen. Just now she was flying uphill—the interstate magneplane tracks she had crossed before finding the arroyo now reappeared in front of her, carried on a steel trestle, barring her path. She flew under the trestle. The howl of the aircraft’s engines echoed for a split second, and one rotor rang sharp and clear from nicking a steel pylon.
The arroyo narrowed and its walls grew higher; it had been cut—languidly, over centuries—into an alluvial fan from the uplifted mountains ahead, and there ahead the gorge through which the eroding waters flowed loomed abruptly, a gash in the red rock as acute as a gun sight.
She was still flying by hand, and she felt more confident with every passing second she stayed in the air. She contemplated her ability to handle a piece of complicated machinery she could not remember ever having seen before—knowing what it was for without thinking about it, knowing the logic of it, knowing the particular layout of its controls and instruments and the capabilities of its brainy subsystems.
She reasoned that she had practiced in it. Knowing this, she reasoned that there was some weighty cause for her memory lapse.
She further reasoned that there was cause for her fear of the orange man, the fear that had made her run. She reasoned—because she remembered the entire day (why did that in itself seem strange?) from the moment she had awakened with an urgent desire to brush her teeth, and the accumulated anomalies of that day could not be ignored—that a chunk of her life had been deliberately taken from her and that she was in danger precisely because of that, and that the orange man had had something to do with her missing years and with her present danger.
Sparta—not her real name, it occurred to her, but an identity she had assumed for a sufficient yet still hidden reason—spoke to the helicopter. “Snark, this is L. N. 30851005, do you acknowledge?”
After a momentary pause the helicopter said, “I acknowledge your command.”
“Westerly heading, minimum altitude and maximum ground speed consistent with evasion protocols. On auto, please.”
“Auto confirmed.”
Flatiron walls of red Jurassic sandstone loomed and flashed by on either side of the ship. A streambed of tumbled granite boulders mounted in irregular stairsteps up the rapidly ascending gorge—dry now but for patches of snow, it would be an intermittent torrent during the storms of late summer. One moment the ship was brushing the bare pink branches of tangled willows in the streambed, the next it was flying almost straight up the mountainside, dodging leaning ponderosas and overhangs of basaltic cliff, until suddenly the gorge narrowed to a shallow ravine in a forest of pines, and the mountain flattened into meadowland dotted with stands of aspen.
Sparta had adjusted the scale of the terrain-matching projection that unscrolled in front of her and now studied it, searching the image until she found the topography she needed. “Snark, proceed to forty degrees north, one hundred and five degrees, forty minutes, twenty seconds west.”
“Forty north, one-oh-five, forty, twenty west confirmed.” The helicopter slowed suddenly and hesitated at the edge of the aspen woods, its snout quivering as if sniffing for a trail.
A moment later the ship streaked across the open, snowy flat, toward the range of distant, much higher peaks that glistened in the sun.
 
“We have visual acquisition.”
On a videoplate screen in a basement room fifteen hundred miles to the east, a small group of men and women watched the helicopter racing over the ground, its sharp, highly magnified image observed from a satellite four hundred miles above it.
“Why isn’t she using evasion protocols?”
“Maybe she doesn’t know how.”
“She knows how to fly the thing.” The speaker was a man in his fifties with silver-gray hair clipped close to his scalp. He wore a dark-gray wool suit and patternless gray silk tie over a light-gray cotton shirt; it was business attire, but it might as well have been a military uniform.
The man’s outburst was an unanswerable accusation; he got no reply but a nervous shifting of feet.
A woman touched his sleeve, caught his eye, jerked her chin. They stepped into the shadows of the control room, away from the others. “What is it?” he rasped.
“If McPhee actually did restore her short-term memory using synthetic-cellular implant, she may be accessing skills she acquired before intervention,” she whispered. She was a handsome woman, as clipped and gray and rigid as he was, her dark eyes pools of shadow in the dim room.
“You led me to believe she’d already forgotten everything she saw or did for the last three years,” he said petulantly, straining to keep his voice down.
“The permanence—that is, the degree—of retroactive amnesia due to loss of short-term memory is often unpredictable…”
“Why am I learning this now?” he snarled, loud enough to make heads turn.
“…except that, as ever, we can be completely confident that she will never remember anything that occurred after the intervention.” The gray woman paused. “Until the reintervention. Before today, that is.”
The two of them fell silent, and for a moment no one in the dark room spoke. They all studied the helicopter, which was fleeing its own shadow over snowy hummocks, over frozen ponds, among pines and aspens, down steep defiles, a darting dragonfly with its twin interlocking rotors fluttering like membranous wings in the crosshairs of the tracking satellite, but with a more evident purpose to its flight.
The image stuttered momentarily, then steadied at a slightly different angle, as a new satellite took over the tracking task.
“Mr. Laird,” said the tracking operator, “I don’t know if this is significant…”
“Let’s have it,” said the gray man.
“The target has been gradually turning counter-clockwise for the past two minutes. It is now on a southeasterly heading.”
“She’s lost,” someone—an enthusiastic aide—volunteered. “She’s flying blind and she doesn’t know which way she’s going.”
The gray man ignored him. “Give me the whole sector.”
The image on the screen immediately widened to show the Great Plains surging like a frozen ocean against the Front Range, the cities beached there like flotsam: Cheyenne, Denver, Colorado Springs, fused by their suburbs into a single threadlike agglomeration. The helicopter was microscopic, invisible at this scale, although its position was still clearly marked by the centered crosshairs.
“The target appears to be holding steady on course,” said the operator.
“Dammit, she’s heading straight for Space Command,” said the gray man. He stared bitterly at the gray woman.
“Seeking sanctuary?” she said mildly.
“We’ve got to shoot it down,” blurted the same enthusiastic aide, whose enthusiasm had been converted to panic.
“With what?” the gray man inquired. “The only armed vehicle we own within five hundred miles of her position is the one she’s flying.” He turned to the woman, hissing the words but hardly bothering to keep them inaudible. “If only I’d never listened to your clever explanations…” He bit off the sentence, snapping his teeth in his fury, and bent over the console. “She’s not using evasion protocols. What’s the chance of jamming her?”
“We can’t jam the target’s navigation and control circuits, sir. They’re shielded against everything.”
“Outgoing transmissions?”
“We’d have a good chance there.”
“Do it right away.”
“Sir, that’s not exactly a surgically precise operation. Air Defense Command will pop a gasket.”
“Do it now. I’ll take care of ADC.” He turned to an aide. “A blackline to Commander in Chief, NORAD. Let me see the profile before you put it through.”
The aide handed him a phonelink. “CINCNORAD is a General Lime, sir. His profile’s coming on screen B.”
The gray man spoke into the phonelink and waited, quickly reading the general’s psychological profile off the little flatscreen, planning his spiel as he shifted his attention to the big screen.
The spy satellite’s crosshairs moved inexorably toward Air Force Space Command headquarters east of Colorado Springs. A curt voice came on the line, and the gray man quickly replied. “General, Bill Laird here”—his voice was warm, confiding, deferential—“I’m very sorry to disturb you, but I have a serious problem and I’m afraid I’ve let it get out of hand—so much so, in fact, I confess it’s become your problem too. Which will explain the EM interference your people are experiencing on combat channels…”
 
The phone conversation drew heavily upon the director’s resources of amiability and persuasion. It was not the last call he had to make; General Lime refused to commit to action without confirmation from Laird’s superior.
More earnest lies went through the aether, and when the director finally put the phone down he was trembling behind his tight smile. He yanked at the gray woman’s sleeve and propelled her back into the shadows. “This program is about to be ended, thanks to you,” he said angrily. “And we will have lost years of work. Do you think I can hold my post after this debacle? We’ll be lucky to escape prosecution.”
“I certainly doubt that the president would…”
“You! Keep her alive, you said.”
“She was magnificent, William. In the early stages. She was a natural adept.”
“She never committed herself to the Knowledge.”
“She’s still a child!”
He gave her an angry cough for a reply. He paced about, brooding, then halted, shaking his head. “Right. Time we dissolve our band, disperse into the common herd.”
“William…”
“Oh, we’ll be in touch,” he said bitterly. “There will be places in government for both us, I’m sure. But a great deal of reconstruction lies ahead.” He knitted his fingers, flexed his arms in his jacket, cracked his knuckles. “That sanatorium will have to go. All of them will have to go. Right now’s the time to do it.”
The gray woman knew better than to object.
 
“This bogie’s a drone?” The sergeant was incredulous. Efficiently she tapped the coordinates of the approaching helicopter into AARGGS, the anti-aircraft railgun guidance system.
“Story is, it’s some kind of experimental ECM ship that went nuts,” replied the captain. “Ops says the people who let it loose think it’s homing on our ground stations.”
Out on the perimeter of the Space Command headquarters base, batteries of TEUCER railguns bobbed and swung on their pedestals.
“Interceptors can’t catch it?”
“Sure they could catch it. An F-41 could climb right on top of it, look down, shoot down. You seen any of these new army choppers in action, Sergeant? They can fly about three feet off the ground at six hundred klicks. And what’s on the ground between here and the mountains?”
“Oh.”
“That’s right. Houses, schools, that sort of thing. So it’s up to us in perimeter defense.”
The sergeant looked at the radar scope. “Well, in about twenty seconds we’ll know. It’s still coming.” She ordered AARGGS to arm even before the captain told her to do so.
 
The Snark howled across suburban ranch-house rooftops and backyard swimming pools and rock gardens, across wide boulevards and artificial lagoons, lifting loose shingles, shaking the last dead leaves from ornamental aspens, terrifying pedestrians, raising dust, and leaving muddy recirculated lagoon water surging in its wake. The helicopter’s antennas were continually broadcasting on all restricted and unrestricted channels as it closed on the base, but it received no reply to its urgent communications. The bare flat ground of the base perimeter swiftly approached…
 
As the helicopter screamed in over the fences, over the waiting fire trucks and ambulances and police vehicles, some observers noted—and later testified—that the craft did not appear to be aiming for the forest of space-directed radio antennas that were HQ Space Command’s most distinctive feature, but instead was headed for the Operations Building, in front of which there was a helipad. It was a fine distinction—much too fine upon which to base a split-second decision.
Three TEUCER hypervelocity missiles leaped into the air as the Snark crossed the perimeter. They were no more than shaped steel rods, dead rounds carrying no explosives, but they impacted with the momentum of meteoroids, of flying bulldozers. Two-tenths of a second after they left the launcher they ripped through the armored helicopter. There was no explosion. The disintegrated aircraft simply scattered itself over the parade ground like a handful of burning confetti. The larger bits of smoking metal rolled away like charred wads of newspaper.
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Sparta waited among the bare aspens on the edge of the frozen field, waited until the buttery light had faded from the cloud-clotted western sky. Her toes and fingers and earlobes and the tip of her nose were numb, and her stomach was growling. Walking, she hadn’t minded the cold, but when she finally had to stand and wait for darkness she’d begun to shiver. Now that darkness had come, she could move in.
She’d garnered valuable information from the Snark before—in that split second when it had paused, hovering motionless inches above the ground, computing new coordinates—she’d jumped clear and sent it on its unprotected way. Precisely where she was. Precisely what day, month, and year it was. That last had come as a shock. Memories had been swarming more thickly with every passing minute, but now she knew that even the most recent of them was more than a year old. And in the hours since she’d jumped, while she’d been trudging through the snow, she’d contemplated the burgeoning strangeness of her sense of herself.
She grasped, viscerally, that in the past hour—even had she not been indulging in self-inspection—her wild and surging sensibilities had started to bring themselves partially under her conscious control; she’d even managed to remember what some of those sensibilities were for … and thus she could better modulate the insistent vividness of her senses—taste, smell, hearing, touch. And her remarkably flexible vision.
But those senses were still getting away from her—only sporadically, but then overwhelmingly. The acid sweetness of pine needles fallen upon snow threatened more than once to overcome her with swooning ecstasy. The melting mother-of-pearl of the setting sun more than once sent the visible world a-spinning kaleidoscopically, inside her throbbing brain, in an epiphany of light. She waited out those intoxicating moments, knowing that in the scheme of things they must recur, knowing that when they did she could, with effort, suppress them. Then she pressed on.
She had a much better understanding of the nature of her predicament. She knew it could be fatal if anyone learned of her peculiarities, and equally fatal to put herself in the hands of the authorities, any authorities.
At last it was dark enough to cover her approach. She trudged across the snowy field toward a far cluster of lights where two narrow asphalt roads, recently plowed, formed a T intersection. One of the weather-bleached wooden buildings had a sign hanging from its rusted iron eaves, lit by a single yellow bulb: “BEER. FOOD.”
Half a dozen cars were parked in front of the rustic tavern, sporty cars and all-terrain-vehicles with ski racks on top. She stopped outside and listened…
She heard the clink and thump of bottles, a cat whining for its dinner, the creak of wooden chairs and floorboards, a toilet flushing in the back, and over all a surround-sound system cranked up just shy of pain level. Under the music—hoarse energetic anger of a male singer, rolling thunder of a bass line, twined sinuous howls of a synthekord doing harmony and three kinds of percussion—she picked out some conversations.
“Rocks and straw,” a girl was saying, “they got a nerve even selling a lift ticket,” and elsewhere a boy was trying to wheedle college class notes out of his companion. At another location—the bar, she estimated—someone was talking about a remodeling job on a nearby ranch. She listened a moment and tuned in on that one; it sounded the most promising—
“…and this other dolly, blond hair down to there, just standing there staring through me, wearin’ nothin’ but this little pink piece of transparent silk like you see in those department store ads. But like I wasn’t even in the same room.”
“Prob’ly on somethin’. They’re all on somethin’ up there, man. You know that big sensie-mixer they got, that’s supposed to be payin’ for the place? That guy that runs it’s so Z-based all the time, I don’t know how he feels anythin’…”
“But the dollies,” said the first voice. “That’s what impressed me. I mean, we’re walkin’ back and forth carryin’ about one plank of knotty pine panel per trip, right? And these blond and brunette and red-headed dollies are just sittin’ and standin’ and lyin’ around there…”
“Most of the people who come through here, claim they’re goin’ up to rent the studio facilities? They’re just dealin’, man,” the second voice confided. “Just buyin’ and sellin’…”
Sparta listened until she had what she needed. She let the cacophony fade and turned her attention to the vehicles in the parking lot.
She tuned her vision toward the infrared until she could see warm handprints glowing on the doorhandles, the brightest of them only a few minutes old. She inspected the more recent arrivals. Their occupants were less likely to be leaving soon. She peered into the interior of a mud-spattered two-seater; bright outlines of human bottoms glowed like valentines in both bucket seats. A lap robe bundled on the floor in front of the passenger seat hid another warm object. Sparta hoped it was what she was looking for.
Sparta pulled off her right glove. Chitinous spines slid from beneath her fingernails; gingerly, she worked the probes extending from her index and middle fingers into the sliverport in the door on the passenger side. She sensed the minute tingle of electrons along her conducting polymers: images of numerical patterns danced at the threshold of consciousness; the surface molecules of her probes reprogrammed themselves—all so quickly that only the intention was conscious, not the process. As she withdrew her fingertips the probes retracted. The car door swung open, its lock-and-alarm disarmed.
She pulled her glove on and lifted the lap rug. The object under it, recently handled, was a purse. She removed the registration sliver, then left it as it had been—exactly as it had been, with the lap robe folded precisely as it was folded before, according to the image of it temporarily stored in her memory. She nudged the door closed.
Sparta stomped the snow off her boots on the covered porch and pushed through the ramshackle double doors, to be greeted by a blast of smoky air and badly amplified surround-sound. Most of the small crowd were couples, college kids on the way back from skiing. A few local males, wearing tattered jeans and threadbare plaid flannel shirts over red long-johns, were hanging out at the end of the long mahogany bar. Their eyes fixed on her as she walked boldly toward them.
The carpenter she’d overheard was easy to identify; he was the one wearing a laser-rule in a worn leather holster on his hip. She hitched herself onto the stool beside him and gave him a long, contemptuous stare, her eyes focused slightly behind his head, before turning her eyes to the bartender.
The bartender’s curly orange hair startled her. That passed quickly—he also wore a frizzy beard. “What’ll it be, lady?”
“Glass of red. You got anything decent to eat? I’m starved.”
“Usual autochef stuff.”
“Hell … cheeseburger, then. Medium. Everything on it. Fries.”
The bartender went to the grease-streaked stainless steel console behind the bar and shoved four buttons. He took a glass from the overhead rack and stuck a hose into it, filling it with fizzy wine the color of cranberry juice. On the way back he took the burger and fries from the maw of the steel autochef, holding both plates in his wide right hand, and slid everything onto the bartop in front of Sparta. “Forty-three bucks. Servee-compree.”
She handed him the sliver. He recorded the transaction and laid the sliver in front of her. She let it sit there, wondering which of the women in the tavern was buying her dinner.
The bartender, the carpenter, and the other men at the bar had apparently run out of conversation; they all stared at Sparta wordlessly while she ate.
The sensations of smelling, tasting, chewing, swallowing nearly overloaded her eager internal systems. The curdled fat, the carbonized sugar, already half-digested proteins were at once desperately craved and nauseating in their richness. For a few minutes hunger suppressed revulsion.
Then she was done. But she didn’t look up until she had licked the last drop of grease from her fingers.
She peered at the carpenter again, giving him the same cold, lingering stare, ignoring the black-bearded man behind him, who stared at her in pop-eyed fascination.
“I know you from somewhere,” the carpenter said.
“I never laid eyes on you before in my life,” she said.
“No, I know you. Wasn’t you one of them up at Cloud Ranch this mornin’?”
“Don’t mention that place to me. I never want to hear that place mentioned in my presence as long as I live.”
“So you was up there.” He nodded in satisfaction, giving the bartender a significant glance. His bearded buddy also gave the bartender a significant glance, but what it signified was a mystery to them all. The carpenter turned back to Sparta, looking her slowly up and down. “I knew it was you, just from the way you stared at me. ’Course you don’t much look the same as you did.”
“How good would you look if you’d been walking in the snow half the day?” She tugged at a strand of her matted brown hair, as if he’d hurt her feelings.
“Nobody willin’ to give you a ride out?”
Sparta shrugged and stared straight ahead, pretending to sip the glass of foul wine.
He persisted. “Get in over your head?”
“What are you, a stinking shrink?” she snarled. “I play the fiddle. When somebody hires me to play the fiddle, I expect to play the fiddle, period. How come the only people who make money in this business are creeps?”
“Lady, don’t get me wrong.” The carpenter ran a hand through his matted blond hair. “I thought everybody around here knew they made a lot more than just music sensies up there.”
“I’m not from around here.”
“Yeah.” He sipped thoughtfully at his beer. So did his buddy. “Well … sorry.” For a while they all stared at their drinks, a school of philosophers deep in contemplation. The bartender absently swiped at the bartop with his rag.
“Where are you from?” the carpenter resumed, hopefully.
“Back east,” she replied. “And I wish I was back there now. Tell me there’s a bus out of here in ten minutes and you’ll make my day.”
The bearded guy behind the carpenter laughed at that, but the carpenter didn’t. “There’s no buses through here,” he said.
“No surprise.”
“Don’t get me wrong, but I’m driving down to Boulder tonight. You could get a bus from there.”
“Don’t get me wrong.” she said. “I said you’d make my day.”
“Sure, lady.”
He seemed humble enough, but he was male and naturally he was playing the odds. That was fine with her, as long as she got within reach of civilization.
 
The carpenter ended up having his van drive them both all the way to the Denver shuttleport, almost a hundred miles away. He gave her no trouble during the seventy-minute ride. He seemed grateful for what little conversation she was willing to give him, and parted from her cheerfully with a firm handshake.
Sparta went into the terminal and threw herself joyfully into the nearest contoured, chrome-and-black-plastic chair in the busy lobby. To her, the noise and the winking neon ads and glaring videoplate billboards, the diffuse green light that bounced off every reflective surface, were soothing. She pulled her quilted coat tight around her, hugging herself, letting fatigue and relief wash over her—she was back, back among crowds of people, with access to transportation and communication and financial services, the whole vast neural network of electronics that knit the country, the world, the colonies of space together. She could get what she wanted without making herself memorable. And for a few minutes she could sit right here in the open and rest, not bothering to hide, confident that nothing about her nondescript appearance would attract the slightest attention.
 
Her eyes opened to find an airport cop looking down at her suspiciously, his finger poised at his right ear, about to key his commlink. “You been out for half an hour, lady. You need sleep, use the hive in Five.” He tapped his ear. “Or you want me to call work-shelter?”
“Goodness, officer. I’m terribly sorry, I didn’t realize.” She looked past him, startled, in the direction of the flight announcement screen. “Oh, don’t tell me I’m going to miss this one too!” She stood up and dashed for the nearest people-mover headed for the launch pads.
She didn’t look back until she was surrounded by other passengers. There was a certain air of glumness about the belt riders, huddled in their festive plastic-and-foil vacation clothes, probably because for most of them the vacation was over; they were headed back to the reservation. She made a discreet show of searching her pockets in distress before stepping off the rolling walkway at the first interchange and heading back toward the waiting area.
She walked straight into the women’s room and peered into the mirror. She got a shock. Nondescript wasn’t the word for her; she was bedraggled. Her drab brown hair hung in greasy snakes; there were dark circles under her eyes; her boots and pants and the skirts of her coat were splashed with dried red mud to the knee.
No wonder the cop had suspected her of being non-R. He was right, of course—only one agency held her registration—but right for the wrong reasons, and she’d have to do something about those reasons quickly.
She washed her face, splashing it repeatedly with icy water until she was wide awake. Then she left to find the nearest information booth.
She slipped into the booth and peered at the blank flatscreen. Here, on this little flat plate and mounded keyboard, was light-speed access to anyone on Earth or in space who wished to be accessible (access to persons who didn’t want to be accessible took a bit longer). Here was access to vast libraries of data (access to protected data took a bit longer). Here were the means of making or securing loans, paying debts, investing, wagering, buying every imaginable kind of legal goods or services, or just giving money away (other kinds of goods, services, and transactions took a bit longer). All that was required of the client was a valid I.D. sliver and sufficient credit in a registered account.
Sparta no longer had the sliver she had stolen, having deliberately dropped it in the snow outside the door of the mountain tavern, for she had no intention of leaving a trail of illicit transactions behind her. But in the intimate privacy of an information booth—the sort of privacy only a place surrounded by crowds could provide—her lack of a sliver was not an immediate concern.
Like the long struggle between people who design armor and people who design armor-piercing projectiles, the long struggle between people who design software and people who want to penetrate it was an endless evolutionary spiral. In these days of the late 21st century, fiddling with open-access programs wasn’t easy, even for those with inside knowledge.
Yet it was another of the things Sparta was sure she had been trained for—to what purpose, she could not remember. With fingerprobes thrust deep into the sliverport she was able to bypass the keyboard and taste the flavor of the system directly…
Alas, there are no glittering informationscapes, no pretty crystal structures of data, no glowing nodes of inference and signification. There are no pictures in the electricity—nor in the light—except as encoded, and such pictures as there are must be filtered through crude external analogue devices, steerable beams, glowing phosphors, excited diodes, writhing liquid magnetized suspensions, the raster. But although there are no pictures in the electricity, there are relationships. There are patterns, harmonics, conformations.
Datastreams are numbers, huge numbers of huge numbers, huger numbers of lesser numbers, a virtual infinity of bits. To attempt to visualize even part of the stream is beyond the capacity of any general-purpose system ever evolved. Smell and taste are different. Feel is different. The sense of harmony is different. All are acutely sensitive to pattern, and because there are higher-process analogues of these patterns, it is possible for some people to savor numbers. Calculating prodigies—geniuses, and more frequently idiots savants—occur naturally in every age; to create one purposely requires a prodigious grasp of the peculiar neurology of the numerically gifted. So far the task had been accomplished just once.
Sparta didn’t even know it. Sparta, like natural calculators, had a particular fascination and facility with prime numbers; unlike natural calculators, her right brain housed artificial neural structures that vastly expanded the range and size of the primes she could manipulate, structures of which she was yet unaware, even as she used them. It was not wholly by coincidence that data encryption systems often depend on keys that are large primes.
Sitting quietly in the Denver information booth, watching the flatscreen, Sparta appeared to be studying the dance of the alphanumerics; the blurring symbols on the screen had no significance, however, for she was questing far beyond the interface, following the sharp tang of a familiar key through the communication networks like a salmon following the trace of its home brook through the labyrinth of ocean—except that Sparta was immobile, and the informational ocean surged through her mind. Sitting still, she swam ever closer to home.
The budgets of the most secret agencies of government are not labeled in public print but are broken up and scattered through the budgets of many other agencies, disguised as insignificant line items, with the funds frequently channeled through transactions with cooperative contractors and commercial bankers. Occasionally the ploy backfires—as when a legate whose colleagues have kept him in the dark inquires loudly and publicly why the defense forces, for example, have paid millions for “helicopter replacement parts” and have only a handful of cheap nuts and bolts to show for it—but generally only a few people know or care what the money is really for, or where it really goes.
The money is electronic, of course, spreadsheet numbers of constantly changing magnitude, transactions tagged in electronic code. Sparta was tracking the routes of one code in particular. Sliding into the memory of the First Tradesmen’s Bank of Manhattan through a coded trap door, Sparta’s awareness uncovered the golden thread she had been seeking.
The people who had created her had not imagined the playful uses to which she would put her talents.
Here in the information booth it was a simple matter to transfer a modest and reasonable amount, a few hundreds of thousands, from an insignificant line item in her target’s budget (“office maintenance and custodial”) to a real contractor, to that contractor’s real subcontractor, to a well-known phony consultant firm, and now into a cutout loop through the black side of another agency—who would not miss what they had held for only a microsecond flip-flop, but would stop any inquiries cold—and finally through a random cascade of addresses to another, much smaller New York institution, the Great Hook Savings and Loan, which appealed to her for the naiveté of its pseudo-prime key and whose Manhattan branch thus acquired a new customer without even knowing it—a young woman whose name was…
She needed a name, fast, not her real name, not Linda, not L. N., but Ellen, and now a last name, Ellen, Ellen … before the flatscreen dumped her she keyed in the first word that popped into her mind. Her name was Ellen Troy.
Sparta needed the information booth only a few seconds longer, to reserve a seat for Ellen Troy on the next hypersonic ramjet flight from Denver to JFK. The voucher and gate pass slid soundlessly from the printer slot. She withdrew her newly programmed fingernail PIN spines from the sliverport.
Her flight was not until morning. She would walk to the hive in Terminal Building Five, take a cubicle for the rest of the night, wash up, clean her clothes, get some rest. It would have been nice to shop for new clothes, but with the economy as it was, robots doing all the technical stuff and people competing for the rest, the shops in heavily used public places were overcrowded with sales people on duty around the clock. She couldn’t buy from machines just yet; she would have to wait until she had managed to secure an ID sliver of her own before she could buy anything, right out in public.
She was confident that the Great Hook Savings and Loan would be more than happy to replace the sliver Ellen Troy had “lost.” Their records would show that Miss Troy had been a loyal customer for the past three years.
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The plan seemed a good one at first. She wanted to find her parents, or find out what had become of them. Meanwhile she had to survive. She needed an occupation that would help her do both, and before long she found one.
The old United Nations buildings on Manhattan’s East River now housed the U.N.’s successor, the Council of Worlds. Beside Earth, the worlds in question were the orbiting space stations and colonized moons and planets of the inner solar system, dominated by shifting coalitions of Earthly nations. The historic U.N. treaties against territorial claims in space were still honored in letter, if not in spirit; like Earth’s open oceans, space knew no borders, but its resources went to those who could exploit them.
Among the Council of Worlds’ largest bureaucracies was, therefore, the Board of Space Control, formulating and enforcing safety regulations, shipping rates and schedules, customs and passport restrictions, and inter-planetary treaties and law. The Space Board had huge data banks, sophisticated forensic laboratories, its own gleaming-white fast ships emblazoned with a diagonal blue band and gold star, and an elite corps of trained and motivated inspectors.
The Space Board also employed thousands of non-elite—technicians and clerks and administrators—scattered among offices on every space station and inhabited body of the solar system but particularly concentrated at Earth Central, near the Council of Worlds headquarters in Manhattan.
Central as it was on the interplanetary scale, the Board’s administrative functions were widely dispersed throughout the city. Twenty-one-year-old “Ellen Troy” had no difficulty getting a job with the Space Board, for her credentials were excellent—electronic transcripts from her Queens high school and the Flushing Meadow College of Business, from which she had graduated at age twenty, showed that she had excellent word-and data-processing skills. References from the employer she had worked for the year after her graduation, the now unfortunately defunct Manhattan Air Rights Development Corporation, showed that she had been a model employee. Ellen breezed through the Space Board’s qualifying exam and found herself placed exactly where she wanted to be, with access to the largest interlinked computer network in the solar system, protected in her anonymity by a new name and a new appearance (Sparta’s hair was no longer brown, her face was no longer gaunt in its beauty, her teeth were no longer hidden by perpetually closed thin lips; instead her full lips were always slightly parted), and further camouflaged by an enormous bureaucracy in which she figured only as another cipher.
Sparta’s plan was at once bold and cautious, simple and intricate. She would learn what she could from the Board’s vast stores of information. Later, whatever effort it took, she would earn the badge of a Space Board inspector; having achieved that, she would have gained the freedom to act…
In this plan there were only a few minor hitches. She knew now that sometime during her eighteenth year, the first of the three years she could not recall, she had been altered significantly, beyond what was obvious—altered, that is, beyond her enhanced senses of taste, smell, hearing and sight, beyond even the PIN spines under her fingers, the polymer inserts which were already coming into fashion among the more avant-garde rich. (She did what she could to conceal hers, for Ellen Troy was a daughter of the working class.)
These alterations had left their marks inside her body, some of which showed up on routine medical scans. She devised a cover story, not too difficult a task … but she further had to learn to control certain extraordinary abilities, some of them obvious, some unexpected, and some that manifested themselves at inconvenient moments. For the most part she no longer tasted what she did not want to taste, heard what she did not want to hear, saw what she did not want to see—at least while she was conscious—but now and then strange sensations overcame her, and she felt urgencies she could not fully bring to awareness.
Meanwhile, life and work went on; a year passed, then two. On a hot and humid August morning Sparta bent close over the papers on her desk, hardcopies of documents and articles she had pored over many times before, none of them secret, all easily available to the public, documenting the innocent beginnings of the SPARTA project. One of them began:
A PROPOSAL submitted to the United States Office of Education for a demonstration project in the development of multiple intelligences.
Introduction
It has frequently been suggested that the brain of the average human being has unrealized potential for growth and learning—potential which is unrealized, that is, in all but a tiny, haphazard minority of individuals we recognize as “geniuses.” From time to time educational programs have been suggested which would have as their goal the maximization of this unused intellectual capacity in the developing child. At no time before the present, however, have actual methods of stimulating intellectual growth been precisely identifiable, much less subject to conscious control and application. Claims to the contrary have proven at worst false, at best difficult to verify.
Moreover, the mistaken view persists that intelligence is a single, quantifiable trait, a heritable or even a genetic trait—a view perpetuated by the continued widespread use of long-discredited Intelligence Quotient (IQ) tests by schools and other institutions. This continued use can only be understood as an attempt by administrators to find a convenient (and most probably a self-fulfilling) predictor upon which to base the allocation of resources perceived as scarce. The continued use of the IQ has had a chilling effect on the testing of alternate theories.
The authors of this proposal intend to demonstrate that there are no unidimensional geniuses, that each individual human being possesses many intelligences, and that several, perhaps all, of these intelligences may be nurtured and encouraged to grow by simple, mindful intervention on the part of appropriately trained teachers and educational technicians…
Shaved of its academic fuzz, this document—a draft, rejected by the government to which it had been submitted, and dating from some years before Sparta herself had been born—was a fair statement of what Sparta’s parents had set out to do.
They were cognitive scientists, Hungarian immigrants with a special interest in human development. In their view an IQ number, lacking inherent meaning, was a label that blessed some, damned many, and gave easy comfort to racists. Most pernicious was the peculiar notion that some mysterious something, reified as IQ, was not only heritable but fixed, that not even the most beneficial intervention in the growth of the child could increase the quantity of this magical mental substance, at least not more than a few insignificant percentage points.
Sparta’s parents intended to prove the opposite. But despite their revolutionary rhetoric, the public and the granting agencies perceived something old-fashioned about their up-by-your-bootstraps ideas, and it was several years before support materialized, in the form of a modest grant from an anonymous donor. Their first subject, as their convictions demanded, was their own young daughter. Her name was still Linda, then.
Not long after, New York State and then the Ford Foundation chipped in grants of their own. The SPARTA project got its acronymous name, plus a small staff and several new students. After it had been officially underway for two years, the Science section of the New York Times carried a notice:
Bullish on Fox, Bearish on Hedgehog
Psychologists at the New School for Social Research hope to resolve an argument that goes back at least as far as the 8th century B.C., when the Greek poet Archilochus made the enigmatic statement, “The fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing.” In recent times the poet’s remark has symbolized the debate between those who think intelligences are many—linguistic, bodily, mathematical, social, and so forth—and those who believe intelligence comes as a lump sum, symbolized by an IQ score, which is resistant to change and can probably be blamed on one’s genes.
Now comes new evidence from the New School, favoring the fox…
Other articles and stories, in a widening circle of media, glamorized the SPARTA project. The little girl who was its first and for a while its only subject became a star—a mysterious star, whose parents insisted she be kept out of public view; there were no pictures of herself among the chips and clippings on Ellen Troy’s desk. Then at last the U.S. territorial government showed interest in the project…
“Ellen, you’re hiding something.”
Sparta looked up at the broad brown face in front of her. The big woman wasn’t smiling, exactly, but her accusatory expression hid mischief. “What are you talking about, boss?” Sparta asked.
The woman settled her considerable weight into the chair facing Sparta’s desk, Ellen Troy’s desk. “Taking first things first, honey, you applied to get out from under my thumb, again. You think Sister Arlene doesn’t know what goes on in her own department?”
Sparta shook her head once, sharply. “I’m not hiding anything. I’ve been trying to get out from behind this desk for the past two years. As often as the regs let me apply.” The desk in question was one of fifty just like it in the information-processing department of the Board of Space Control’s Investigatory Services Division, housed in a pink brick and blue glass building overlooking Manhattan’s Union Square.
The boss, Arlene Diaz, was the IP department manager. “You and me both know, anybody’s had the surgery you’ve had doesn’t stand a prayer of getting out of the office and onto the beat. So how come you keep doin’ it, Ellen? Tryin’ to get out there?”
“Because I keep hoping somebody upstairs has some common sense, that’s why. I want to be judged by what I can do, Arlene. Not by what’s on my scans.”
Arlene sighed heavily. “Truth is, field supervisors are mighty partial to perfect physical specimens.”
“There’s nothing wrong with me, Arlene.” She let the color come into her cheeks. “When I was sixteen some drunk squashed me and my scooter against a light pole. Okay, the scooter was a total loss. But me they patched up—it’s all on file for anybody who wants to look.”
“You got to admit it was a pretty weird fix, honey. All those lumps and wires and hollow places…” Arlene paused. “I’m sorry. You wouldn’t know it, but it’s policy that when a person wants to transfer, their supervisor sits on the review panel. I’ve pondered your scans, dear. More than a couple of times.”
“The docs who patched me up did the best they could.” Sparta seemed embarrassed, as if she were apologizing for them. “They were local talent.”
“They did fine,” Arlene said. “Mayo Clinic it wasn’t, but what they did works.”
“You think so”—Sparta studied her boss from under arched brows, and became suspicious—“what do the others on the panel think?”
When Arlene didn’t say anything, Sparta smiled. “Faker,” she said. “You’re the one who’s hiding something.”
Arlene grinned back at her. “Congratulations, honey. We’re gonna miss you around here.”
 
It wasn’t quite that easy.
There were the physicals to do all over again, the lies to rehearse and keep straight, the phony electronic documents to plant instantly, backing up the new stories.
And then the work. The six-month basic training for a Space Board Investigator was as rigorous as any astronaut’s. Sparta was smart, quick, coordinated, and she could store far more knowledge than the academy’s instructors had to give (a capacity she did not reveal), but she was not physically strong, and some of the things that had been done to her for reasons she was still trying to understand had left her highly sensitive to pain and vulnerable to fatigue. It was clear from day one that Sparta was in danger of washing out.
The investigator-trainees did not live in barracks; the Space Board regarded them as adults who would show up for classes if they wanted to and meanwhile keep their noses out of trouble, being responsible for themselves. Sparta reported daily to the training division’s facilities in the New Jersey marshes and each night boarded the magneplane back to Manhattan, wondering if she would have the courage to return the next morning. It was a long ride, not long in minutes so much as in the repeated lesson of what sort of world she lived in. Sweet Manhattan was a jewel nestled in a swamp, cinched in by seaweed and algae farms that filled the once flowing rivers that made it an island, ringed by hideous shacks and crumbled slums beyond the river shores, wholly walled about by smoking refineries that transformed human waste and garbage into hydrocarbons and salvageable metals.
She barely survived early cut on the shock tests—electrical, thermal, chemical, light, noise, high gees on the centrifuge, spatial disorientation in the bird cage—extreme stresses that consumed all her energy in her silent, secret defense of her delicate neural structures. She struggled through the obstacle courses, the heavy weapons courses, the team contact sports where the brute strength of the other players often overwhelmed her grace and quickness. Exhausted, bruised, her muscles afire and her nerves ragged, she would stumble into the magneplane, glide smoothly through the fires and smoke of Purgatory, arrive late at her NoHo home and climb into her bed in the condo-apt she shared with three strangers she rarely saw.
Her loneliness and discouragement would get the better of her sometimes, and then she would cry herself to sleep—wondering why she was doing it, how long she could keep doing it. The second question was dependent on the first. If she wavered in her belief that earning credentials as a Space Board investigator would give her the access, the freedom she needed to know what she needed to, her resolve would quickly crumble.
At night there were the dreams. In a year she had not found a sure way to control them. They would begin innocently enough with some fragment of the distant past, her mother’s face—or with the immediate past, some boy she’d met that very day, or a classroom lecture she’d not been prepared for, or been overprepared for—and then they’d segué into the dark corridors of an endless building, a vague goal to be achieved if only she could find her way through the maze, the sense that her friends were with her but that she was utterly alone, that it made no difference whether or not she found what she needed but that if she didn’t she would die—and then the colored lights came wheeling in, gently, from the edges, and the riot of smells overcame her.
 
Trainees had Sundays off. Sparta habitually spent hers walking Manhattan, from one side to the other, from the Battery to the Bronx, even in rain, snow, sleet, and wind. Although she was not strong, she was tough. Twenty-five miles in a day was not unusual for her. She walked to free her mind of focused thought, of the need to detect and plan and store data. Periodic mental rest was essential to avoid overload and breakdown.
As originally conceived, the SPARTA project would never have used artificial brain implants. But when government agencies came in, the project changed; suddenly there were many more students, and new and larger facilities. Sparta was a teenager then, and it didn’t seem strange at first that she saw less of her busy parents, and less of the others, most of them younger children, of whom only one or two were near her own age. One day her father called her into his office and explained that she was to be sent away to Maryland for a series of government evaluations. He promised that he and her mother would visit as often as they could manage. Her father seemed under great strain; before she left the room he hugged her tightly, almost desperately, but he said nothing beyond a murmured “Good-bye” and “We love you.” A man with orange hair had been there in the office the entire time, watching.
Of what came next her memory was still fragmented. Down in Maryland they had done far more than test her, but much of what they had done to her brain she had only recently deduced. What they had done to her body she was still learning.
Sparta walked up the airy length of Park Avenue, toward the Grand Central Conservatory. It was early spring; the day was sunny and warm. Along the avenue the rows of decorative cherry trees were in full bloom, their fragrant pink petals drifting like perfumed confetti onto the glittering esplanade. Shining glass and steel, scrubbed concrete and polished granite rose all about her; helicopters threshed the lanes of air among their tops. Omnibuses and an occasional police cruiser whispered past on the smooth pavement. Magneplanes hummed in swift assurance along thin steel tracks held aloft on high pylons, while quaint old electric subway cars, painted in cheerful colors, clattered and screeched beneath Sparta’s feet, visible through blocks of glass paving.
Early in the century, when the mid-Atlantic states had been merged for administrative convenience, Manhattan had been designated a federal demonstration center—“Skyscraper National Park,” as cynics would have it. Although the island was ringed with stinking industries and fetid suburbs, the streets of the model city were crowded, and most people in the crowd were sleek, colorfully and expensively dressed, happy-faced. In federal demonstration centers poverty was a crime, punishable by resettlement.
Sparta was not among the cheerful. Pass/fail in her training program was two months away. After that the physical stress would lift a bit and the academic side would take over, but just now she trembled on the brink of quitting. Sixty exhausting days to go. At this moment she felt she couldn’t make it.
As she approached the formal gardens of the 42nd Street mall she noticed a man following her. She wondered how long he’d been at it; she’d been deliberately tuned out, walking in a semi-trance, or she would have seen him instantly. He could be someone in the training division checking up on her. He could be someone else.
She roused herself to maximum alertness. Stopping at a flower stand, she raised a bunch of yellow daffodils to her nose. The flowers had no perfume, but their heady vegetable odor exploded in her brain. She peered through them, closing one eye, her macrozoom gaze zeroing in…
He was young, with thick auburn hair chopped in the fashion of the day, and he wore a stylish, shiny black polymer jacket. He was a handsome young man of obvious Chinese and Black Irish ancestry, with high cheekbones, soft dark eyes, and a sprinkle of freckles; at present he seemed oddly uncomfortable and uncertain.
As soon as she’d stopped at the flower stand he had hesitated, and for a moment she thought he was going to come forward, say something. Instead he turned and pretended to study a display in the nearest store window. To his evident dismay, it was a clothing store displaying expensive women’s underwear. When he realized what he was looking at, his skin brightened under his freckles.
She had identified him instantly, although the last time she’d seen him he’d looked quite different; he’d only been sixteen years old. He’d had even more freckles then, and his crewcut hair had been redder. His name was Blake Redfield. He was a year younger than she was, and he was the closest to her age of all the other students in the original SPARTA.
But she could see that he wasn’t yet sure he recognized her. Unlike the girl she reminded him of, whose hair had been long and brown, Ellen Troy was a dishwater blond; she wore her unremarkable medium light hair in a practical cut, straight and short. Her eyes were blue and her lips were full. But despite these superficial alterations, Ellen’s facial bone structure had not been altered, could not have been safely altered, so to a great extent Ellen still resembled the girl whose name had been Linda.
Luckily Blake Redfield was as bashful as ever, too shy to walk up to a strange woman on the street.
Sparta handed the flower vendor her sliver, took the daffodils, and walked on. She tuned her hearing to Blake’s footsteps, selectively amplifying the distinctive click, click of his heels from the hundreds of other slaps and taps and shuffles that rolled around her. It was essential that she lose him, but in a way that kept him from realizing he’d been seen. Strolling as aimlessly as before, she passed under the arches of the Grand Central Conservatory.
The last time she’d visited the conservatory the scenery was sand and rocks and spiny things, with twisted desert peaks rising in the distance, but the theme this month was tropical. On every side palms and hardwoods reached for the lofty ceiling and lacy draperies of vines and orchids descended. Eastman Kodak’s panoramic hologram extended the jungle view to a distant landscape of mist and waterfalls.
There were a lot of people in the conservatory, but most of them were on the mezzanine looking into the forest galleries from above, or strolling the broad paths that surrounded the central forest. She paused, then walked casually into the trees. The thick mat of leaves on the floor muffled the hoots of monkeys and the screeches of parrots overhead. She’d gone a few steps into the green shadows and then, even without amplification, she could plainly hear Blake’s footsteps on the path behind her.
Another casual turn here, into a narrow path behind a screen of vines as fat and tangled as the tentacles of a giant squid… Blake’s footsteps hesitated, but he made the turn and stayed on her trail.
Another turn, behind glossy dark leaves as big as the elephant ears they were named for, but stiffer, like dead, dried leather. Yet another turn among the knees of a sprawling banyan, its roots like veils of pale wood as smooth and thin as travertine stone. Suddenly she came upon the awesome waterfall, which descended in soundless torrents into the glistening gorge below. Behind her, Blake was still coming—but hesitantly now.
The true thunder of the waterfall was muted, but realistic mist drifted from sprinklers high in the walls, invisible behind the holographic projection. A vista point with a rustic bamboo railing, presently deserted, was perched on the edge of the vast, illusory gorge into which the water careened.
Sparta crouched against a tree trunk, wondering what to do. She had hoped to leave Blake Redfield behind her in the movie-set rain forest, but he was not to be shaken so easily. She took the risk of losing track of his whereabouts in order to tune her hearing to the high-frequency hum of the Kodak hologram’s projection system. The depth-of-focus circuitry was mounted somewhere on the wall a few feet in front of her. The shape of the electric pulses gave her a crude approximation of its program, but she had no physical access to the control center—
—then an unsettling sensation came over her, spreading from her midsection up through her chest to her arms. Her belly began to burn. The sensation was strange and familiar at the same time. When studying her own scans, months ago, she had seen the sheetlike structures under her diaphragm and suspected she knew what they were, powerful polymer batteries, but she could not remember how to utilize them, or even what they were for. Suddenly, responding to her unconscious demand, that memory returned.
She stretched out her arms and hands and curved them into the arc of a microwave-length antenna. Her facial mask set in concentration. Data cascaded through her frontal lobes; she beamed a single burst of instructions into the heart of the projection control processor.
The hologram leaped forward. Tons of water descended upon her—
—and she was staring at the old railroad station’s polished marble wall. She lowered her arms and relaxed her trance. She walked to the fake bamboo railing of the vista point, which stood on the floor less than three feet from the wall. Above her an array of hologram projectors twinkled yellow, cyan, and magenta. She turned back and looked at the jungle trees. She could see nothing of the animated hologram from inside the projection, but if her beamed instructions had worked, the apparent edge of that deep gorge should now be at the end of the path, just in front of the trees…
Blake emerged from the jungle, took two steps toward her and stopped, staring past her head at torrents of cascading water. His eyes followed the water down into the gorge.
Her back was to the railing. In a step she could have reached out and touched his handsome, friendly, freckled face. A crumpled chewing gum pack lay on the floor between them, where he saw canyons of mist. The light on him was just that which the conservatory’s skylights and the projected whitewater of the hologram spilled on him. There was nothing at all between them except the chewing gum pack and that insubstantial light.
She was reminded how much she had liked him, once, although at that age she wasn’t much interested in younger kids—she was a sophisticated seventeen and he was only a gawky sixteen, after all—and she probably hadn’t been much good at communicating simple feelings anyway.
Now, simply by knowing that she existed, he could destroy her. Blake ran a hand through his auburn hair, then turned away, bemused, into the jungle. Sparta ducked under the rail. She walked along the smooth marble wall, emerged from behind the waterfall, and disappeared into a crowded passage that led toward Madison Avenue.
 
Blake Redfield paused in the trees and looked back at the tumbling water. He was a product of the early SPARTA, the pure SPARTA, before it had been disbanded. There had been no tinkering with his physical nature, only with the conditions of his education. He had no zoom-lens eyes or tunable ears, no enhanced RAM in his skull or PIN spines under his fingernails, no batteries in his belly or antennas wrapped around his bones.
But he was multiply intelligent too, bright enough to have recognized Linda immediately, bright enough to have realized immediately that she did not wish to be recognized. And he was curious enough to wonder why. After all, he’d half-suspected she was dead…
So he’d followed her until she disappeared. He wasn’t quite sure how she’d managed that, but he knew it was deliberate.
He had long wondered what became of her. Now he wondered just how hard it would be to find out.
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In the last part of the 21st century the sky had grown ever more crowded, from ground level right on up into space, until little Earth was ringed like giant Saturn—with machines and vehicles, not with innocent snowballs. There were bright power stations collecting sunlight and beaming microwaves to antenna farms in Arabia and Mongolia and Angola and Brazil. There were refineries, using sunlight to smelt metal from moon sand and captured asteroids, distilling hydrocarbons from carbonaceous chondrites and mining diamonds from meteoroids. There were factories that used these materials to cast the perfect ball bearing, to brew the perfect antibiotic, to extrude the perfect polymer. There were luxury terminals to serve the great interplanetary liners and entertain their wealthy passengers, and there were orbiting dockyards for the working freighters. There were a dozen shipyards, two dozen scientific stations, a hundred weather satellites, five hundred communications satellites, a thousand spy-eyes twinkling among the night stars, measuring the Earth, seeking out the last of its resources, gauging the flow of its precious and dwindling fresh water, watching and listening to the constantly shifting alliances, the occasional flare-ups of battle on the surface of the world below—like the vicious tank and helicopter engagement presently raging in south central Asia. By intricate international treaty, all weapons with a range of over one kilometer were barred from space, including rockets, railguns, beam projectors, every sort of directed-energy device, and even exploding satellites, whose debris would spread unchecked, but excluding satellites themselves. So another few thousand objects orbiting the Earth were essentially inert, little more than bags of moon rocks, mischievous threats by one power bloc against another to destroy orbiting facilities by simple collision, although implicit was the ability to destroy whole cities on Earth by guided artificial meteorite.
Yet most of the whirling planet, wondrously, maintained an awkward peace. The North Continental Treaty Alliance, consisting of the Russians, Europeans, Canadians, and Americans, usually called the Euro-Americans, had been on good terms for many years with the Azure Dragon Mutual Prosperity Sphere, usually known as the Nippon-Sino-Arabs. Together the industrial conglomerates had cooperated to build stations on or around the inner planets and in the Mainbelt. The Latin-Africans and the Indo-Asians had stations of their own, and had founded tenuous settlements on two of Jupiter’s moons. The lure of solar system colonization had both sharpened and, paradoxically, attenuated Earthly rivalries: the rivalry was real, but no group wanted to risk its lines of communication.
Space travel had never been inexpensive, but early in the century an economic watershed had been crossed, like a saddle in low hills that nevertheless marks a continental divide. Nuclear technology moved into its most appropriate sphere, outer space; the principles were sufficiently simple and the techniques sufficiently easy to master that private companies could afford to enter the interplanetary shipping market. With the shippers came the yards, the drydocks, the outfitters.
The Falaron shipyards, one of the originals, orbited Earth two hundred and fifty miles up. Presently the only vessel in the yards was an old atomic freighter, getting an overhaul and a face lift—a new reactor core, new main engine nozzles, refurbished life-support systems, new paint inside and out. When all the work was done the ship was to be recommissioned and given a new, rather grand, name: Star Queen.
The huge atomic engines had been mounted and tested. Spacesuited workers wielding plasma torches were fitting new holds, big cylinders that fastened to the thin central shaft of the ship below the spherical crew module.
The flicker and glare of the torches cast planes of shadow through the windows of the outfitter’s office. In the odd light young Nikos Pavlakis’s bristling mustache sprouted horns of black shadow, rendering his appearance demonic. “Curse you for a liar and a thief, Dimitrios. Repeatedly you assured us everything was on schedule, everything was under control. No problem, no problem, you told me! Now you say we will be a month late unless I am prepared to bear the cost of overtime!”
“My boy, I am terribly sorry, but we are helpless in the hands of the workers’ consortium.” Dimitrios spread his own hands to demonstrate helplessness, although it was hard to find remorse on his broad, wrinkled face. “You cannot expect me to absorb the entire cost of the extortion by myself.”
“How much are you getting back from them? Ten percent? Fifteen? What is your commission for helping to rob your friends and relatives?”
“How do you find the hardness to say such things to me, Nikos?”
“Easily, old thief.”
“I have dandled you on my knee as if you were my own godson!” the old man objected.
“Dimitrios, I have known you for what you were since I was ten years old. I am not blind, like my father.”
“Your father is hardly blind. Do not doubt that I will report these slanders to him. Perhaps you had better leave—before I lose my patience and dandle you into the vacuum.”
“I’ll wait while you make the call, Dimitrios. I would like to hear what you have to say to him.”
“You think I won’t?” Dimitrios shouted, his face darkening. But he made no move to reach for the radiolink. A magnificent scowl gathered on his brow, worthy of Pan. “My hair is gray, my son. Your hair is brown. For forty years I have…”
“Other shipyards hold to their contracts,” Pavlakis impatiently interrupted. “Why is my father’s own cousin an incompetent? Or is it more than mere incompetence?”
Dimitrios stopped emoting. His face froze. “There is more to business than what is written in contracts, little Nikos.”
“Dimitrios, you are right—you are an old man, and the world has changed. These days the Pavlakis family runs a shipping line. We are no longer smugglers. We are not pirates.”
“You insult your own fa—”
“We stand to make more money from this contract with Ishtar Mining Corporation than you have dreamed of in all your years of petty larceny,” Pavlakis shouted angrily. “But the Star Queen must be ready on time.”
What hung in the close artificial air between them, known to them both but unmentionable, was the desperate situation of the once powerful Pavlakis Lines, reduced from the four interplanetary freighters it had owned to the single, aging vessel now in the yards. Dimitrios had intimated that he had creative solutions to such problems, but young Pavlakis would not hear of them.
“Instruct me, young master,” the old man said poisonously, his voice trembling. “How does one, in this new world of yours, persuade workers to finish their jobs without the inducement of their accustomed overtime?”
“It’s too late, isn’t it? You’ve seen to that.” Pavlakis drifted to the window and watched the flashing of the plasma torches. He spoke without facing the old man. “Very well, keep them at it, and meanwhile take as many bribes as you can, gray-hair. It will be the last job you do for us. And who else will deal with you then?”
Dimitrios thrust his chin up, dismissing him.
 
Nikos Pavlakis took a convenient shuttle to London that same afternoon. He sat cursing himself for losing his temper. As the craft descended, screaming through the atmosphere toward Heathrow, Pavlakis kept a string of amber worry beads moving across his knuckles. He was not at all certain his father would support him against Dimitrios; the two cousins went back a long way, and Nikos did not even want to think about what they might have gotten up to together in the early, loosely regulated days of commercial space shipping. Perhaps his father could not disentangle himself from Dimitrios if he wanted to. All that would change when Nikos took over the firm, of course … if the firm did not collapse before it happened. Meanwhile, no one must know the true state of the Company’s affairs, or everything would collapse immediately.
The worry beads clicked as Nikos muttered a prayer that his father would enjoy a long life. In retirement.
It had been a mistake to confront Dimitrios before Pavlakis was sure of his own position, but there could be no backing down now. He would have to put people he could trust on the site to see to the completion of the work. And—this was a more delicate matter—he would have to do what he could about extending the launch deadline.
Freighters, blessedly, did not leave for the planets every month; it was not a simple matter to find room for a shipment as massive as this consignment of robots from the Ishtar Mining Corporation. A delay in Star Queen’s departure for Venus was not the most auspicious beginning to a new contract, but with luck it would not be fatal. Perhaps he could arrange an informal discussion with Sondra Sylvester, the Ishtar Mining Corporation’s chief executive, before talking the situation over with his father.
Rehearsing his arguments, Pavlakis descended toward London.
 
At the same moment Mrs. Sondra Sylvester was flying through the dark overcast sky west of London in a Rolls-Royce executive helicopter, accompanied by a ruddy, tweedy fellow, Arthur Gordon by name, who having failed to press a cup of Scotch whiskey upon her was helping himself from a Sterling Silver decanter from the recessed bulkhead bar. Gordon was head of Defence Manufactures at Rolls-Royce, and he was much taken with his tall, dark-eyed passenger in her elegant black silks and boots. His helicopter flew itself, with just the two of them in it, toward the army proving grounds on the Salisbury Plain.
“Lucky for us the army were eager to help,” Gordon said expansively. “Frankly your machine is of great interest to them—they’ve been pestering us for details ever since we undertook development. Haven’t given them anything proprietary, of course,” Gordon said, fixing her with a round brown eye over the lip of the silver cup. “And they’ve declined to go all official on us, so there’s been no unpleasantness.”
“I can’t imagine the army is planning maneuvers on the surface of Venus,” Sylvester remarked.
“Bless me, neither can I, ha ha.” Gordon took another sip of the whiskey. “But I imagine they’re thinking that a machine which can operate in that sort of hell can easily do so in the mundane terrestrial variety as well.”
Two days earlier Sylvester had arrived at the plant to inspect the new machines, designed to Ishtar Mining Corporation’s specifications and virtually handmade by Rolls-Royce. They were lined up at attention, waiting for her on the spotless factory floor, six of them squatting like immense horned and winged beetles. Sylvester had peered at each in turn, looking at her slim reflection in their polished titanium-alloy skins, while Gordon and his managers stood by beaming. Sylvester had turned to the men and briskly announced that before taking delivery she wished to see one of the robots in action. See for herself. No use hauling all that mass to Venus if it wouldn’t do the job. The Rolls-Royce people had traded shrewd glances and confident smiles. No difficulty there. It had taken them very little time to make the arrangements.
The helicopter banked and descended. “Looks like we’re just about there,” Gordon said. “If you look out the window to your left you can catch a glimpse of Stonehenge.” Without undue haste he screwed the top back on the silver flask of Scotch; instead of returning it to the bar he tucked it into the pocket of his overcoat.
The helicopter came down on a wind-blasted moor, where a squad of soldiers in battle fatigues stood to attention, their camouflage trousers flapping about their knees like flags in a stiff breeze. Gordon and Sylvester dismounted from the helicopter. A group of officers approached.
A lieutenant colonel, the highest ranking among them, stepped forward smartly and inclined his head in a sharp bow. “Lieutenant Colonel Guy Witherspoon, madame, at your service.” He pronounced it “lef-tenant.”
She held out her hand and he shook it stiffly. She had the impression he would rather have saluted. The colonel turned and shook Gordon’s hand. “Marvelous beast you’ve constructed here. Awfully good of you folks to let us look on. May I introduce my adjutant, Captain Reed?”
More handshakes. “Are you making records of these tests, Colonel?” Sylvester asked him.
“We had planned to do, Mrs. Sylvester.”
“I have no objection to the army’s knowing, as long as the information is kept strictly confidential. Ishtar is not the only mining company on Venus, Colonel Witherspoon.”
“Quite. The Arabs and Ni … hmm, that is, the Japanese—need no help from us.”
“I’m glad you understand.” Sylvester hooked a loose strand of her long black hair away from her red lips. She had one of those faces that was impossible to place—Castilian? Magyar?—and equally impossible to overlook or forget. She gave the belted young officer with the gingery mustache a warm smile. “We are grateful for your cooperation, Colonel. Please proceed whenever you’re ready.”
The colonel’s flat-fingered right hand sprang to the bill of his peaked cap, his urge to salute having proved irrepressible. He instantly turned away and barked orders at the waiting soldiers.
The machine to be tested, one chosen at random by Sylvester from among the six on the factory floor, had been airlifted to the proving ground yesterday; it was now crouched at the edge of the raw earth landing pad. Six jointed legs held its belly only inches from the ground, but it was a fat beast, its back as high as a man’s head. Two soldiers in white suits with hoods and faceplates stood at ease beside the machine; their overalls bore bright yellow radiation warning signs. Silhouetted against a sky of scudding black clouds, the robot’s diamond-studded eye ports and spiny electromagnetic sensors gave it the visage of a samurai crab or beetle. No wonder the very sight of it had fired the military imagination.
“Captain Reed, when you’re ready.” The white-suited team double-timed to a truck plastered with yellow radiation warnings and opened its rear doors. They removed a three-foot metal cylinder, which they carried slowly and carefully to the robot, then proceeded to load it into the metal insect’s abdomen.
Meanwhile Colonel Witherspoon led Sylvester and Gordon to a bank of seats erected on the lip of the landing pad, shielded from the blustery wind by plastic windscreens. The little observation post looked northward from a low ridge into a wide, shallow valley. The ridge crests on both sides were pocked with pillboxes, and the ground around had been torn up by generations of horses’ hooves, gun-carriage wheels, cleated tires, tank treads, and countless booted feet.
While they waited Sylvester once more declined Gordon’s urgings to sip from his flask.
Within a few seconds the robot was fueled and critical. The soldiers stood well back. Witherspoon gave the signal and Captain Reed manipulated the sticks and knobs on the tiny control unit he held in his left hand.
On the control unit’s screen Reed could see what the robot saw, a view of the world that encompassed almost two hundred radial degrees but was oddly distorted, like an anamorphic lens—a distortion programmed to compensate for the glassy atmosphere of Venus.
Within moments, the carbon-carbon cooling fins on the back of the robot began to glow—first dull orange, soon a bright cherry, finally a pearly white. The robot was powered by a high-temperature nuclear reactor cooled by liquid lithium. The extreme temperature of the cooling fins was excessive on Earth, but essential to create a sufficient gradient for radiative cooling in the eight-hundred degree surface temperatures on Venus.
The smell of hot metal reached them across the flat, windy ground. Witherspoon turned to his guests. “The robot is now fully powered, Mrs. Sylvester.”
She cocked her head. “Possibly you have a demonstration of your own in mind, Colonel?”
He nodded. “With your permission, ma’am—first, unguided terrain navigation according to stored satellite maps. Objective, the crest of that far ridge.”
“Carry on,” Sylvester said, her lips curving in an anticipatory smile.
Witherspoon signaled his adjutant. With a chorus of whining motors the robot came to life. It raised its radiator-crested, antennaed head. Its chassis was of heat-resistant molybdenum steel and titanium-alloy, mounted on six titanium-alloy legs for traversing terrain more wildly irregular than any that could be found in England or anywhere else on Earth. It moved its legs with intricate and startling rapidity, and as it scuttled forward, turned, then plunged down the hillside, a novel set of tracks was left in the earth of Salisbury Plain.
The gigantic metal beast scurried along, raising a plume of dust behind it that blew strongly to the east, like a dust devil racing across the desert.
For some forgotten exercise in siegecraft, moats had been dug across the breadth of the valley and berms piled behind them; the robot scurried into trenches and over the rises without pause, thundering straight up the valley like the entire Light Brigade at Balaklava. Now outcroppings of gray rock blocked it from its goal at valley’s end. The robot ran around the sheerer cliffs, but where the slope was not too steep, it simply scrambled over them, scrabbling for purchase among cracks and ledges of stone. Within a few moments it had reached its objective, a row of concrete pillboxes on the scudding heights. There it stopped.
“Those emplacements were constructed in the 19th century, Mrs. Sylvester,” Witherspoon informed her. “Four feet of steel-reinforced concrete. The army have declared them surplus.”
“I would be delighted for you to proceed with the second part of your demonstration,” Sylvester said. “I only wish I had a better view.”
“Captain Reed? Over here, if you will,” Witherspoon called sharply. Reed brought his control unit close enough for Sylvester and the others to see the robot’s-eye view on its videoplate. “And please take these, ma’am.” Witherspoon handed her a pair of heavy binoculars, sheathed in sticky black plastic.
The binoculars were electromagnetically stabilized oil-lens viewers with selective radiation filtration and image enhancement. When she held them to her eyes she saw the robot so close and sharp she could have been standing ten feet away, although the perspective was markedly flat and graphic. There it crouched, a firebug, implacable, facing the squat bunker.
The robot needed to do more than move about on the surface of Venus. It was a prospector and a miner; it was equipped to seek out and analyze mineral samples and, when it came upon ore of commercial value, to dig out and partially process the ore, preparing it for further processing by other machines and eventual transportation off-planet.
“Go ahead, Colonel,” Sylvester said.
Witherspoon gave the signal; Reed manipulated the controls. The robot’s diamond-edge proboscis and claws slashed into the old bunker. Rust and gray dust flew up in a cloud. The robot ate into the bunker, ate around the walls, and when the roof collapsed on top of it, ate through that. It ate into the floor; slab-iron gun mounts and railings went into its maw, and rubber and steel and copper cables, and even the contents of the drains, choked with ancient grease. Soon there was nothing left of the bunker except a cavity in the hillside. The robot ceased working. Behind itself it had deposited neat molten piles—gleaming iron, ruddy copper, baked calcium.
“Excellent,” said Sylvester, handing the binoculars to Witherspoon. “What’s next?”
“We thought possibly, remote control navigation?” the officer suggested.
“Fine. Any problem if I do the controlling?” she asked.
“Our pleasure.” Witherspoon waved Reed over; he handed her the control unit. She studied it a moment, and Gordon leaned his head to hers and judiciously murmured something about forward and back, but by the time he’d finished her fingers were already conjuring with the controls. The robot, a glowing dot in the naked-eye distance, scuttled backward, away from the ex-bunker. It turned and headed downslope, toward them.
She deliberately tried to run it over one of the steep outcrops. At the very edge of the cliff, it refused to go. She would not countermand her order, so the robot took rudimentary thought and found a solution: it began to eat the outcrop away from under itself. Sylvester laughed to see it chew its own switchbacks to the bottom of the cliff.
She ran it at full speed toward their position. It scrambled over the red ground, growing impressively larger as it came, leaving dust and wavering plumes of heat in its wake.
She turned to Witherspoon, her eyes gleaming. “Heat!”
He blinked at her fervor. “Why, yes … we had thought—” He pointed to a long open bunker lying to the north, halfway up the ridge. “Phosphorus,” Witherspoon said. “Close as we could come on short notice. If you’ll just steer the machine in there.”
She bent to the controls again. The robot swerved toward the open bunker. As it rushed close, the bunker suddenly erupted with a glaring white light. Coruscating fountains of whistling, hissing flame leaped high into the air. Without pausing, the robot charged into the midst of the inferno. There it stopped.
It rested there, its own radiators gleaming through the fire. After several long seconds the pyre subsided. At Sylvester’s gentle urging on the controls, the robot turned, quite unperturbed, and climbed straight up to the crest of the ridge. The soldiers stolidly kept their positions as the metal juggernaut rose above the ridge and bore down upon them. When the fiery beetle was a few yards away Sylvester lifted her hands from the control unit. The robot halted, radiant.
“Well done, Colonel,” said Sylvester, handing the controls to Witherspoon. Again she hooked her long hair out of her eyes. “Mr. Gordon, my congratulations to Rolls-Royce.”
 
When Sylvester reached her hotel that evening the desk clerk informed her that a Mr. Nikos Pavlakis was waiting for her in the lounge. She marched straight in and surprised him hunched over the bar, his big shoulders straining the tight jacket of his suit, a tumbler of water and a shot glass of cloudy ouzo in front of him, deep into what looked like his second bowl of peanuts. She smiled when he mumbled something she took to be an invitation to have a drink.
“I’m terribly sorry, Mr. Pavlakis, but I’ve had a busy day and I’m facing a full evening. If you’d called earlier…”
“Apologies, dear lady”—he choked as he downed a peanut—“on my way to Victoria, unexpected stopover. I thought I would take a minute to catch you up. But some other time…”
“So long as there is no delay in the schedule we discussed, you don’t need to trouble yourself to report to me,” she said. He had a very expressive face; she could have sworn that his mustache drooped, that his hair had just lost some of its curl. Her own expression hardened. “What’s the problem, Mr. Pavlakis?”
“There is no problem, I assure you. We will be ready on time. No problem. Some additional costs we must absorb…”
“There is a problem, then.”
“Our problem, dear lady. Not yours.” He smiled, displaying fine white teeth, but his eyes were not smiling with them.
Sylvester contemplated him. “All right then. If in fact there’s no problem please wire me tomorrow, here at the hotel, reconfirming your intention to begin loading cargo within two weeks, as agreed.” When he nodded glumly she added, “Until then, we won’t need to talk again.”
Pavlakis muttered, “Good night, dear lady,” but she was already marching away.
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London had not fared as well as Manhattan in the new century; it was as cramped and soot-blackened as ever, as severely Balkanized by differences of accent, skin color, class. In a moment one’s square black taxicab passed from elegant brick townhouses and clever converted carriage houses on quaint mews into steaming, crumbling slums. The weather was as foul as ever, too, with gray-bellied clouds excreting thin drizzle and the occasional riverbottom fog bringing equal parts romance and respiratory disease. Nevertheless Sondra Sylvester liked the place—if not as much as she liked Paris or Florence, which were even less changed from what they had been, still rather better than she liked New York, which was no longer real. Living on Port Hesperus, Sylvester got her fill of artificial luxury ten months out of the year; when she took her annual trip to Earth she wanted the thing itself, the dirt with the polish, the noise with the music, the sour with the sweet.
The taxi stopped in New Bond Street. Sylvester pushed her sliver into the taxi’s meter slot, then opened the door and stepped to the damp pavement; while she waited for the machine to record the transaction she adjusted the line of her silk skirt and pulled her chinchilla coat closer against the clinging fog. The sliver rebounded and the cab’s robot voice said, “Much obliged, m’um.”
She pushed through hungry-looking crowds on the sidewalk and walked briskly into the building, nodding to a rosy-cheeked young staffer at the door who smiled back in recognition. She entered the cramped auction room where the book and manuscript sales were held. She’d been here often, as recently as yesterday afternoon, when she’d come to preview today’s offerings. Up for sale were bits and pieces of two private collections, one of them from the estate of the recently deceased Lord Lancelot Quayle, the other anonymous. The two collections had been broken into a hundred lots—most of them of little interest to Sylvester.
Although she was early the room had begun to fill. She took a folding chair in the middle of the room and sat down to wait. It was like being early to church. There was a little transeptlike wing to her right, difficult to see into from her position; bidders who preferred anonymity often seated themselves there. The oldest booksellers, Magg’s, Blackwell’s, Quaritch, the rest, were already at their traditional places around the table in front of the podium. The first rows of folding chairs had been grabbed by outlandishly dressed viddie people whose demeanor was less than dignified. All that preening and squawking! Surely they would be asked to leave if they continued making so much noise…
Two items drew the entertainers and the rest of the unusually large crowd. One of them was a distinct oddity. As a result of Lord Quayle’s lifelong Romish mania, his library had tossed up, among the miscellany, what purported to be an eyewitness account—scrawled in squid ink on fragmented parchment in execrable Greek by a fellow named Flavius Peticius, an undereducated, obviously gullible Roman centurion (or perhaps written by his nearly illiterate scribe)—of the crucifixion of one Joshua of Nazareth and two other malefactors outside the Jerusalem wall, early in the first century A.D.
Here was spectacle, the very stuff of epic! Not to mention timely publicity—and this is what drew the movie folk—for the BBC had recently mounted a lavish production of Desiree Gilfoley’s “While Rome Burns,” featuring the lissome former model, Lady Adastra Malypense, in an acting debut made memorable by the fact that in only one of her many scenes had Lady Malypense appeared wearing any clothes at all, and those in the Egyptian mode of pleated linen, which is to say transparent. Perhaps Lady Malypense herself was among the noise-makers in the front row; Sylvester would not have recognized her, clothed or otherwise.
As far as Sylvester was concerned they could have been auctioning a piece of the True Cross—so much for the intrinsic value of the parchment. Sonya Sylvester and most of the serious collectors had been attracted by lot 61, a single, thick volume; ironically, had its text not formed the basis of a classic British film of the previous century, the news media might have overlooked it, which Sylvester would have preferred.
She had inspected it yesterday on the plain bookshelf behind the podium, where it was guarded by burly porters in their dust coats and discreetly watched over by the business-suited young men and women of the staff. The book rested open to reveal a scrap of paper lying on its title page, written in an irregular vertical hand: “To Jonathan…”
Using this pseudonymous address, the last of the truly great, truly mad English adventurers—who was also the first of the great, mad philosophers of modern war—had conveyed his book into the hands of a close friend. Who could trace its travels since? Not Sotheby’s.
Valuable books—fortunately or unfortunately, depending upon one’s point of view—had never been as valuable as, for example, valuable paintings. Even the rarest printed book was understood to be one of a set of duplicates, not a unique original. Conversely, the rarest painting, while unique, could easily be reproduced in a hundred billion copies, its likeness distributed throughout the inhabited worlds in hardcopy texts and magazines and stored electronic images, thus becoming widely known—while no book, rare or common, could be so casually copied or so casually apprehended. Printed books were not unique, thus subtracting from their value. But printed books could not be easily reproduced, thus subtracting from their fame—and so again subtracting from their speculative market value.
Rarely there came upon the auction block a book both famous and unique. Lot 61 was such a book, The Seven Pillars of Wisdom in its first, private, and very limited edition—different from subsequent editions not only in its printing and binding but by almost a third of its text. Before today’s auction only one copy had been known to exist, all others having disappeared or been destroyed; the survivor resided in the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C. Not even the Gutenberg Bible could combine fame with such rarity; this was the only available original copy of an acknowledged masterwork of 20th century literature.
Sylvester’s hopes of acquiring the book were not unreasonable, although every major collector and library on this and the colonized planets would be represented at the sale. Quaritch would be acting for the University of Texas, who were surely frantic to add this missing and most precious piece to their extensive collection of the author’s works and memorabilia. Sotheby’s staff held orders from other bidders, and some of them flanking the auctioneer’s podium already had their heads cocked to the phone-links in their ears, receiving last minute instructions from far places. But all the bidders would have their top limits, and Sylvester’s was very high.
Promptly at eleven the auctioneer stepped to the podium. “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to Sotheby and Company.” He was a tall man, striving to overcome the East End and to achieve Oxbridge in his speech and demeanor, and he got the sale moving without delay. Although there were flurries of interest over 16th century English translations of Caesar’s Commentaries and Plutarch’s Lives, most of Quayle’s library was disposed of rapidly.
Then the crucifixion parchment came up, and the mediahounds zeroed in with their photogram cameras. The viddie denizens of the front row cooed and fluttered. Sure enough, someone addressed the blond woman who made the first bid as “Adastra, darling,” in a stage whisper loud enough to be heard at the back of the room. After a few quick rounds only Lady Malypense and two other serious bidders remained. A Sotheby’s staffer was representing one of them, and Sylvester suspected that the bidder was Harvard, perhaps hoping to acquire a crucifixion account to match the one Yale already possessed. The third bidder was behind her, a man with the accent of an Alabama preacher. It became a two-way contest when Harvard dropped out; the Southern churchman was implacable.
At last Lady Malypense failed to respond to the last “do I hear…?” As if the gavel were a cue, the actress and her claque abruptly marched out, looking daggers at the portly victor.
The anonymous collection, “the property of a gentleman,” was now offered in lots. Most were items of military history, in which Sylvester took no special interest; her field was early 20th century literature, particularly English—that is, British.
Eventually lot 60, a first edition account of Patrick Leigh Fermor’s exploits during the Cretan resistance of World War II, went under the gavel. Sylvester would have liked to have had that book, and she bid on it—not that she cared about Crete or a half-forgotten war, but Leigh Fermor was a fine describer of places—but its price rose swiftly higher than she was willing to go. Soon the auctioneer said “sold” and the room immediately fell silent.
“Lot 61. Lawrence, T. E., The Seven Pillars of Wisdom”—as the director spoke, a solemn young man bore the heavy book forward and held it aloft, turning it slowly from side to side. “Printed in linotype on Bible paper, recto only, double columns. Bound in full tan morocco, edges gilt, in marbled slipcase. Inserted loose in the front, two leaves, handwritten, one a note in dedication ‘to Jonathan’ and signed by the author ‘at Farnborough, 18 November 1922,’ the other being comments written in pencil, in a hand thought to be that of Robert Graves. This very rare book is one of eight printed by the Oxford Times Press in 1922 at the author’s behest, three of which were destroyed by him, and three others presumed lost. The reserve is five hundred thousand pounds.”
He had hardly concluded his description when the bidding commenced. A little rustle of excitement rippled through the room as the auctioneer recited increasingly greater numbers, almost without pausing: “Six hundred thousand, I am bid six hundred thousand … six hundred and fifty thousand … seven hundred thousand.” No one spoke, but fingers were flickering and heads were nodding, at the dealers’ table and elsewhere in the room, so rapidly that the auctioneer did not even have time to acknowledge those who had made the bids.
“Eight hundred and seventy-five thousand pounds,” said the auctioneer. For the first time there was a momentary pause before he got a response. It was clear that many bidders were approaching their limits. By the rules of the game, the higher the price, the higher the minimum advance; the price was now so high that the minimum advance was five thousand pounds. “Am I bid eight hundred and eighty thousand pounds?” the auctioneer asked matter-of-factly.
Quaritch and a single other bookseller responded. The auctioneer’s gaze flickered to the transept on his left; evidently whoever was seated there, out of sight, had also bid.
“Am I bid eight hundred and eighty-five thousand?”
“Nine hundred thousand pounds,” Sondra Sylvester said, speaking for the first time. Her voice in the crowded room was new, rich, darkly colored, a voice—it was obvious to everyone—accustomed to giving orders. The auctioneer nodded at her, smiling in recognition.
At the front table the gentleman from Quaritch, who was in fact representing the University of Texas, seemed unperturbed—the humanities department of Texas had an extensive Lawrence collection and was no doubt prepared to go to extreme lengths to acquire the prize—but the remaining rival bookseller leaned back in resignation, dropping his pencil.
“I am bid nine hundred thousand pounds. Am I bid nine hundred and five?” The auctioneer glanced to his left once, twice, then announced, “One million pounds.”
An appreciative groan rumbled through the audience. The man from Quaritch glanced curiously over his shoulder, made a note on the pad in front of him—and declined to bid further, having reached his client’s top. The minimum advance was now ten thousand pounds.
“One million ten thousand pounds,” Sylvester said. She sounded confident, more confident than in fact she felt. Who was in the transept? Who was bidding against her?
The auctioneer nodded. “I am bid…” He hesitated as he glanced to his left, then momentarily fixed his gaze there. He turned to look straight at Sondra Sylvester and almost shyly indicated the transept with a spasm of his hand. “I am bid one million, five hundred thousand pounds,” he said, his voice carrying to her with peculiar intimacy.
A collective hiss whiffled through the audience. Sylvester felt her face grow stiff and cold. For a moment she did not move, but there was little point in calculating her resources; she was soundly beaten.
“I am bid one million and five hundred thousand. Am I bid one million five hundred thousand and ten?” The auctioneer was still looking at her. Still she did not move. He averted his gaze then, politely, looking without seeing into the bright eyes of his delighted audience. “I am bid one million five hundred thousand.” The gavel hovered over the block. “For the last time… I have a bid of one million five hundred thousand.” The gavel descended. “Sold.”
The audience burst into applause, spiced with little cries of delight. Who was being applauded, Sylvester wondered bitterly—a deceased author, or a spendthrift acquisitor?
Porters ceremoniously removed the printed relic from public view. A few people leaped up, scuttling for the door as the auctioneer cleared his throat and announced. “Lot 62, miscellaneous autographs…”
Sylvester sat where she was, not moving, feeling the eyes of the curious burning into her. In the depths of her disappointment she was curious, too, to know who had outbid her. She rose slowly and moved as quietly as she could toward the aisle. Inching toward the transept wing, standing beside it, waiting there patiently as the sale continued … more and more people leaving throughout the final routine minutes … and then it was over. Sylvester stepped in front of the transept wing.
She confronted a young man with chopped auburn hair, wearing a lapel button in his conservative suit that identified him as a member of the staff. “You were the one?”
“On behalf of a client, of course.” His accent was mid-Atlantic—American, cultured, East Coast. His face was handsome in an odd way, soft-eyed and freckled.
“Are you free to divulge…?”
“I’m very sorry, Mrs. Sylvester, I’m under strict instructions.”
“You know me.” She scrutinized him: very handsome, rather appealing. “Are you free to tell me your own name?”
He smiled. “My name’s Blake Redfield, ma’am.”
“That’s some progress. Perhaps you would like to join me for lunch, Mr. Redfield?”
He inclined his head in the merest sketch of a bow. “You are very gracious. Unhappily…”
She watched him a moment. He seemed in no hurry to leave; he was watching her as closely as she was watching him. She said, “Too bad. Another time?”
“That would be delightful.”
“Another time, then.” Sylvester walked briskly out of the room. At the entrance she paused, then asked the girl to call a taxi; while she waited she asked, “How long has Mr. Redfield been with the firm?”
“Let me see”—the red-cheeked girl twisted her little rosebud mouth charmingly as she made the effort to recall—“perhaps a year, Mrs. Sylvester. He’s not a regular employee, really.”
“No?”
“More like a consultant,” said the girl. “Books and manuscripts, 19th and 20th centuries.”
“So young?”
“He is rather, isn’t he? But quite the genius, to hear the assessors speak of him. Here’s your taxi now.”
“I’m sorry I troubled you.” Sylvester hardly glanced at the square black shape humming driverless at the curb. “I think, after all, that I’ll walk a bit.”
Her pace was determined, not meditative; she needed to let her angry blood circulate. She strode rapidly down the street toward Piccadilly, turning east through the maze of all the little Burlingtons and across the end of Saville Row, her destination a shop near Charing Cross Road, an ancient and, in the past, sometimes disreputable place presently wearing a veneer of renewed respectability.
She reached it in no time. Gold letters on a plate glass window announced “Hermione Scrutton, Bookseller.” While she was still half a block from the shop she saw Scrutton herself at the green-enameled door, twisting a decorative iron key in a decorative iron lock while putting her eye to the eye of a bronze lion head that served as a doorknocker, but which also contained the retina-reader that triggered the door’s real lock.
By the time Scrutton got the door open, Sylvester was close enough to hear the spring-mounted brass bell clamor as she entered.
Moments later the same bell announced Sylvester’s arrival; from an aisle of crumbling yellow volumes Scrutton emerged, having seen to the alarm system. She was a stocky, bushy-browed imp in brown tweeds, a gold ascot at her throat, a bald patch visible through her thin graying hair, the color high on her cheeks—which were incongruously tan to begin with—and a smile playing on her mobile red lips. “My dear Syl. Can’t say. Ah, really. Mm, simply devastated…”
“Oh, Hermione, you’re not bothered in the least. I couldn’t have afforded to spend a penny on you for the next five years.”
“Mm, I confess the thought had occurred to me. And certainly I would have missed your, ah, most elegant presence in my humble, ah establishment.” Scrutton smirked. “But then one has no difficulty placing the really rare items, does one? Mm?”
“Who outbid me? Do you know?”
She shook her head, once, her dewlaps flapping. “No one whose agent I recognized. I was seated behind you. ’Fraid I couldn’t see the bidder.”
“Anon was the bidder,” she informed her. “Represented by a young man named Blake Redfield.”
Scrutton’s eyebrows fluttered up and down rapidly. “Ahh, Redfield. Mm, I say.” She turned away to fuss with the nearest shelf of books. “Redfield, eh? Indeed. Oh, yes.”
“Hermione, you’re toying with me”—the words came out of the back of her throat, a panther’s warning growl—“and I’ll have your artificially tanned hide for it.”
“That so?” The bookseller half turned, cocking a cantilevered eyebrow. “What’s it worth to you?”
“Lunch.” Sylvester said immediately.
“Not your local pub fare,” she warned.
“Wherever you choose. The Ritz, for God’s sake.”
“Done,” said Scrutton, rubbing her palms. “Mm. Haven’t eaten since breakfast, at least.”
 
Somewhere between the butter lettuce and the prawns, encouraged by half a bottle of Moët et Chandon, Scrutton revealed her suspicion that Redfield was representing none other than Vincent Darlington—at which Sylvester dropped her fork.
Scrutton, her eyebrows oscillating with alarm, gaped at her. In all the years she had known Sylvester she had never seen her like this: her beautiful face was darkening quite alarmingly, and Scrutton was not at all certain that she had not suffered a stroke. She glanced around, but to her relief no one in the airy dining room seemed to have noticed anything amiss, with the possible exception of a poised and anxious waiter.
Sylvester’s color improved. “What a surprise,” she whispered.
“Syl, dearest, I had no idea…”
“This is vendetta, of course. Never mind the language, never mind the period, sweet Vincent has not the least interest in literature. I doubt he could distinguish The Seven Pillars of Wisdom from Lady Chatterly’s Lover.”
“Hm, yes”—Scrutton’s cheek quivered, but she could not resist—“they are rather close in date…”
“Hermione,” Sylvester warned, fixing a cool eye upon her; chastened, Scrutton subsided. “Hermione, Vincent Darlington does not read. He did not buy that book because he knows its worth; he bought it to shame me, because I shamed him—in quite another arena.” Sylvester leaned back in her chair, dabbing at her lips with a heavy linen napkin.
“Really, my dear girl,” Scrutton murmured. “Understand perfectly.”
“No, not really, Hermione.” Sylvester said sharply. “But you mean well, I think. Therefore I am about to put my life, or at least my reputation, into your hands. If you ever need to blackmail me, remember this moment—the moment I swore I would revenge myself upon that worm Darlington. If it costs me my fortune.”
“Mm, ah.” Scrutton sipped her champagne, then set it down carefully upon the linen. “Well, Syl, let us hope it doesn’t come to that.”
 
One ships an object worth a million and a half pounds discreetly, and with due regard for its physical well-being. Fortunately The Seven Pillars of Wisdom had been printed in those long gone days when it was assumed as a matter of course that printed pages ought to last. Blake Redfield had only to place the book into a padded gray Styrene briefcase and find a shipper who could provide temperature-and humidity-controlled storage.
Lloyd’s register listed two suitable ships that would arrive at Port Hesperus within twenty-four hours of each other. Neither would get to Venus in much less than two months, but no one else would arrive sooner, and no other ships were scheduled for several more weeks; that was the nature of interplanetary travel. One of the two was a freighter, Star Queen, due to depart Earth orbit in three weeks. The other ship was a liner, Helios, scheduled to leave later on a faster crossing. Prudence suggested that Blake reserve space on both; the asterisk beside Star Queen’s name warned that the ship was undergoing repairs and had yet to be cleared for commerce by the Board of Space Control.
Blake was sealing the magnetic lock on the Styrene case when the door of Sotheby’s back room exploded with a loud bang.
A young woman was silhouetted against the brick hallway. “Heavens, Blake, what have you been up to?” she inquired, waving a hand to dispel the acrid smoke.
“I’ve been up to a few grains of potassium chlorate and sulfur, actually. If you hadn’t been you, dear, this rather expensive object before me would have been whisked out of your sight and into the vault before you’d cleared the air in front of your cute nose.”
“Couldn’t you have used a little buzzer or something? Did you have to destroy the doorknob?”
“I didn’t destroy the doorknob. More noise than punch. Might have blistered the venerable paint. Regrets.”
The apple-cheeked young woman was modestly uniformed in a conservative metal skirt. She came to the desk and watched Blake lock the plastic case. “Didn’t you think it was too bad she lost the bidding? She had such good taste.”
“She?”
“She came up to you after the sale,” she said. “Very beautiful for someone her age. She asked you something that made you blush.”
“Blush? You have quite a vivid imagination.”
“You’re no good at pretending, Blake. Blame your Irish grandfather for your freckles.”
“Mrs. Sylvester is an attractive woman…”
“She asked about you afterwards. I told her you were a genius.”
“I doubt she has any personal interest in me. And I certainly have no interest in her.”
“Oh? Do you have an interest in Vincent Darlington?”
“Oh yes, pure lust.” He laughed. “For his money.”
She leaned a mesh-covered hip against the back of his chair; he could feel her heat on his cheek. “Darlington’s an illiterate pig,” she announced. “He doesn’t deserve that thing.”
“‘’Tis a thing, devised by the enemy,’” he murmured, and he rose abruptly, moving away from her, to put the locked case into the vault. “Right.” He turned to face her across the cluttered yellow office. “Did you bring me the pamphlet?”
She smiled, her rosy cheeks and sparkling eyes signaling her frank interest. “I found a shelf full, but they’re still at my flat. Come home with me and I will introduce you to the secrets of the prophetae.”
He eyed her, a bit askance, then shrugged. “Sure.” After all, it was a subject that had long intrigued him.
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A discreet knocking at the door, repeated at intervals… Sondra Sylvester came striding out of the bathroom, her blue silk nightgown clinging heavily to her long body. She unchained the door.
“Your tea, mu’m.”
“By the window, that will be fine.”
The uniformed young man picked his way through feminine litter and laid the heavy silver tray of tea things on the table. The windows of the spacious suite had a fine view of Hyde Park, but this morning they were heavily curtained against the light. Sylvester searched the dim room and spotted her velvet clutch purse on the floor beside a clothes-draped armchair. She found paper money inside and dug out a bill in time to thrust it into the young man’s hand.
“Thank you, mu’m.”
“You’ve been very good,” she said, slightly flustered. She closed the door behind him. “God, how much did I give him?” she muttered. “I’m hardly awake.”
A rounded form stirred under the bedsheets. Nancybeth’s tousled dark hair and violet eyes peered from the sheets.
Sylvester watched as the rest of Nancybeth rose into view, graceful neck, slender shoulders, heavy breasts darkly nippled. “How becoming of you to wait until he left. And how novel.”
“What are you bitching about?” Nancybeth yawned, displaying perfect little teeth, a darting pink tongue.
Sylvester crossed to the videoplate on the wall and fiddled with the controls hidden in its carved and gilded frame. “You said you were awake. I asked you to turn on the news.”
“I went back to sleep.”
“You were into my purse again.”
Nancybeth glared at her with pale eyes that tended to cross when she was concentrating. “Syl, sometimes you act more like a mother…” She sprang from the bed and strode to the bathroom.
“Than like what?”
But Nancybeth ignored her, walking through the dressing room, leaving the door open, on into the shower stall.
Sylvester’s heart was thudding—God, that shelf, those majestic flanks, those vibrant calves. Part Italian, part Polynesian, she was a bronzed Galatea, sculpture made flesh. Irritably Sylvester punched the controls of the video picture until the plastic mask of a BBC announcer appeared.
She set the volume just loud enough to hear the announcer talk about rising tensions in south central Asia as she went about picking clothes off the floor and hurling them onto the bed. From the bathroom came the hiss and dribble of the shower and Nancybeth’s husky, off-tune voice singing something torchy and unintelligible. Sylvester looked at the heavy silver teapot and the china cups with distaste. She went into the dressing room and pulled a bottle of Moët et Chandon from the refrigerator under the counter. The videoplate mumbled words that caught her attention: “A secret unveiled: develops that the winning bid in yesterday’s spectacular auction at Sotheby’s…” Sylvester darted to the wall screen and boosted the volume. “…first-edition Seven Pillars of Wisdom by T. E Lawrence—the legendary Lawrence of Arabia—was placed by Mr. Vincent Darlington, director of the Hesperian Museum. Reached by radio-link, Mr. Darlington at first refused comment but later admitted that he had bought the extremely rare book on behalf of the Port Hesperus museum, an institution of which he is the proprietor—not, it might be said, an institution hitherto known for its collection of written works. In other news of the art world…”
Sylvester punched off the video. She ripped the foil off the bottle and untangled its wire cage. She began twisting the bulging champagne cork with a strong, steady grip.
Nancybeth emerged from the shower. Steam rose from her skin, backlit in the glow from the dressing room light. She was perfectly unconcerned about the water she was dripping onto the rug. “Was that something about Vince? On the news?”
“Seems he was the one who outbid me for the Lawrence.” The champagne cork came out with a satisfying thud.
“Vince? He doesn’t care about books.”
Sylvester watched her, a heavy dark Venus deliberately manifesting herself naked, deliberately letting her wet skin chill, letting her nipples rise. “He cared about you,” Sylvester said.
“Oh.” Nancybeth smiled complacently, her violet eyes half-lidded. “I guess it cost you.”
“On the contrary, you’ve saved me a great deal of money I might otherwise have thrown away on a mere book. Fetch some glasses, will you? In the refrigerator.”
Still naked, still wet, Nancybeth brought the tulip glasses to the table and settled herself on the plush chair. “Are we celebrating something?”
“Hardly,” Sylvester said, pouring out the cold, seething liquid. “I’m consoling myself.”
She handed a tulip to Nancybeth. They bent toward each other. The rims touched and chimed. “Still mad at me?” Nancybeth mewed.
Sylvester was fascinated, watching Nancybeth’s nostrils widen as she lowered her upturned nose into the mouth of the tulip. “For being who you are?”
The tip of the pink tongue tasted sharp carbonic acid from dissolving bubbles. “Well, you don’t have to console yourself, Syl.” The violet eyes under the long, wet lashes lifted to transfix her.
“I don’t?”
“Let me console you.”
 
The magneplane whirred through the genteel greenery of London’s southwestern suburbs, pausing now and again to drop off and take on passengers, depositing Nikos Pavlakis a mile from his Richmond destination. Pavlakis hired an autotaxi at the stand and as it drove away from the station he rolled down the windows to let the wet spring air invade the cab. Beyond the slate roofs of the passing semi-detached villas, pearly cloud puffs in the soft blue sky kept pace with the cab as it rolled past spruce lawns and hedges.
Lawrence Wycherly’s house was a trim brick Georgian. Pavlakis put his sliver in the port, paying the cab to wait, then walked to the door of the house, feeling heavy in a black plastic suit that, like all his suits, was too tight for his massive shoulders. Mrs. Wycherly opened the door before he could reach for the bell. “Good morning, Mr. Pavlakis. Larry’s in the sitting room.”
She did not seem overjoyed to see him. She was a pale, smooth-skinned woman with fine blond hair, pretty once, now on the verge of fading into invisibility, leaving only her regret.
Pavlakis found Wycherly sitting in his pajamas, his feet up on a hassock, a plaid lap robe tucked under his thighs and an arsenal of plastic-back space thrillers and patent medicines littering the lamp table beside him. Wycherly lifted a thin hand. “Sorry, Nick. Would get up, but I’ve been a bit wobbly for the past day or two.”
“I’m sorry to have to give you this trouble, Larry.”
“Nothing of it. Sit down, will you? Be comfortable. Get you anything? Tea?”
Mrs. Wycherly was still in the room, somewhat to Pavlakis’s surprise, temporarily reemerging from the shadows of the arch. “Mr. Pavlakis might prefer coffee.”
“That would be very nice,” he said gratefully. The English repeatedly amazed him with their sensitivity to such things.
“Right, then,” Wycherly said, staring at her until she dissolved again. He cocked a canny eyebrow at Pavlakis, who was perching his muscular bulk delicately on an Empire settee. “All right, Nick. Something too special for the phone?”
“Larry, my friend…” Pavlakis leaned forward, hands primly on his knees, “Falaron Shipyards is cheating us—my father and me. Dimitrios is encouraging the worker consortiums to bribe us, and then taking kickbacks from them. For all of which we must pay. If we are to meet the launch window for Star Queen.”
Wycherly said nothing, but a sour smile played over his lips. “Frankly, most of us who’ve worked with the firm over the years have accepted that that was always part of the arrangement between Dimitrios and your dad.” Wycherly paused, then coughed repeatedly, making a humming sound like a balky two-cycle engine deep in his chest. For a moment Pavlakis was afraid he was choking, but he was merely clearing his throat. He recovered himself. “Standard practice, so to say.”
“We can’t afford this standard practice anymore,” Pavlakis said. “These days we face worse than just the old competition…”
Wycherly grinned. “Besides which, you’re no longer allowed to get rid of them by something as simple as, say, slitting a few throats.”
“Yes.” Pavlakis jerked his head forward, solemnly. “Because we are regulated. So many regulations. Set fees per kilo of mass…”
“…divided by time of transport, multiplied by minimax distance between ports,” Wycherly said wearily. “Right, Nick.”
“So to attract business one must abide by the strictest adherence to launch windows.”
“I have been with the firm awhile.” Again Wycherly made that lawnmower sound in the back of his throat, struggling for breath.
“These calculations—I keep making them in my head,” Pavlakis said. He was thinking that Wycherly did not look well; the whites of his eyes were rimmed in bright red and his gingery hair was standing up in tufts, like the feathers of a wet bird.
“Sorry for you, old man,” Wycherly said wryly.
“We are so close to doing well. I have negotiated a long-term contract with the Ishtar Mining Corporation. The first shipment is six mining robots, nearly forty tonnes. That will pay for the trip, even give us a profit. But if we miss the launch window…”
“You lose the contract,” Wycherly said, keeping it matter of fact.
Pavlakis shrugged. “Worse, we pay a penalty. Assuming we have not declared bankruptcy first.”
“What else have you got for cargo?”
“Silly things. A pornography chip. A box of cigars. Yesterday we got a provisory reservation for a damned book.”
“One book?” Pavlakis jerked his head again, yes, and Wycherly’s eyebrow shot up. “Why ‘damned’?”
“The entire package weighs four kilos, Larry.” Pavlakis laughed, snorting like a bull. “Its freight will not pay your wages to the moon. But it is to be accompanied by a certificate of insurance in the amount of two million pounds! I would rather have the insurance.”
“Maybe you could load it and then arrange a little accident.” Wycherly started to laugh, but was taken by a spasm of coughing. Pavlakis looked away, pretending to be interested in the horse prints on the cream walls of the sitting room, the bookcases of unread leatherbound classics.
At last Wycherly recovered. “Well, of course you must know what book that is.”
“Should I know?”
“Really, Nick, it was all the news yesterday. That book’s The Seven Pillars of Wisdom. Must be. Lawrence of Arabia and all that.” Wycherly’s wasted face twisted in a grin. “Another of the old empire’s treasures carried off to the colonies. And this time the colony’s another planet.”
“Very sad.” Pavlakis’s commiseration was brief. “Larry, without the Ishtar contract…”
But Wycherly was musing, staring past Pavlakis into the shadows of the hall. “That’s a rather odd coincidence, isn’t it?”
“What’s odd?”
“Or maybe not, really. Port Hesperus, of course.”
“I’m sorry, I fail to…”
Wycherly focused on him. “Sorry, Nick. Mrs. Sylvester, she’s the chief exec at Ishtar Mining, isn’t that right?”
His head bobbed forward. “Oh, yes.”
“She was the other bidder for The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, you see. Went to over a million pounds and lost out.”
“Ah.” Pavlakis’s eyelids drooped at the thought of that much personal wealth. “How sad for her.”
“Port Hesperus is quite the center of wealth these days.”
“Well … you see why we must retain the Ishtar contract. No room for Dimitrios and his … ‘standard practices.’” Pavlakis struggled to get the conversation back on track. “Larry, I am not certain that my own father fully understands these matters—”
“But you’ve had no trouble making it all clear to Dimitrios.” Wycherly studied Pavlakis and saw what he expected. “And he is not at all happy with you.”
“I was foolish.” Pavlakis fished for his worry beads.
“Could be so. He’ll know this is his last chance to steal. And still plenty of opportunities for the old crook to buy cheap and charge dear on the specs.”
“I found no sign of cheating on the specifications when I inspected the work two days ago…”
“I won’t be wanting to captain any substandard ship, Nick,” Wycherly said sharply. “Whatever else has been going on between Dimitrios and your dad—and I suspect plenty—your dad never asked me to risk my neck in a craft that was unspaceworthy.”
“I would not ask you that either, my friend…” Pavlakis was startled by Mrs. Wycherly, silently materializing at his elbow with a saucer. On it was balanced a cup filled with something brown. He looked up at her and smiled uncertainly. “You are very gracious, dear lady.” He took it and sipped the liquid cautiously; normally he took Turkish coffee with double sugar, but this was coffee in the American style, plain and bitter. He smiled, hiding his chagrin. “Mmm.”
His polite charade was wasted on Mrs. Wycherly, who was looking at her husband. “Please don’t let yourself become exhausted, Larry.” Wycherly shook his head impatiently.
When Pavlakis looked up from his cup, he discovered that she had gone. He set the coffee carefully aside. “What I had hoped was that you could help insure that Star Queen would not fail recertification by the board, Larry.”
“How would I do that?” Wycherly muttered.
“I would be happy to put you on flight pay immediately, with bonuses, if you would consent to go up to Falaron and live there for the next month—as soon as you feel fit, of course—to act as my personal agent. To inspect the work daily, until the ship is ready.”
Wycherly’s dull eyes brightened. He hummed and sputtered a moment. “You’re a clever fellow, Nick. Hiring a man to see to his own safety…” His gravelly voice broke into grinding coughs, and Pavlakis was aware that Mrs. Wycherly was nervously regaining solidity in the shadows. Wycherly’s spasms subsided, and he glared at his wife with eyes full of pain. “An offer I can hardly refuse”—his eyes fell back to Pavlakis—“unless I’m unable.”
“You’ll do it?”
“I’ll do it if I can.”
Pavlakis stood up with unseemly haste, his dark bulk looming in the nebulous room. “Thank you, Larry. I’ll let you be by yourself, now. I hope your recovery is swift.”
As he hurried to the waiting autocab his amber beads were swirling and clicking. He muttered a prayer to Saint George for Wycherly’s health, while voices were raised in anger in the house behind him.
 
Fifteen minutes on the swift magneplane brought Pavlakis back to the Heathrow Shuttleport and the local freight office of Pavlakis Lines. It was a cramped shed tacked onto the end of a spaceplane hangar, an enormous steel barn full of discarded, egglike fuel tanks and scavenged sections of booster fuselages. A smell of odorized methane and Gunk had worked its way into the paneling. When neither of the Pavlakises, Senior or Junior, was in England, the place was deserted except for the underemployed mechanics who hung around trying to make time with the secretary-receptionist, one of Nikos’s cousins’ sisters-in-law. Her name was Sofia, she was a wiry-yellow blond from the Peloponnese, heavier than her years, and she brooded. When Pavlakis walked into the office she had an open carton of yogurt on her desk, which she appeared to be ignoring in favor of the noonday news on her desktop videoplate.
“For those of you who may have needed an excuse, here’s a good reason to plan a trip to Port Hesperus,” the announcer was simpering. “Early this morning it was revealed that the buyer of that first-edition Seven Pillars of Wisdom…”
Sofia lifted smoldering eyes to Pavlakis when he came in, but no other part of her body moved. “A woman has been calling you.”
“What woman?”
“I could not say what woman. She says you were to write her a letter. Or send her a wire. I forget.” The smoldering eyes strayed back to the flatscreen.
“Mrs. Sylvester?”
Sofia’s eyes stayed fixed on the screen, but her palms opened: maybe.
Cursing the very concept of cousins and in-laws, Pavlakis went past a paste-board divider into the inner sanctum. The desk that everybody used whenever they felt like it was piled high with greasy flimsies. A pink slip sat on top, scratched out in Sofia’s degraded demotic, conveying the gist of Sondra Sylvester’s last communication: “Imperative you reaffirm contract in writing this date. If Pavlakis Lines cannot guarantee launch window, Ishtar Mining Corporation must immediately terminate proposed contract.”
Proposed contract…?
The worry beads clicked. “Sofia,” Pavlakis shouted. “Reach Mrs. Sylvester immediately.”
“Where to reach the lady?” came the delayed reply.
“At the Battenberg.” Idiot. By what folly did her father name her Sofia, Wisdom? Pavlakis scuffled through the flimsies, searching for anything new and hopeful. His hand fell on yesterday’s query from Sotheby’s. “Can you guarantee shipment of one book, four kilograms gross mass in case, to arrive Port Hesperus…?”
“I’ve reached the woman,” Sofia announced.
“Mr. Pavlakis? Are you there?”
Pavlakis snatched at the phonelink. “Yes, dear lady, I hope you will accept my personal apologies. Many unexpected matters…”
Sylvester’s image coalesced on the little videoplate. “I don’t need an apology. I need a confirmation. My business in England was to have been finished yesterday. Before I can leave London I must be persuaded that my equipment will arrive at Venus on time.”
“Just at this very moment I have been sitting down to write a letter.” Pavlakis resisted the urge to twist his beads in view of the videoplate.
“I’m not talking about a recording or a piece of paper, Mr. Pavlakis,” said the cool, beautiful face on the screen. How was her face so alluring? Something disarranged about the hair, the heightened color around the cheeks, the lips—Pavlakis forced himself to concentrate on her words. “Frankly, your behavior has not been reassuring. I sense that I should look for another carrier.”
Her words galvanized him. “You may have faith, dear lady! Indeed, you must. Even the Hesperian Museum has honored us to carry its recent and most valuable acquisition…” He hesitated, confused. Why had he said such a thing? To be … to be friendly, of course, to reassure her. “In which you yourself have had much interest, if I am correct?”
Great Christ, the woman had turned to metal. Her eyes flashed like spinning drillpoints, her mouth was steel shutters, slammed shut. Pavlakis turned away, desperately swiped away the sweat that was pouring from his hairline. “Mrs. Sylvester, please, you must forgive me, I have been … under much strain lately.”
“Don’t trouble yourself so much, Mr. Pavlakis.” To his surprise, her tone was as smooth and warm as her words … warmer, even. He half turned, looked at the screen. She was smiling! “Write me that letter you promised. And I will talk to you again when I return to London.”
“You will trust in Pavlakis Lines? Oh, we will not fail you, dear lady!”
“Let us trust in one another.”
 
Sylvester cut the phonelink and leaned back in the bed. Nancybeth was sprawled face down on top of the sheets, eyeing her from the slit of a heavy-lidded eye. “Will you be awfully unhappy if we delay the island for a day or two, sweet?” Sylvester whispered.
“Oh, God, Syl.” Nancybeth rolled onto her back. “You mean I’m stuck in this soot pile for two more days?”
“I have unexpected work to do. If you want to go ahead without me…”
Nancybeth writhed in indecision, her round knees falling open. “I suppose I can find something…”
Suddenly Sylvester felt a touch of nausea. “Never mind. Once you’re settled I may have to come back for a day or two.”
Nancybeth smiled. “Just get me to the beach.”
Sylvester picked up the phonelink and tapped out a code. Hermione Scrutton’s ruddy face came on the screen with surprising quickness. “You, Syl?”
“Hermione, I find that my vacation plans have changed. I require your advice. And possibly your assistance.”
“Mm, ah,” the bookseller replied, her eyes sparkling. “And what will that be worth to you?”
“More than lunch, I assure you.”
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Captain Lawrence Wycherly made a remarkably rapid recovery from his chest ailment and took up residence at the Falaron Shipyards, where he ably represented the Pavlakis Lines as clerk of the works. The gaunt, determined Englishman bore down hard on the frustrated Peloponnesian, inspecting the ship daily without warning and hectoring the workers, and despite Dimitrios’s surliness and frequent tantrums the job was finished on time. It was with a certain grim satisfaction that Nikos Pavlakis watched spacesuited workers electrobonding the name Star Queen across the equator of the crew module. He praised Wycherly lavishly and added a bonus to his already handsome pay before leaving to make the final arrangements at Pavlakis Lines headquarters in Athens.
Star Queen, though of a standard freighter design, was a spacecraft quite unlike anything that had been imagined at the dawn of modern rocketry—which is to say it looked nothing like an artillery shell with fins or the hood ornament of a gasoline-burning automobile. The basic configuration was two clusters of spheres and cylinders separated from each other by a cylindrical strut a hundred meters long. The whole thing somewhat resembled a Tinkertoy model of a simple molecule.
The forward cluster included the crew module, a sphere over five meters in diameter. A hemispherical cage of superconducting wires looped over the crew module, partially shielding the crew against cosmic rays and other charged particles in the interplanetary medium—which included the exhaust of other atomic ships. Snugged against the crew module’s base were the four cylindrical holds, each seven meters across and twenty meters long, grouped around the central strut. Like the sea-land cargo containers of the previous century, the holds were detachable and could be parked in orbit or picked up as needed; each was attached to Star Queen’s central shaft by its own airlock and was also accessible through outside pressure hatches. Each hold was divided into compartments which could be pressurized or left in vacuum, depending on the nature of the cargo.
At the other end of the ship’s central strut were bulbous tanks of liquid hydrogen, surrounding the bulky cylinder of the atomic motor’s reactor core. Despite massive radiation shielding, the aft of the ship was not a place for casual visits by living creatures—robot systems did what work needed to be done there.
For all its ad hoc practicality, Star Queen had an air of elegance, the elegance of form following function. Apart from the occasional horn of a maneuvering rocket or the spike or dish of a communications antenna, the shapes from which she had been assembled shared a geometric purity, and all alike shone dazzling white under their fresh coats of electrobonded paint.
For three days, Board of Space Control inspectors went over the refurbished ship, at last pronouncing it fully spaceworthy. Star Queen was duly recertified. Her launch date was confirmed. Heavy-lift shuttles brought up cargo from Earth; other, smaller parcels were delivered by bonded courier.
Captain Lawrence Wycherly, however, did not pass the Board’s inspection. With one week to go before launch, flight surgeons discovered what Wycherly had disguised until now with illegal neural-enhancement preparations he had obtained from sources in Chile: he was dying from an incurable degeneration of the cerebellum. The viral infections and other minor illnesses that had plagued him were symptoms of a general failure of homeostasis. Never mind that the drugs might have accelerated his disease; Wycherly figured he was a dead man, and he was desperate for the money this last assignment was to have brought, for without it—the tale of his feckless investments and frantic spiral into debt was a cautionary tale of the age—his soon-to-be widow would lose their home, would lose everything.
The Board of Space Control notified the Pavlakis Lines home office in Athens that Star Queen was short a captain and that her launch permit had been withdrawn pending a qualified replacement. At the same time the Board routinely notified the ship’s insurors and every firm and individual who had placed cargo on the ship.
Delayed by “technical difficulties” on his way from Athens to Heathrow (stewards were staging a slow-down in protest against the government-owned airline), Nikos Pavlakis did not learn the devastating news until he stepped off the supersonic ramjet jitney at Heathrow. Miss Wisdom was glowering at him from behind the passport control screens, her paint-blackened eyes the very eyes of Nemesis beneath her helmet of wiry yellow hair. “This from your father,” she spat at him, when he came within reach, thrusting into his hands the flimsy from Athens.
Temporarily, but only temporarily, it appeared that Saint George had let Nikos Pavlakis down. Pavlakis spent the next twenty-four hours on the radio and phonelinks, sustained by a kilo or so of sugar dissolved in several liters of boiled Turkish coffee, and at the end of that time a miracle occurred.
Neither God nor Saint George had provided a new pilot. No such luck, for Pavlakis could find no qualified pilots who would be free of their commitments or current assignments in time for Star Queen’s Venus window. And the miracle was not wholly unqualified, for no saint had prevented the prompt defection of a few of the shippers on the manifest—those for whom the arrival of their cargo at Port Hesperus was not time-critical, or whose cargo could easily be sold elsewhere. Bilbao Atmospherics was even now off-loading its tonne of liquid nitrogen from Hold B, and a valuable shipment of pine seedlings, the bulk of the cargo that was to have travelled in Hold A, had already been reclaimed by Silvawerke of Stuttgart.
Pavlakis’s miracle was the intervention of Sondra Sylvester.
He did not call her, she called him, from her rented villa on the Isle du Levant. She informed him that after their last conversation she had made it her business to check up on him and the members of Star Queen’s crew. She praised Pavlakis for his measures to safeguard the integrity of Star Queen during the refitting; he could hardly be blamed for Wycherly’s private difficulties. Her London solicitors had given her very full briefs on pilot Peter Grant and engineer Angus McNeil. In view of what she had learned, she had personally contacted the Board of Space Control and submitted an amicus brief on behalf of Pavlakis Lines’s application for a waiver of the crew-of-three rule, citing her faith in the integrity of the firm and overriding economic considerations. She had also contacted Lloyd’s, urging that insurance not be withdrawn. According to Sylvester’s best information, the waiver was sure to be granted. Star Queen would launch with two men aboard, carrying sufficient cargo for a profitable voyage.
When Pavlakis signed off the phonelink he was giddy with elation.
Sylvester’s best information proved correct, and Peter Grant was promoted to commander of a two-man crew. Two days later heavy tugs moved Star Queen into launch orbit, beyond the Van Allen belts. The atomic motor erupted in a stream of white light. Under steady acceleration the ship began a five-week hyperbolic dive toward Venus.
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Peter Grant rather enjoyed command. He was as relaxed as a working man can be—lying weightless, loosely strapped into the command pilot’s couch on Star Queen’s flight deck, dictating the ship’s log between puffs of a rich Turkish cigarette—when a skullcracker slammed into the hull.
For the second or two that it took Grant to crush his cigarette and reset the switches, red lights glared and sirens hooted hysterically. “Assess and report!” he barked. He yanked an emergency air mask from the console and jammed it over his nose and mouth, and abruptly all was silent again. He waited an eternity as the console graphics rapidly shifted shape and color—thirty more seconds at least—while the computer assessed the damage.
“We have experienced severe overpressure in the southeast quadrant of the life support deck,” the computer announced in its matter-of-fact contralto. “Number two fuel cell has been ruptured. Automatic switchover to number one and number three fuel cells has occurred. Gas lines from oxygen supply one and two have been sheared. Emergency air supply valves have been opened”—Grant knew that; he was breathing the stuff now. But what the hell happened?—“Sensors have recorded supersonic airflows at exterior hull panel L-43. Loss of pressure on the life support deck was total within twenty-three seconds. The deck has been sealed and is now in vacuum. There has been no further systemic or structural damage. There has been no further loss of atmospheric pressure in the connecting passages or in any other part of the crew module”—hearing which, Grant took the mask from his face and let it withdraw into the console panel. “This concludes damage assessment. Are there further queries?” the computer asked.
Yes, damn it all, what the hell happened? The computer didn’t answer questions like that unless it knew the answer, unambiguously. “No further queries,” Grant said, and keyed the comm: “McNeil, are you all right?”
No answer.
He tried the hi-band. “McNeil, Grant here. I want you on the flight deck.”
No answer. McNeil was out of touch, possibly hurt. After a moment’s thought Grant decided to steal just a couple of seconds more in an attempt to learn the cause of their predicament. With a few flicks of his fingertips he sent one of the external monitor eyes scurrying over the command module hull toward panel L-43, on the lowest part of the sphere.
The image on the videoplate was a racing blur until the robot eye halted over the designated panel. Then there it was, fixed and plain on Grant’s screen: a black dot in the upper right quadrant of the white-painted steel panel as neat as a pellet hole in a paper target. “Meteoroid,” Grant whispered. He flicked grids over the monitor image and read the hole at just under a millimeter in diameter. “Big one.”
Where the devil was McNeil? He’d been down in the pressurized hold checking the humidifiers. Simple enough, so what was the problem?—the meteoroid hadn’t penetrated the holds… Grant slipped out of his straps and dived into the central corridor.
His feet had hardly cleared the deck when he grabbed a ladder rung and yanked himself to a halt. Immediately below the flight deck was the house-keeping deck. Unlike the curtains of the other two cabins, the curtain that partitioned McNeil’s private cabin from the common areas stood open. And inside was McNeil, doubled up and turned toward the bulkhead, his face hidden, his fists knotted around the bulkhead grips.
“What’s the matter, McNeil? Are you sick?”
The engineer shook his head. Grant noticed the little beads of moisture that broke away from his head and went glittering across the room. He took them for sweat, until he realized that McNeil was sobbing. Tears.
The sight repulsed him. Indeed. Grant was surprised at the strength of his own emotion; immediately he suppressed his reaction as unworthy. “Angus, pull out of it,” he urged. “We’ve got to put our heads together.” But McNeil didn’t move, nor did Grant move to comfort him, or even touch him.
After a moment’s hesitation Grant viciously yanked the curtain closed, veiling his mate’s display of cowardice.
In a quick tour of the lower decks and the hold access corridor, Grant assured himself that whatever the damage to the life support deck the integrity of the crew’s living and working quarters was not threatened. With a single bound he leaped through the center of the ship back to the flight deck, not even glancing at McNeil’s cabin as he passed, and hooked himself into the command couch. He studied the graphics.
Oxygen supply one: flat. Oxygen supply two: flat. Grant gazed at the silent graphs as a man in ancient London, returning home one evening at the time of the plague, might have stared at a rough cross newly scrawled on his door. He tapped keys and the graphs bounced, but the fundamental equation that produced a flat curve did not yield to his coaxing. Grant could hardly doubt the message: news that is sufficiently bad somehow carries its own guarantee of truth, and only good reports need confirmation.
“Grant, I’m sorry.”
Grant swung around to see McNeil floating by the ladder, his face flushed, the pouches under his eyes swollen from weeping. Even at a range of over a meter Grant could smell the “medicinal” brandy on his breath.
“What was it, a meteoroid?” McNeil seemed determined to be cheerful, to make up for the lapse, and when Grant nodded yes, McNeil even assayed a faint attempt at humor. “They say a ship this size could get hit once a century. We seem to have jumped the gun with ninety-nine point nine years still to go.”
“Worse luck. Look at this”—Grant waved at the videoplate showing the damaged panel. “Where we were holed, the damned thing had to be coming in at practically right angles to us. Any other approach and it couldn’t have hit anything vital.” Grant swung around, facing the console and the wide flight deck windows that looked out on the starry night. For a moment he was silent, collecting his thoughts. What had happened was serious—deadly serious—but it need not be fatal. After all, the voyage was forty percent over. “You up to helping out?” he asked. “We should run some numbers.”
“That I am.” McNeil made for the engineer’s work station.
“Then give me figures for total reserves, best and worst cases. Air in Hold A. Emergency reserves. Don’t forget what’s in the suit tanks and portable O-two packs.”
“Right,” said McNeil.
“I’ll work on the mass ratios. See if we can gain anything by jettisoning the holds and making a run for it.”
McNeil hesitated and muttered, “Uh…”
Grant paused. But whatever McNeil had been about to say, he thought better of it. Grant took a deep breath. He was in command here, and he already understood the obvious—that dumping the cargo would put the owners out of business, even with insurance, and put the insurance underwriters into the poor house, most likely. But after all, if it came to a matter of two human lives versus a few tonnes of dead weight, there really wasn’t much question about it.
Grant’s command of the ship at this moment was somewhat firmer than his command of himself. He was as much angry as he was frightened—angry with McNeil for breaking down, angry with the designers of the ship for assuming that a billion-to-one chance meant the same as impossible and therefore failing to provide additional meteor shielding in the soft underbelly of the command module. But the deadline for oxygen reserves was at least a couple of weeks away, and a lot could happen before then. The thought helped, for a moment anyway, to keep his fears at arm’s length.
This was an emergency beyond doubt—but it was one of those peculiarly protracted emergencies, once characteristic of the sea, these days more typical of space—one of those emergencies where there was plenty of time to think. Perhaps too much time.
Grant was reminded of an old Cretan sailor he had met at the Pavlakis hangar in Heathrow, some ancient relative-of-a-relative of the old man’s, there on a courtesy invitation, who had held an audience of clerks and mechanics in thrall as he recited the tale of a disastrous voyage he had worked as a young man, on a tramp steamer through the Red Sea. The captain of the vessel had inexplicably failed to provide his ship with sufficient fresh water against emergencies. The radio broke down, and then the engines. The ship drifted for weeks before attracting the attention of passing traffic, by which time the crew had been reduced to stretching the fresh water with salt. The old Cretan was among the survivors who merely spent a few weeks in hospital. Others were not so lucky; they had already died horribly of thirst and salt poisoning.
Slow disasters are like that: one unlikely thing happens, and that’s complicated by a second unlikely event, and a third puts paid to somebody’s life.
McNeil had grossly oversimplified matters when he said that the Star Queen might expect to be hit by a meteoroid once in a century. The answer depended on so many factors that three generations of statisticians and their computers had done little but lay down rules so vague that the insurance companies still shivered with apprehension when the great meteoroid swarms went sweeping like gales through the orbits of the inner worlds. Otherwise desirable interplanetary trajectories were put out of bounds by the insurors if they required a ship to intersect the orbit of the Leonids, say, at the peak of a shower—although even then the real chance of a ship and a meteoroid intersecting was, at worst, remote.
Much depends on one’s subjective notion of what the words meteor and meteorite and meteoroid mean, of course. Each lump of cosmic slag that reaches the surface of the Earth—thus earning the moniker “meteorite”—has a million smaller brethren that perish utterly in the no-man’s-land where the atmosphere has not quite ended and space has yet to begin, that ghostly region where Aurora walks by night. These are meteors—manifestations of the upper air, the original meaning of the word—the familiar shooting stars, which are seldom larger than a pin’s head. And these in turn are outnumbered a millionfold again by particles too small to leave any visible trace of their dying as they drift down from the sky. All of them, the countless specks of dust, the rare boulders and even the wandering mountains that Earth encounters perhaps every dozen million years—all of them, flying free in space, are meteoroids.
For the purposes of space flight a meteoroid is only of interest if, on striking the hull, the resulting explosion interdicts vital functions, or produces destructive over-pressures, or puts a hole in a pressurized compartment too big to prevent the rapid loss of atmosphere. These are matters both of size and relative speed. The efforts of the statisticians had resulted in tables showing approximate collision probabilities at various radiuses from the sun for meteoroids down to masses of a few milligrams. At the radius of Earth’s orbit, for example, one might expect any given cubic kilometer of space to be traversed by a one-gram meteoroid, travelling toward the sun at perhaps forty kilometers per second, just once every three days. The likelihood of a spacecraft occupying the same cubic kilometer of space (except very near Earth itself) was much lower, and so was the calculated incidence of larger meteoroids—so that McNeil’s “once in a century” collision estimate was in fact absurdly high.
The meteoroid which had struck Star Queen was big—likely a gram’s worth of concreted dust and ice the size of a ball bearing. And it had somehow managed to avoid striking either the upper hemisphere of the crew module or the large cylindrical cargo holds below, in its nearly perpendicular angle of attack on the life support deck. The virtual certainty that such an occurrence would not happen again in the course of human history gave Grant and McNeil very little consolation.
Still, things might have been worse. Star Queen was fourteen days into her trajectory and had twenty-one days still to go to reach Port Hesperus. Thanks to her upgraded engines she was travelling much faster than the slow freighters, the tramp steamers of the space-ways who were restricted to Hohmann ellipses, those long tangential flight paths that expended minimum energy by just kissing the orbits of Earth and Venus on opposite sides of the sun. Passenger ships equipped with even more powerful gaseous-core reactors, or fast cutters using the still-new fusion drives, could slice across from planet to planet in as little as a fortnight, given favorable planetary alignments—and given a profit margin that allowed them to spend an order of magnitude more on fuel—but Star Queen was stuck in the middle of the equation. Her optimal acceleration and deceleration determined both her launch window and her time of arrival.
Surprising how long it takes to execute a simple computer program when your life depends on the outcome. Grant entered the pertinent numbers a dozen different ways before he gave up hoping that the bottom line would change.
He turned to McNeil, still hunched over the engineering console across the circular room. “Looks like we can shave the ETA by almost half a day,” he said. “Assuming we blow all the holds within the next hour or so.”
For a second or two McNeil didn’t reply. When at last he straightened and turned to face Grant his expression was calm and sober. “It appears the oxygen will last us eighteen days in the best case—fifteen in the worst. Seems we’re a few days short.”
The men regarded each other with a trancelike calmness that would have been remarkable had it not been obvious what was racing through their minds: there must be a way out!
Make oxygen!
Grow plants, for example—but there was nothing green aboard, not even a packet of grass seeds—and even if there were, despite the tall tales, when the entire energy cycle is taken into account, land plants are not efficient oxygen producers on much less than the scale of a small world. The only good it would have done them to have those pine seedlings aboard would have been the greater volume of air in the pressurized hold.
Electrolyze water then, reversing the fuel-cell cycle, getting from it elemental hydrogen and oxygen—but there was not enough water in the undamaged fuel cells or in the water tanks, or even in the two men’s bodies, to keep them breathing for an additional seven days. At least not past their deaths from dehydration.
Extra oxygen was not to be had. Which left that last standby of space opera, the deus ex machina of a passing spaceship—one that conveniently happened to be matching one’s course and velocity exactly.
There were no such ships, of course. Almost by definition, the spaceship that “happened to be passing” was impossible. Even if other freighters already were skidding toward Venus on the same trajectory—and Grant and McNeil would have known if there were—then by the laws that governed their movements, the very laws propounded by Newton, they must keep their original separations without a heroic sacrifice of mass and a possibly fatal squandering of fuel. Any ship passing at a significantly greater velocity—a passing liner, say—would be pursuing its own hyperbolic trajectory and would likely be as inaccessible as Pluto. But a fully provisioned cutter, if it started now from Venus…
“What’s docked at Port Hesperus?” McNeil inquired, as if his thoughts had been on the same trajectory as Grant’s.
Grant waited a moment, consulting the computer, before he replied. “A couple of old Hohmann freighters, according to Lloyd’s Register—and the usual litter of launches and tugs.” He laughed abruptly. “Couple of solar yachts. No help there.”
“Seems we’re drawing a blank,” McNeil observed. “P’raps we should have a word with the controllers on Earth and Venus.”
“I was about to do just that,” Grant said irritably, “as soon as I’ve decided how to phrase the query.” He took a swift breath. “Look, you’ve been a great help here. You could do us another favor and do a personal check on possible air leaks in the system. All right with you, then?”
“Certainly, that’s all right.” McNeil’s voice was quiet.
Grant watched McNeil sidelong as he unbuckled his loose straps and swam down, off the flight deck. The engineer was probably going to give him trouble in the days that lay ahead, Grant mused. That shameful business, breaking down like a child… Until now they had got on well enough—like most men of substantial girth, McNeil was good-natured and easy-going—but now Grant realized that McNeil lacked fiber. Obviously he had become flabby, physically and mentally, through living too long in space.
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The parabolic antenna on the communications boom was aimed at the gleaming arc lamp of Venus, less than twenty million kilometers away and moving on a converging path with the ship. A tone sounded on the console, indicating that a signal from Port Hesperus had been acquired.
The physical convergence would not occur for a month, but the three-millimeter waves from the ship’s transmitter would make the trip in under a minute. How nice, at this moment, to be a radio wave.
Grant acknowledged the “go ahead” and began to talk steadily and, he hoped, quite dispassionately. He gave a careful analysis of the situation, appending pertinent data in telemetry, ending his speech with a request for advice. His fears concerning McNeil he left unspoken; the engineer was doubtless monitoring the transmission.
And on Port Hesperus—the Venus orbital station—the bombshell was about to burst, triggering trains of sympathetic ripples on all the inhabited worlds, as video and faxsheets took up the refrain: STAR QUEEN IN PERIL. An accident in space has a dramatic quality that tends to crowd all other items from the newsheads. At least until the corpses have been counted.
The actual reply from Port Hesperus, less dramatic, was as swift as the speed of light allowed: “Port Hesperus control to Star Queen, acknowledging your emergency status. We will shortly forward a detailed questionnaire. Please stand by.”
They stood by. Or rather they floated by.
When the questions arrived Grant put them on printout. The message took nearly an hour to run through the printer and the questionnaire was so detailed, so extremely detailed—so extraordinarily detailed, in fact—that Grant wondered morosely if he and McNeil would live long enough to answer it. Two weeks, more or less.
Most of the queries were technical, concerning the status of the ship. Grant had no doubt the experts on Earth and Venus station were wracking their brains in an attempt to save Star Queen and her cargo. Perhaps especially her cargo.
“What do you think?” Grant asked McNeil, when the engineer had finished running through the message. He was studying McNeil carefully now, watching him for any signs of strain.
After a long, rigid silence, McNeil shrugged. His first words echoed Grant’s thoughts. “It will certainly keep us busy. I doubt we’ll get through this in a day. And I’ve got to admit I think half of these questions are crazy.”
Grant nodded but said nothing. He let McNeil continue.
“‘Rate of leakage from the crew areas’—sensible enough, but we’ve already told them that. And what do they want with the efficiency of the radiation shields?”
“Could have something to do with seal erosion, I suppose,” Grant murmured.
McNeil eyed him. “If you were to ask me, I’d say they were tryin’ to keep our spirits up, pretendin’ they have a bright idea or two. And meanwhile we’re to keep ourselves too busy to worry about it.”
Grant peered at McNeil with a queer mixture of relief and annoyance—relief because the Scot hadn’t thrown another tantrum and, conversely, annoyance because he was now so damned calm, refusing to fit neatly into the mental category Grant had prepared for him. Had that momentary lapse after the meteoroid struck been typical of the man? Or might it have happened to anyone? Grant, to whom the world was very much a place of blacks and whites, felt angry at being unable to decide whether McNeil was cowardly or courageous. That he might be both never occurred to him.
 
In space, in flight, time is timeless. On Earth there is the great clock of the spinning globe itself, marking the hours with whole continents for hands. Even on the moon the shadows creep sluggishly from crag to crag as the sun makes its slow march across the sky. But in space the stars are fixed, or might as well be; the sun moves only if the pilot chooses to move the ship, and the chronometers tick off numbers that say days and hours but as far as sensation goes are meaningless.
Grant and McNeil had long since learned to regulate their lives accordingly; while in deep space they moved and thought with a kind of leisure—which vanished quickly enough when a voyage was nearing its end and the time for braking maneuvers arrived—and though they were now under sentence of death, they continued along the well-worn grooves of habit. Every day Grant carefully dictated the log, confirmed the ship’s position, carried out his routine maintenance duties. McNeil was also behaving normally, as far as Grant could tell, although he suspected that some of the technical maintenance was being carried out with a very light hand, and he’d had a few sharp words with the engineer about the accumulation of dirty food trays following McNeil’s turns in the galley.
It was now three days since the meteoroid had struck. Grant kept getting “buck up” messages from traffic control on Port Hesperus along the lines of “Sorry for the delay, fellows, we’ll have something for you just as soon as we can”—and he waited for the results of the high-level review panel convened by the Board of Space Control, with its raft of specialists on two planets, which was running simulations of wild schemes to rescue Star Queen. He had waited impatiently at first, but his eagerness had slowly ebbed. He doubted that the finest technical brains in the solar system could save them now—though it was hard to abandon hope when everything still seemed so normal and the air was still clean and fresh.
On the fourth day Venus spoke. “Okay, fellows, here’s what we’ve got for you. We’re going to take this one system at a time, and some of this gets involved, so you be sure and ask for clarification if you need it. Okay, first we’ll go into the cabin atmosphere system file, locus two-three-nine point four. Now I’ll just give you a moment to find that locus…”
Shorn of jargon, the long message was a funeral oration; the thrust of the instructions was to insure that Star Queen could arrive at Port Hesperus under remote control with its cargo intact, even if there were two dead bodies in the command module. Grant and McNeil had been written off.
One comfort: Grant already knew from his training in high-altitude chambers that death from hypoxia, near the end, anyway, would be a positively giddy affair.
 
McNeil vanished below soon after the message concluded, without a word of comment. Grant did not see him again for hours. He was frankly relieved, at first. He didn’t feel like talking, either, and if McNeil wanted to look after himself that was his affair. Besides, there were various letters to write, loose ends to see to—though the last-will-and-testament business could come later. There were a couple of weeks left.
At supper time Grant went down to the common area, expecting to find McNeil at work at the galley. McNeil was a good cook, within the limitations of spacecraft cuisine, and he usually enjoyed his turn in the kitchen. He certainly took good enough care of his own stomach.
But there was no one in the common area. The curtain in front of McNeil’s cabin was pulled shut.
Grant yanked the curtain aside and found McNeil lying in midair near his bunk, very much at peace with the universe. Hanging there beside him was a large plastic crate whose magnetic lock had somehow been jimmied. Grant had no need to examine it to know its contents; a glance at McNeil was enough.
“Ay, and it’s a dirty shame,” said the engineer without a trace of embarrassment, “to suck this stuff up through a tube.” He cocked an eye at Grant. “Tell you what, cap’n—whyn’t you put a little spin on the vessel so’s we can drink ’er properly?” Grant glared at him contemptuously, but McNeil returned his gaze unabashed. “Oh, don’t be a sourpuss, man—have some yourself! For what does it matter?”
He batted a bottle at Grant, who fielded it deftly. It was a Cabernet Sauvignon from the Napa Valley of California—fabulously valuable, Grant knew the consignment—and the contents of that plastic case were worth thousands.
“I don’t think there’s any need,” Grant said severely, “to behave like a pig—even under these circumstances.”
McNeil wasn’t drunk yet. He had only reached the brightly lit anteroom of intoxication and had not lost all contact with the drab outer world. “I am prepared,” he announced with great solemnity, “to listen to any good argument against my present course of action. A course which seems eminently sensible to me.” He blessed Grant with a cherubic smile. “But you’d better convince me quickly, while I’m still amenable to reason.”
With that he squeezed the plastic bulb into which he’d off-loaded a third of the bottle’s contents, and shot a ruddy purple jet into his open mouth.
“You’re stealing company property—scheduled for salvage,” Grant announced, unaware of the absurdity but conscious as he said it that his voice had taken on the nasality, the constriction, of a young schoolmaster, “and … and besides, you can hardly stay drunk for two weeks.”
“That,” said McNeil thoughtfully, “remains to be seen.”
“I don’t think so,” retorted Grant. With his right hand he secured himself to the bulkhead, with his left he swiped at the crate and gave it a vicious shove that sent it soaring through the open curtain.
As he wheeled and dived after it he heard McNeil’s pained yelp: “Why you constipated bastard! Of all the dirty tricks!”
It would take McNeil some time in his present condition to organize a pursuit. Grant steered the crate down to the hold airlock and into the pressurized, temperature-controlled compartment it had come from. He sealed the case and replaced it on its rack, strapping it securely into place. No point in trying to lock the case; McNeil had made a mess of the lock.
But Grant could make sure McNeil wouldn’t get in here again—he would reset the combination on the hold airlock and keep the new combination to himself. As it happened, he had plenty of time to do it. McNeil hadn’t bothered to follow him.
As Grant swam back toward the flight deck he passed the open curtain to McNeil’s cabin. McNeil was still in there, singing.
“We don’t care where the oxygen goes
If it doesn’t get into the wine…”
Evidently he’d already removed a couple of bottles before Grant had arrived to grab the case. Let them last him two weeks then, Grant thought, if they last the night.
“We don’t care where the oxygen goes
If it doesn’t get into the wine…”
Where the hell had he heard that refrain? Grant, whose education was severely technical, was sure McNeil was deliberately misquoting some bawdy Elizabethan madrigal or the like, just to taunt him. He was suddenly shaken by an emotion which, to do him justice, he did not for a moment recognize, and which passed as swiftly as it had come.
But when he reached the flight deck he was trembling, and he felt a little sick. He realized that his dislike of McNeil was slowly turning to hatred.
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Certainly Grant and McNeil got on well enough in ordinary circumstances. It was nobody’s fault that circumstances were now very far from ordinary.
Only because the two men had shown wonderfully smooth personality curves on the standard psychological tests; only because their flight records were virtually flawless; only because thousands of millions of pounds and dollars and yen and drachmas and dinars were involved in the flight of Star Queen had the Board of Space Control granted the ship a waiver of the crew-of-three rule.
The crew-of-three rule had evolved during a century and a half of space flight and ostensibly provided for a minimally sound social configuration during long periods of isolation—a problem that had not been pressing in the 20th century, before occupied spacecraft had ventured farther than the moon and the time delay for communication with Earth was still measured in seconds. True, in any group of three, two will eventually gang up on the third—as the ancient Romans learned after several hard political lessons, in human affairs the least stable structure is the tripod. Which is not necessarily bad. Certainly three is better than two, and two is much better than one. And any group larger than three will soon enough degenerate into sub-groups of diads and triads.
A man or woman alone will almost certainly go mad within a relatively short time. It may be a benign madness, even an exemplary madness—taking the form of an obsessive writing of romantic poetry, for example—but no form of madness is encouraging to spacecraft insurors.
Experience shows that a crew of one man and one woman will experience a crisis within days. Their relative ages do not matter. If the text of their conversation is power, the subtext will be sex. And vice versa.
On the other hand, two men alone together or two women alone together, provided their sexual vectors are not convergent, will dispense with the sexual subtext and will get down to the nitty-gritty of power every time: who’s in charge here?… Although in the case of two women the resolution of that question is, for cultural reasons, somewhat less likely to lead to fatal violence.
With three people of whatever sex, everybody will try to get along for a while and eventually two will gang up on the third. Thus the power question resolves itself, and depending on the make-up of the crew, sex will take care of itself also, i.e. two or more may be doing it together and one or more will be doing it alone.
Two men, not close friends, both of them heterosexual and of comparable age and status but fundamentally different in temperament, are the worst possible combination.
 
Three days without food, it has been said, is long enough to remove the subtle differences between a so-called civilized man and a so-called savage. Grant and McNeil were in no physical discomfort, nor would they be in extreme pain even at the end. But their imaginations had been active; they had more in common with a couple of hungry cannibals lost in a log canoe than they would have cared to admit.
One aspect of their situation, the most important of all, had never been mentioned; the computer’s analysis had been checked and rechecked, but its bottom line was not quite final, for the computer refrained from making suggestions it had not been asked to make. The two men on the crew could easily take that final step of calculation in their heads—
—and each arrived at the same result. It was simple, really, a macabre parody of those problems in first-grade arithmetic which began, “If two men had six days to assemble five helicopters, how long…?
At the moment the meteoroid destroyed the stored liquid oxygen, there were approximately forty-eight hundred cubic feet of air inside the crew module and twelve hundred cubic feet of air in the pressurized compartment of Hold A. At one atmosphere a cubic foot of air weighs one and two-tenths ounces, but less than a fourth of that is oxygen. Adding in the space-suit and emergency supplies, there were less than seventy pounds of oxygen in the ship. A man consumes almost two pounds of oxygen a day.
Thirty-five man-days of oxygen…
The oxygen supply was enough for two men for two and a half weeks. Venus was three weeks away. One did not have to be a calculating prodigy to see that one man, one man only, might live to walk the curving garden paths of Port Hesperus.
Four days had passed. The acknowledged deadline was thirteen days away, but the unspoken deadline was ten. For ten more days two men could breathe the air without endangering the chances of the one who might survive alone. Beyond ten days one man only would have any hope of reaching Venus. To a sufficiently detached observer the situation might have seemed highly engaging. Grant and McNeil were not detached, however. It is not easy at the best of times for two people to decide amicably which of them shall commit suicide; it is even more difficult when they are not on speaking terms.
Grant wished to be perfectly fair. Therefore, as he conceived matters, the only thing to do was to wait until McNeil sobered up and emerged from his cabin; then Grant would put it to him directly.
As these thoughts swirled over the surface of his mind Peter Grant was staring through the windows of the flight deck at the starry universe, seeing the thousands upon thousands of individual stars and even the misty nebulas as he had never seen them before. He was moved by a certain conviction of transcendence—
—which mere speech would surely betray.
Well, he would write McNeil a letter. And best do it now, while they were still on diplomatic terms. He clipped a sheet of notepaper to his writing pad and began: “Dear McNeil.” He paused, his ballpoint poised above the paper. Then he tore that sheet out and began again: “McNeil.”
It took him the best part of three hours to get down what he wanted to say, and even then he wasn’t wholly satisfied. Some things were damned difficult to put on paper. At last he finished; he folded the letter and sealed it with a strip of tape. He left the flight deck, taking the letter with him, and closed himself into his cabin. The business of actually handing the letter to McNeil could wait a day or two.
 
Few of the billions of videoplate addicts on Earth—or the additional thousands on Port Hesperus and Mars and in the Mainbelt and on the colonized moons—could have had any true notion of what was going on within the minds of the two men aboard Star Queen. The public media was full of rescue schemes. All sorts of retired spaceship pilots and writers of fantasy fiction had been dredged up to give their opinions over the airwaves as to how Grant and McNeil should comport themselves. The men who were the cause of all this fuss wisely declined to listen to any of it.
Traffic control on Port Hesperus was a bit more discreet. One could not with any decency give words of advice or encouragement to men on death row, even if there was some uncertainty about the date of execution. Therefore traffic control contented itself with few emotionally neutral messages each day—relaying the newsheads about the war in southern Asia, the growing sector dispute in the Mainbelt, new mineral strikes on the surface of Venus, the fuss over the censorship of “While Rome Burns,” which had just been banned in Moscow…
Life on Star Queen continued much as before, not withstanding the stiffness between the two men that had attended McNeil’s emergence—classically hung-over—from his cabin. Grant, for his part, spent much of his time on the flight deck writing letters to his wife. Long letters. The longer the better… He could have spoken to her if he’d wished, but the thought of all those news addicts listening in prevented him from doing so. Unhappily, there were no truly private lines in space.
And that letter to McNeil. Why not deliver it, get it over with? Well, he would do that, within a couple of days … and then they would decide. Besides, such a delay would give McNeil a chance to raise the subject himself.
That McNeil might have reasons for his hesitation other than simple cowardice did not occur to Grant.
He wondered how McNeil was spending his time, now that he’d run out of booze. The engineer had a large library of books on videochip, for he read widely and his range of interests was unusual. Grant had seen him delving into Western philosophy and Eastern religion and fiction of all kinds; McNeil had once mentioned that his favorite book was the odd early-20th century novel Jurgen. Perhaps he was trying to forget his doom by losing himself in its strange magic. Others of McNeil’s books were less respectable, and not a few were of the class curiously described as “curious…”
 
But in fact McNeil, lying in his cabin or moving silently through the ship, was a subtler and more complicated personality than Grant knew, perhaps too complicated for Grant to understand. Yes, McNeil was a hedonist. He did what he could to make life comfortable for himself aboard ship, and when planetside he indulged himself fully in the pleasures of life, all the more for being cut off from them for months at a time. But he was by no means the moral weakling that the unimaginative, puritanical Grant supposed him to be.
True, he had collapsed completely under the shock of the meteoroid strike. When it happened he’d been passing through the life support deck’s access corridor, on his way back from the hold, and he understood the seriousness of the violent explosion instantly—it happened hardly a meter away, on the other side of the steel wall—without having to wait for confirmation. His reaction was exactly like that of an airline passenger who sees a wing come off at 30,000 feet: there are still ten or fifteen minutes left to fall, but death is inevitable. So he’d panicked.
Like a willow in the wind, he’d bowed under the strain—and then recovered. Grant was a harder man—an oak—and a brittler one.
As for the business of the wine, McNeil’s behavior had been reprehensible by Grant’s standards, but that was Grant’s problem; besides, that episode too was behind them. By tacit consent they’d gone back to their normal routine, although it did nothing to reduce the sense of strain. They avoided each other as much as possible except when meal times brought them together. When they did meet, they behaved with an exaggerated politeness, as if each were striving to be perfectly normal—yet inexplicably failing.
 
A day passed, and another. And a third.
Grant had hoped that McNeil would have broached the subject of suicide by now, thus sparing him a very awkward duty. When the engineer stubbornly refused to do anything of the sort it added to Grant’s resentment and contempt. To make matters worse he was now suffering from nightmares and sleeping very badly.
The nightmare was always the same. When Peter Grant was a child it had often happened that at bedtime he had been reading a story far too exciting to be left until morning. To avoid detection he had continued reading under the bedclothes by flashlight, curled up in a snug white-walled cocoon. Every ten minutes or so the air had become too stifling to breathe and his emergence into the delicious cool air had been a major part of the fun. Now, thirty years later, these innocent childhood hours returned to haunt him. He was dreaming that he could not escape from the suffocating sheets while the air was steadily and remorselessly thickening around him.
He’d intended to give McNeil the letter after two days, yet somehow he’d put it off again. This procrastination was very unlike Grant, but he managed to persuade himself that it was a perfectly reasonable thing to do. He was giving McNeil a chance to redeem himself—
—to prove that he wasn’t a coward, by raising the issue first. It never occurred to Grant that McNeil might be waiting for him to do the same…
 
The all-too-literal deadline was three days off when, for the first time, Grant’s mind brushed lightly against the thought of murder. He’d retired to the flight deck after the “evening” meal, trying to relax by gazing at the starry night through the wide windows that surrounded the flight deck, but McNeil was doing a very thorough and noisy job of cleaning up the galley, clattering around with what must surely be an unnecessary, even a deliberate, amount of noise.
What use was McNeil to this world? He had no family, no responsibilities. Who would be the worse for his death?
Grant, on the other hand, had a wife and three children, of whom he was moderately fond, even if they were no more than dutiful in their perfunctory displays of affection for him. An impartial judge would have no difficulty in deciding which of them should survive, and if McNeil had had a spark of decency in him he would have come to the same conclusion already. Since he appeared to have done nothing of the sort he had surely forfeited all further claims to consideration…
Such was the elemental logic of Grant’s subconscious mind, which of course had arrived at this conclusion days before but had only now succeeded in attracting the attention for which it had been clamoring.
To Grant’s credit he at once rejected the thought. With horror.
He was an upright and honorable person, with a very strict code of behavior. Even the vagrant homicidal impulses of what is misleadingly called a “normal” man had seldom ruffled his mind. But in the days—the very few days—left to him, they would come more and more often.
 
The air was noticeably fouler. Although air pressure had been reduced to a minimum and there was no shortage of the canisters that were used to scrub carbon dioxide from the circulating atmosphere, it was impossible to prevent a slow increase in the ratio of inert gases to the dwindling oxygen reserves. There was still no real difficulty in breathing, but the thick odor was a constant reminder of what lay ahead.
Grant was in his cabin. It was “night,” but he could not sleep—a relief in one way, for it broke the hold of his nightmares. But he had not slept well the previous night either, and he was becoming physically run down; his nerve was rapidly deteriorating, a state of affairs accentuated by the fact that McNeil had been behaving with a calmness that was not only unexpected but quite annoying. Grant realized that in his own emotional state it would be dangerous to delay the showdown any longer. He freed himself from his loose sleep restraint and opened his desk, reaching for the letter he had intended to give to McNeil days ago. And then he smelled something—
A single neutron begins the chain reaction that in an instant can destroy a million lives, the toil of generations. Equally insignificant are the trigger-events that can alter a person’s course of action and so alter the whole pattern of the future. Nothing could have been more trivial than what made Grant pause with the letter in his hand; under ordinary circumstances he would not have noticed it at all. It was the smell of smoke—tobacco smoke.
The revelation that McNeil, that sybaritic engineer, had so little self-control that he was squandering the last precious pounds of oxygen on cigarettes filled Grant with a blinding fury. For a moment he went quite rigid with the intensity of his emotion. Then, slowly, he crumpled the letter in his hand. The thought that had first been an unwelcome intruder, then a casual speculation, was now finally accepted. McNeil had had his chance and had proved, by this unbelievable selfishness, unworthy of it.
Very well—he could die.
The speed with which Grant arrived at this self-justifying conclusion would have been obvious to the rankest of amateur psychiatrists. He had needed to convince himself that there was no point in doing the honorable thing, suggesting some game of chance that would give McNeil and him an equal chance at life. Here was the excuse he needed, and he seized upon it. He might now plan and carry out McNeil’s murder according to his own particular moral code.
Relief as much as hatred drove Grant back to his bunk, where every whiff of tobacco aroma salved his conscience.
 
McNeil could have told Grant that once again he was badly misjudging him. The engineer had been a heavy smoker for years—against his better judgment, it’s true, and quite conscious that he was unavoidably an annoyance to the majority of folk who did not care to breathe his exhaust. He’d tried to quit—it was easy, he sometimes quipped, he’d done it often—but in moments of strain he inevitably found himself reaching for those fragrant paper cylinders. He envied Grant, the sort of man who could smoke a cigarette when he wanted one but put them aside without regret. He wondered why Grant smoked at all, if he didn’t need to. Some sort of symbolic rebellion…?
At any rate, McNeil had calculated that he could afford two cigarettes a day without producing the least measurable difference in the duration of a breathable atmosphere. The luxury of those six or seven minutes, twice a day—one late at night, one at mid-morning, hidden deep down in the central corridor of the ship—was in all likelihood beyond the capacity of Peter Grant to imagine, and it contributed greatly to Angus McNeil’s mental well-being. Though the two cigarettes made no difference to the oxygen supply, they made all the difference in the world to McNeil’s nerves, and thus contributed indirectly to Grant’s peace of mind.
But no use trying to tell Grant that. So McNeil smoked privately, exercising a self-control that was in itself surprisingly agreeable, even voluptuous.
Had McNeil known of Grant’s insomnia, he would not have risked even that late night cigarette in his unsealed cabin…
 
For a man who had only an hour ago talked himself into murder, Grant’s actions were remarkably methodical. Without hesitation—beyond that necessitated by caution—Grant floated silently past his cabin partition and on across the darkened common area to the wall-mounted medicine chest near the galley. Only a ghostly blue safe-light illuminated the interior of the chest, in which tubes and vials and instruments were snugly secured in their padded nests by straps of Velcro. The ship’s outfitters had provided tools and medicines for every emergency they had ever heard of or could imagine.
Including this one. There behind its retaining strap was the tiny bottle whose image had been lying far down in the depths of Grant’s unconscious all these days. In the blue light he could not read the fine print on the label—all he could see was the skull and crossbones—but he knew the words by heart: “Approximately one-half gram will cause painless and almost instantaneous death.”
Painless and instantaneous—good. Even better was a fact that went unmentioned on the label. The stuff was tasteless.
 
Most of another day went by.
The contrast between the meals prepared by Grant and those organized with considerable skill and care by McNeil was striking. Anyone who was fond of food and who spent a good deal of his life in space usually learned the art of cooking in self-defense, and McNeil had not only learned it but had mastered it. He could coax a piquant sauce from dried milk, the juices of rehydrated beefsteak, and his private stash of herbs; he could coax flavor from the deep freeze with his flasks of oils and vinegars.
To Grant, eating was one of those necessary but annoying jobs that was to be got through as quickly as possible, and his cooking mirrored this attitude. McNeil had long ago ceased to grumble about it; imagine his bemusement, then, had he seen the trouble Grant was taking over this particular dinner.
They met wordlessly, as usual—only the constraints of habit and civility kept them from grabbing their trays and retreating to their own lairs. Instead they hovered on opposite sides of the little convenience table, each perched in midair at a careful angle, not quite looking at or looking away from the other. If McNeil noticed any increasing nervousness on Grant’s part as the meal progressed, he said nothing; indeed they ate in perfect silence, having long since exhausted the possibilities of light conversation. When the last course, succotash, had been served in those bowls with the incurved rims, designed to restrain their contents, Grant cleared the litter and went into the adjacent galley unit to make coffee.
He took quite a long time, considering the coffee was, as always, instant—for at the last moment something maddening happened. He was on the point of squeezing boiling water from one container into another, looking at the two hot-liquid bulbs in front of him, when he remembered an ancient silent film he’d seen on a chip somewhere, featuring a clown who usually wore a bowler hat and a funny mustache—Charlie somebody—who in this movie was trying to poison an unwanted wife. Only he got the glasses accidentally reversed.
No memory could have been more unwelcome. Grant nearly lapsed into psychopathic giggles. Had the erudite McNeil known what was going on in Grant’s mind (assuming he could have retained his equanimity and humor), he might have suggested that Grant had been attacked by Poe’s “Imp of the Perverse,” that demon who delights in defying the careful canons of self-preservation.
A good minute passed before Grant, shivering, managed to regain control. His nerves must be in even worse condition than he had imagined.
But he was sure that outwardly at least he was quite calm as he carried in the two plastic containers and their drinking tubes. There was no danger of confusing them now: the engineer’s had the letters M A C painted boldly around it. He pushed that one toward McNeil and watched, fascinated—trying hard to disguise his fascination—as McNeil toyed with the bulb. He seemed in no great hurry; he was staring moodily at nothing. Then, at last, he put the drinking tube to his mouth and sipped—
—and spluttered, staring at the drinking bulb with shock. An icy hand seized Peter Grant’s heart. McNeil cleared his throat, then turned to him and said evenly—
“Well na’, Grant, you’ve made it properly for once. And very hot, too.”
Slowly Grant’s heart resumed its interrupted work. He did not trust himself to speak, but he did manage a non-committal nod.
McNeil parked the bulb carefully in midair, a few inches from his face. His fleshy face settled into a ponderously thoughtful expression, as if he were weighing his words in preparation for some momentous pronouncement.
Grant cursed himself for making the coffee so hot. Just the sort of detail that hanged murderers. And if McNeil waited any longer to say whatever he was going to say, Grant would probably betray himself through nervousness.
Not that it would do McNeil any good now.
At last McNeil spoke. “I suppose it’s occurred to you,” he said in a quietly conversational way, “that there’s still enough air to last one of us to Venus.”
Grant forced his jangling nerves under control and tore his eyes away from McNeil’s fatal bulb of coffee; his throat seemed very dry as he answered. “It … it had crossed my mind.”
McNeil touched the floating bulb, found it still too hot, and continued thoughtfully: “Then it would be more sensible—wouldn’t it?—if one of us simply decided to walk out the airlock, say—or take some of the poison in there.” He jerked his head toward the medicine chest, on the curve of the wall not far from where they were floating.
Grant nodded. Oh yes, that would be quite sensible.
“The only trouble, of course,” McNeil mused, “is deciding which of us is to be the unlucky fella’. I suppose we could draw a card … or something equally arbitrary.”
Grant stared at McNeil with a fascination that almost outweighed his mounting nervousness. He never would have believed the engineer could discuss the subject so calmly. Obviously McNeil’s thoughts had been running on a line parallel with his own, and it was scarcely even a coincidence that he had chosen this time, of all times, to raise the question. From his talk it was certain that he suspected nothing.
McNeil was watching Grant closely, as if judging his reaction.
“You’re right,” Grant heard himself say. “We must talk it over. Soon.”
“Yes,” McNeil said impassively. “We must.” And then he reached for the bulb of coffee and brought the drinking tube to his lips. He sucked at it slowly, for a long time.
Grant could not wait for him to finish. Yet the relief he had hoped for did not come; indeed, he felt a stab of regret. Regret, not quite remorse. It was a little late now to think of how lonely he would be aboard Star Queen, haunted by his thoughts, in the days to come.
He knew he did not wish to see McNeil die. Suddenly he felt rather sick. Without another glance at his victim he launched himself toward the flight deck.
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Immovably fixed, the fierce sun and the unwinking stars looked down on Star Queen, which on the grand scale of cosmic affairs was as motionless as they were.
There was no way for a naive observer to know that the tiny model molecule of a spaceship had now reached its maximum velocity with respect to Earth and was about to unleash massive thrust to brake itself into a parking orbit near Port Hesperus. Indeed, there was no reason for an observer on the cosmic scale to suspect that Star Queen had anything to do with intelligent purpose, or with life—
—until the main airlock atop the command module opened and the lights of the interior glowed yellow in the cold darkness. For a moment the round circle of light hung oddly within the black shadow of the falling ship; then it was abruptly eclipsed, as two human figures floated out of the ship.
One of the two bulky figures was active, the other passive. Something not easy to perceive happened in the shadows; then the passive figure began to move, slowly at first but with rapidly mounting speed. It swept out of the shadow of the ship into the full blast of the sun. And now the cosmic observer, given a powerful telescope, might have noted the nitrogen bottle strapped to its back, the valve evidently left open—a crude but effective rocket.
Rolling slowly, the corpse—for such it was—dwindled against the stars, to vanish utterly in less than a minute. The other figure remained quite motionless in the open airlock, watching it go. Then the outer hatch swung shut, the circle of brilliance vanished, and only the reflected sunlight of bright Venus still glinted on the shadowed wall of the ship.
In the immediate vicinity of Star Queen, nothing of consequence happened for the next seven days.
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When she caught up with the uniformed man, he was marching along the river walk in the Council of Worlds grounds, heading away from the Earth Central offices of the Board of Space Control. The formal gardens were green with the tender new leaves of budding trees; another spring had come to Manhattan…
“Assistant Inspector Troy, Commander. They told me to catch you before you left.”
He kept walking. “I’m not going anywhere, Troy. Just getting out of the office.” She fell into step beside him. He was a gaunt man, of Slavic ancestry by the look of him, with an iron-gray crewcut and a Canadian-accented voice so hoarse it was hardly more than a whisper. His blue uniform was pressed and spotless; the gold insignia on his collar gleamed; his chest was pinned with only a few ribbons, but they were the ones that count. Despite the blue suit and the headquarters job, the commander’s deeply creased face, burned almost black, betrayed his years in deep space.
He opened a silver pill case and popped a tiny purple sphere into his mouth—then seemed to remember Sparta, marching beside him. He paused at the steel railing and held out the open case. “Care for one? Rademas.” When she hesitated he said, “Lots of us use them, I’m sure you know that—mild boost, wash out of your system in twenty minutes.”
“No thank you, sir,” she said firmly.
“I was kidding,” he rasped. “Actually they’re breath mints. Violet flavor. Strongest thing in ’em is sugar.” He stretched his face into a shape that was not much like a grin. He still held out the open case. Sparta shook her head again and he flipped it closed. “As you wish.” Grimacing in distaste, he spit the mint he’d been holding under his tongue over the rail, into the gelid East River. “Guess I’ve pulled that dumb stunt too often; you rookies are wise.”
He gazed out across the water, its thick green surface crowded with long-legged algae harvesters like water skates on a pond, their stainless steel manifolds reflecting the golden sunlight of early morning. The commander was staring past them, straight at the sun—probably wishing he had a different view of it, one without a lot of muggy atmosphere in the way. After a few moments he turned to Sparta, clearing his throat roughly. “Okay. Seems Inspector Bernstein thinks highly of you. She wrote you a good ER. We’re giving you a solo.”
Sparta’s pulse raced; after two years, the prospect of a mission of her own! “I’m grateful for her recommendation.”
“I’ll bet you are. Especially since you never thought she’d let you out of her grasp.”
Sparta allowed herself to smile. “Well sir, I admit I was getting to know Newark better than I ever wanted to.”
“No guarantee you won’t go back there when this is over, Troy. Depends.”
“What’s the assignment, Commander?”
“TDY to Port Hesperus. The Star Queen thing. Shouldn’t be too hairy. Either the ship was holed by a meteoroid or it wasn’t, in which case it broke or somebody broke it. The owner and most of the people concerned are already on their way to Port Hesperus in Helios, but we’ll get you there first. You’ll be working with a guy named Proboda from the local. He’s got seniority, but you’re in charge. Which reminds me…” He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and took out a leather folder. “Since we don’t want the locals to push you around”—he flipped open the folder to reveal a gold shield—“you’re promoted.” He handed it to her. “Here’s the visual aid. Sliver in the case. The electronics are already in the system.”
Sparta took the badge case in both hands and studied the intricate shield. A delicate flush bloomed on her cheekbones.
The commander watched her a moment, then said abruptly, “Sorry there’s no time for ceremony, Inspector. Congratulations anyway.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Here’s your ride now.” She turned with him as a low-slung white helicopter dropped shrieking toward the helipad in front of the Council of Worlds tower. It touched down gently, its turbines spinning down to idle, its rotors whistling in lazy circles. “Forget your personal gear, you can req what you need,” said the commander. “Within reason, of course. You’ve got a shuttle to catch at Newark and a torch waiting in orbit. Everything you need to know is in the system. We’ll update you if we have to.”
She was startled at her sudden impending departure, but she tried not to show it. “One question, sir.”
“Go ahead.”
“Why anyone from Earth Central, sir? Why not leave the investigation to Port Hesperus?”
“Port Hesperus is short a body. Captain Antreen is in charge there; she looked at what we had available and asked for you by name.” The commander grinned again. “Be grateful to her. Bernstein never would have let you out of Customs.”
Sparta saluted and walked briskly toward the waiting helicopter. The commander watched her go on with undisguised envy.
 
Beside its three-person crew the torch-powered cutter carried Sparta and no one else. The slender white ship, bearing the blue band and gold star of the Board of Space Control, streaked sunward on a hyperbolic orbit and closed on Port Hesperus a week after Sparta’s hasty Earthside promotion. Two days out, less than a week from rendezvous with Port Hesperus, a radio message came through. “This is Star Queen, Commander Peter Grant speaking. Engineering Officer McNeil and I have jointly concluded that there is sufficient oxygen remaining for one man…”
Earth Central was on the horn to Sparta in less than an hour; the commander’s lined and blackened face appeared on the videoplate in the cutter’s comm shack. “All right, Troy, this adds a wrinkle. We need to know whether this crewman went out the airlock this morning on his own, or did he get pushed?”
“Yes, sir. Are the dossiers I requested on the Helios passengers available?”
There was a minute’s delay while her words made the trip to Earth and his made their way back. “We’re squirting you with what we have on the blackchannels,” he said. “I can tell you that you’re dealing with an odd bunch there. A guy working for the insurance people who’s a known con—they know it too, so apparently it’s all right with them. A woman into heavy machinery and old books. Her temperamental girlfriend. A guy who owns a spaceship with a history so odd it had to have its name changed. Another guy with practically no history at all.”
“Thanks, Commander.”
A minute later he said, “Watch yourself, Inspector.” He signed off.
Three days before arriving at Port Hesperus, the cutter crossed Helios’s path and a day after that, Star Queen’s. If Sparta had had a telescope, she could have looked at the fast ships with the perspective of a cosmic observer. But it was the people aboard them that interested her.
 
With its mighty torch blazing, the cutter decelerated toward the great rings and spokes and cylinders of Port Hesperus, that whole spinning conglomerate of a space station hanging in high orbit over the dazzling clouds of Venus, with its axis pointing straight at the center of the planet.
At the radiation perimeter the cutter’s torch flamed out. It approached under chemical power, gingerly.
Port Hesperus was one of the triumphs of 21st-century engineering, built almost entirely from the raw materials of captured asteroids. Exploiting the resources of the planet’s surface, it had paid back its cost within two decades; it currently housed a hundred thousand people in conditions that nine-tenths of Earth’s population would have considered luxurious. Parks, for example, and green things… The great glass central sphere of the station was filled with lush gardens, some of them in tribute to the old dreams of Venus as a world of swamps and jungles. Come to Venus and you could see jungles, all right, as long as you stuck to the paths of Port Hesperus’s brilliantly lit central sphere. Don’t try to visit the surface of the planet, don’t even ask. Of the five human beings who had made the attempt in armored and heat-shielded landers, only two had returned to tell the tale.
Sparta’s cutter matched spin with the star-side docking bay under chemical power; in fifteen minutes, under automated landing controls, it had made it into the huge axial bay, crowded with local traffic.
The high-security side of the docking bay was all business, no nonsense, without amenities—all white steel and black glass, pipes and hoses and blinking lights. A tube like a giant leech closed over the cutter’s lock, the air slammed into it under high pressure, and the cutter’s hatch popped.
Sparta clapped her hands over her painful ears. Floating in the airlock, she found herself suddenly face-to-face with a delegation from the local Board of Space Control headquarters, advancing toward her in the docking tube. They didn’t look all that friendly.
The tallest of the locals facing her was the Port Hesperus unit captain, Kara Antreen. She was dressed in a gray wool suit worth a month of her respectable salary; her gray hair was cut in a severe pageboy, and her pale gray eyes fixed on Sparta from beneath thick black brows.
Even without her hands over her ears, Sparta was at a social disadvantage. It was this matter of her clothes. She had found little to requisition from ship’s stores, despite the commander’s invitation—the quartermaster’s imagination seemed limited to gym shorts, personal care products, near-beer, and “entertainment” items emphasizing soft-porn videochips—so besides picking up a few changes of socks and underwear and acquiring a comb and a toothbrush, she’d arrived at Port Hesperus still wearing the mufti of an assistant inspector assigned to shuttleport customs and entry—that is, the plainclothes disguise of a bribable dock rat: plastic patch-pocket cargo pants, olive drab tank top, polymer canvas windbreaker. The outfit was distinctly on the casual side, but at least it was neat and clean.
“Ellen Troy, Captain,” Sparta said. “I look forward to working with you and your people.”
“Troy.” Antreen smiled then, lessening the tension. “And we look forward to working with you. Any cooperation we can give you—anything at all—we want to be there helping out.”
“That’s very…”
“Understood?”
“Certainly, Captain. Thanks.”
Antreen extended her hand; they shook vigorously. “Inspector Troy, this is my aide Lieutenant Kitamuki. And this is Inspector Proboda.”
Sparta shook hands with the others—Kitamuki, a slender woman with long black hair knotted back and floating over one shoulder in a sinuous ponytail, Proboda, a roughhewn blond male giant, Polish or maybe Ukrainian, with a touch of the old hell-for-leather cossacks about his slanted eyes. Antreen was all smiles, but her two sidekicks studied Sparta as if considering arresting her on the spot.
“Let’s get into some gravity,” Antreen said. “We’ll show you to your quarters, Troy. And when you’re settled we’ll see if we can clear off a desk for you at unit HQ.” She moved off quickly; Kitamuki and Proboda parted to let Sparta through, then closed in tight formation behind her.
Sparta followed Antreen easily enough through the weightless passage—she’d had three days without acceleration in the middle of her trip and she hadn’t lost the body-memory of what it was like to have space legs—passing from the station’s motionless hub through the gray metal bulkheads of the security sector. They passed the station’s huge sliding collar, and Sparta paused a moment to adjust to the spin. They moved on, through black-and yellow-striped emergency hatches into wider corridors, until they reached one of the main halls in the turning section of the station, far enough outside the hub to create fractional gees which established a “floor,” that being the inner cylindrical surface of the hall itself. Once in the hall, Antreen turned planetward, toward the Space Board headquarters in the station’s central sphere.
Sparta paused. Kitamuki and Proboda almost tumbled into her. “Something wrong, Inspector?” Antreen asked.
“It’s very good of you,” Sparta said, smiling. “But time is too short, I’ll have to check out my quarters later.”
“If you say so. I’m sure we can get you settled at HQ, anyway.”
“I’ll be going to traffic control first. Star Queen is due within the hour.”
“We haven’t arranged authorization,” Antreen said.
“No problem,” Sparta replied.
Antreen nodded. “You’re right, of course. Your badge is enough. Do you know the way?”
“If any of you want to come with me…” Sparta said.
“Inspector Proboda will accompany you. He’ll take care of anything you need,” Antreen said.
“Okay, thanks. Let’s go.” Sparta was already moving starward, heading for the transparent traffic control dome that capped the huge space station. Although she had never been beyond Earth’s moon, she knew the layout of Port Hesperus in such detail she would have astonished its oldest residents, even its designers and builders.
It took her only moments to thread through the passages and corridors, past busy workers and clerks. By the time she arrived at the center’s double glass doors, Proboda had closed in behind her. He was her equal in rank, but older; handling that was going to be the first challenge of her assignment.
The local station patroller glanced at Sparta’s badge and then at the hard-breathing Proboda, whom he recognized. The guard waved them both through the glass lock, into the glittering darkness of Hesperus Traffic Control.
Through the arching glass dome Sparta could see the hard points of thousands of fixed stars. Below the dome, row upon circular row of softly glowing terminals were arranged like benches in a Roman amphitheater. In front of each console floated a weightless controller in loose harness. The doors through which Sparta and Proboda had entered were in the center of the ring, and they came in like a pair of gladiators onto the sand, although no one noticed their arrival. High above their heads, higher than the highest row of consoles, the chief controller’s platform was suspended on three fine struts at the dish-shaped room’s parabolic focus.
Sparta launched herself upward.
She turned as she touched down lightly on the platform edge. The chief controller and his deputy seemed only mildly interested in her arrival.
“I’m Inspector Ellen Troy of Central Investigative Services, Mr. Tanaka…”—she’d stored the names of all the key personnel in the station—“And this is Inspector Proboda,” she added as the blond hulk arrived behind her, scowling. “I’m instructed to direct the investigation of Star Queen.”
“Hi, Vik,” the controller said cheerily, grinning at the flustered cop. He nodded to Sparta. “Okay, Inspector. We’ve had Star Queen on auto for the past thirty-six hours. We should have her onboard in about seventy-two minutes.”
“Where are you parking the ship, sir?”
“We’re not. You’re right, normally we wouldn’t dock a ship of this mass, we’d stand her in the roads. But Captain Antreen of your office here suggested we bring Star Queen on into the security sector to facilitate the removal of the … survivor. That will be dock Q3, Inspector.”
Sparta was mildly surprised at Antreen’s order—the crewman on Star Queen had survived a week on his own, and the extra half hour it would take to bring him in from a parking orbit on a utility shuttle would hardly make a difference.
“I’d like to stay to observe the docking procedure, if you don’t mind,” she said. “And I’ll want to be first in line when the lock is opened, if you’d be good enough to inform your personnel of that.” She turned her head, sensing that Proboda was about to object. “Of course you’ll be with me at the airlock, Inspector,” she said.
“That’s fine with us,” Tanaka said. He could care less. “Our job’s over when the ship’s in and secured. Now if you’ll excuse me…” The muscular little man ran a thick hand lightly over his black crewcut. Not until he moved forward out of the harness in which he’d been floating did Sparta notice he had no legs.
 
An hour passed in Traffic Control; the hot sun rose somewhere below. From her perch on the chief controller’s platform Sparta could see up to the stars and across to the intense ascending sun; she could see down to the first ring of multi-ringed Port Hesperus, which turned ceaselessly about its stationary hub like a heavenly carousel. She could not see the disk of Venus, which was immediately under the station, but the glare of the planet’s sulfuric-acid clouds reflected onto the station’s painted metalwork was almost as bright from below as the direct rays of the sun were from above.
Sparta’s attention was not on the station but on the hundred-meter white ship, standing straight up against the stars, which lowered itself by inches with spurts of its maneuvering thrusters, toward the gaping bay in the hub below the traffic control dome.
The sight triggered an odd memory, of a backyard barbecue in Maryland—who had been there? Her father? Her mother? No. A man, a woman with gray hair, other older couples whom she could not now quite picture or place—but that was not the memory, the memory was of a bird feeder suspended from the branch of an elm in the backyard by a long, thin wire, the sort of wire used as baling wire, and at the end of this wire was the bird feeder full of seeds, hanging from the wire a good two meters below the branch and a meter above the ground, to protect the seeds from squirrels. But one squirrel was not to be thwarted; this squirrel had learned to grip the wire with all four paws and slide—slowly, and with obvious trepidation—headfirst down the wire, from the branch above to the feeder below. The people who were giving the barbecue were so impressed by the squirrel’s daring they had not even bothered yet with any new scheme to frustrate it. They were so proud they wanted Sparta to see the animal perform its trick.
And here was a huge white space freighter, sliding headfirst down an invisible wire, into the maw of the docking bay…
Something else that memory was trying to tell her … but she couldn’t dredge it up. She forced her attention back to the moment. Star Queen was almost docked.
 
Outside the security sector the passage to the lock was jammed with media people. Sparta, with Proboda dogging her, arrived at the back of the crowd.
“I wonder what he’s feeling like now?” a cameraman was saying, fussing with his videochip photogram.
“I can tell you,” replied a sleek brushcut type, a standup reporter. “He’s so pleased to be alive…”
Sparta sensed that Proboda, beside her, was about to pull his rank and clear the mediahounds out of the passage. She gently preempted him. “I want to hear this,” she murmured, touching his arm.
“…that he doesn’t give a damn about anything else,” the reporter concluded.
“I’m not so sure I’d want to leave a mate in space so I could get home.”
“Who would? But you heard the transmission—they talked it over and the loser went out the lock. It was the only sensible way.”
“Sensible? If you say so—but it’s pretty horrible to let somebody sacrifice himself so you can live…”
“Don’t act the bloody sentimentalist. If that happened to us you’d shove me out before I’d had a chance to say my prayers.”
“Unless you did it to me first…”
Sparta had heard enough. She pushed close to the reporter and said quietly, “Space Control. Move aside, please,” and kept repeating it, “Space Control, move aside please…”—effortlessly opening a path before her. Proboda followed.
They left the pack behind at the security sector lock. Beyond the sealed collar of the core they reached the Q3 lock, which was almost as crowded with technicians and medical personnel. Through the big plate glass port the bulbous head of Star Queen was nosing into place a few meters away, patiently tugged and shoved by mechanical tractors. Sparta had a few words with the medics and the others as the tube fastened itself over the ship’s main airlock.
When the pressure popped and Star Queen’s hatch opened, Sparta was standing in front of it, alone.
The smell from inside the ship was an assault. Nevertheless she inhaled deeply, tasted the air with her tongue. She learned things from the flavor of the air that no subsequent tests could have told her.
Almost a minute passed before, rising from the depths of the ship, a haggard man drifted into the circle of light. He paused while still inside Star Queen, just shy of the docking tube. He took a deep, shuddering breath—and another—and then he let his watery eyes focus on Sparta.
“We’re happy to have you safe with us, Mr. McNeil,” she said.
He watched her for a moment, then nodded.
“My name’s Ellen Troy. I’m from the Board of Space Control. I’ll be going with you while the medics assist you. I must ask you not to speak to anyone but me, until I give you permission—no matter who asks, or what they ask. Is that acceptable to you, sir?”
Wearily, McNeil nodded again.
“If you will move toward me, sir…”
McNeil did as he was told. When he was clear of the hatch Sparta darted past him and twisted the handle of the exterior lock. The massive outer door slid closed, seating itself with a palpable thud. Sparta pushed her hand into the right thigh pocket of her cargo pants and pulled out a bright red flexible plastic disk, which she slapped over the rim of the hatch—sealing it like a lump of wax over the flap of an envelope. She turned and took McNeil by the arm. “Come with me, please.”
Viktor Proboda was blocking the tube exit. “Inspector Troy, it is my understanding that this man is to be placed under arrest, and that the ship is to be inspected without delay.”
“You are mistaken, Inspector Proboda.” Good, she was thinking, he didn’t use the word “orders,” as in “my orders are…”—which meant that she could put off the inevitable confrontation a little longer. “Mr. McNeil is to be extended every courtesy. I’m taking him to the clinic now. When he feels up to it, he and I will talk. Until then, no one—not anyone—is to enter Star Queen.” Her gaze had not left Proboda’s pale blue eyes. “I’m confident you’ll be diligent in carrying out Central’s orders, Viktor.”
It was an old trick, but he was surprised when she used his first name, as she’d intended. This slender girl was perhaps twenty-five, he was well into his thirties, and he’d struggled a decade to achieve his rank—but her easy assumption of authority was genuine, and Proboda, a good soldier, recognized it. “As you say,” he gruffly conceded.
Sparta guided engineer McNeil, who seemed on the point of nodding off, to the waiting medics. One of them clamped an oxygen mask over McNeil’s face: McNeil’s expression was that of a man taking a drink of cold water after a week in the tropical sun. Sparta repeated her injunction to the medics about talking to the media; they would disobey her, of course, but not until she had left McNeil’s side.
The little group emerged from the security lock. McNeil, with an oxygen mask over his nose and mouth, guided by medics, with Sparta and Proboda bringing up the rear, ran the gauntlet of frantic questions…
 
But, after another week of waiting, the media had only the arrival of Star Queen and the confirmation of McNeil’s survival to add to the electrifying radio message that had initiated their death watch. The broadcast had been as succinct as it was chilling:
“This is Star Queen, Commander Peter Grant speaking. Engineering officer Angus McNeil and I have jointly concluded that there is sufficient oxygen now remaining for one man and one man only to live until our ship docks at Port Hesperus. Therefore one of us must die if either of us is to live. We have mutually agreed to decide the matter with a single draw of playing cards. Whoever draws the low card will take his own life.”
A second voice had spoken: “McNeil here, confirmin’ that I’m in agreement with everything the commander says.”
The radiolink had been silent then, for several seconds, except for the shuffle and snap of playing cards. Then Grant came back on the air. “This is Grant. I’ve drawn the low card. I want to make it clear that what I’m about to do is the result of my personal decision, freely undertaken. To my wife and children, I should like to affirm my love for them; I’ve left letters for them in my cabin. A final request: I wish to be buried in space. I’m going to put my suit on now, before I do anything else. I’m asking Officer McNeil to put me out the lock when it’s all over and send me away from the ship. Please don’t search for my body.”
Aside from routine automated telemetry, that was the last anyone had heard from Star Queen until today.
 
The Port Hesperus clinic was in the station’s half-gee torus. An hour after his arrival McNeil lay propped up between clean sheets. His color was rosy, although the dark circles under his eyes remained and the once full flesh of his cheeks hung in folds. He was a much thinner man than he had been when he left Earth. There had been more than enough food on Star Queen, but for the last few days under deceleration he’d had hardly enough energy to drag himself to the galley.
He’d just begun to remedy that lack with a dinner of medium-rare Chateaubriand, accompanied by puff potatoes and garden vegetables, and preceded by a crisp green salad with a light herb vinaigrette and accompanied by a half-bottle of velvety California Zinfandel—all of which had been laid on by the Board of Space Control according to Sparta’s instructions.
She knocked lightly on the door, and when he said “Come in” she entered the room, followed by the brooding Proboda.
“I hope everything was all right?” she asked. The salad was gone but the Chateaubriand was only half eaten and many of the vegetables were untouched. Not so the wine; bottle and glass were empty. McNeil was wreathed in tobacco smoke, halfway through a pungent unfiltered cigarette.
“It was delicious, Inspector, simply delicious, and I’m sorry to let the rest go. But I’m afraid my stomach’s shrunk—that bit just filled me up.”
“That’s certainly understandable, sir. Well, if you feel rested…”
McNeil smiled patiently. “Aye, there’ll be lots of questions now, won’t there be?”
“If you’d rather we came back later…”
“No point in putting off the inevitable.”
“We sincerely appreciate your cooperation. Inspector Proboda will record our conversation.”
When everyone was settled McNeil launched into his tale. He spoke quite calmly and impersonally, as if he were relating some adventure that had happened to another person, or indeed had never happened at all—which, Sparta suspected, was to some extent the case, although it would be unfair to suggest that McNeil was lying. He wasn’t making anything up. She would instantly have detected that from the rhythm of his speech, but he was leaving a good deal out of his well-rehearsed narrative.
When, after several minutes, he’d finished speaking, Sparta sat thoughtfully in silence. Then she said, “That seems to wrap it up, then.” She turned to Proboda. “Are there any points you’d like to explore further, Inspector?”
Again Proboda was caught by surprise—any points he’d like to explore? He’d already resigned himself to a passive role in the investigation. “One or two,” he said, clearing his throat, “as a matter of fact.”
McNeil drew on his cigarette. “Have at me,” he said with a cynical grin.
“Now, you say you lost your grip—I believe those were your words—when the meteoroid or whatever it was struck the ship? What exactly did you do?”
McNeil’s pale features darkened. “I blubbered—if you want to know the details. Curled up in my cabin like a little boy with a skinned knee and let the tears come. Grant was a better man than I, calm as could be throughout it all. But I hadn’t been a meter away from the oxygen tanks when they exploded, you see—just the other side of the wall in fact—loudest damn noise I’ve heard in my life.”
“How did you happen to be at just that place at just that moment?” Proboda asked.
“Well, I’d been down doing the periodic check on the temperature and humidity in Hold A. The top compartment of that hold’s pressurized and temperature-controlled because we’re carrying things like specialty foods, cigars and so forth, organics—whereas in the vacuum holds we’ve got inert stuff, machinery mostly. I’d just come up through the hold airlock and I was in that part of the central corridor that passes through the life support deck, on my way up to the flight deck, when—blam.”
“The life support deck was also pressurized?”
“We normally keep it that way so we can get into it from inside the crew module. It’s really a very small space, crammed with tanks and pipes, but you can reach in there if you have to. When it was hit the inside hatches seized up automatically.”
“Now, this business about the wine crate…”
McNeil grinned sheepishly. “Yes, I did behave rather badly. I suppose I’m going to have to pay someone a pretty penny for the bottles I managed to down before Grant caught me.”
“That wine was the personal property of the director of the Hesperian Museum, Mr. Darlington,” Proboda grunted. “I imagine he’ll have something to say about it… But you say Grant put the partial crate back where you got it?”
“Yes, and then he changed the combination on the airlock so I couldn’t get back in.”
A feral gleam appeared in Proboda’s pale eye. “You claim the airlock of that hold hasn’t been opened since the day after the accident?”
“That’s right, sir.”
“But the top compartment of that hold is pressurized. It’s a vessel almost half the volume of the command module. And it was full of fresh air!”
“Aye, it was, and if we’d had another like it, Peter Grant would be alive today,” McNeil said quietly. “Originally we were to carry some seedlings. They wouldn’t have saved us, but the extra air that came with ’em might have.” He seemed to notice Proboda’s confusion for the first time. “Oh, I see your problem, sir. And you’re right, about the old ships … but Star Queen and most of the newer freighters are piped to allow any combination of gas exchange through all the airtight compartments, without having to open the airlocks. That allows us to carry cargo that the shipper wouldn’t want us to know about or get into, you see. If they’re willin’ to pay freight on the entire hold. Which is the usual procedure on military contracts.”
“So you had access to the air in that compartment even though you couldn’t get inside?”
“Right. If we’d wanted, we could have pumped the air out of that hold and jettisoned the whole thing, got rid of the mass. In fact Grant ran some calculations, but we wouldn’t have saved enough time.”
Proboda was disappointed, but still he persisted. “But after Grant had, uh, left the ship … you could have found his new combination for the airlock, couldn’t you?”
“Could be, but I doubt it, even if I’d been interested. I’m no computer whiz, and a man’s private files aren’t easy to crack into. But why would I have wanted to?”
Proboda glanced significantly at the empty bottle and glass beside McNeil’s half full plate. “Because there were still three and a half crates of wine in there, for one thing. And no one to stop you from drinking it.”
McNeil studied the blond inspector with an expression that struck Sparta as calculating. “I like a glass as well as the next person, Inspector. Maybe better. Maybe a little too much better. I’ve been called a hedonist and maybe I am that, but I’m not a complete fool.” McNeil ground out the remains of his cigarette.
“What did you have to fear,” Proboda insisted, “beyond the commission of a felony, of course, if that really did concern you?”
“Just this,” McNeil said quietly, and the steel edge of his affable personality finally slid out from under the smile, glittering. “Alcohol interferes with the functioning of your lungs and constricts your blood vessels. If you’re going to die anyway, you might not mind that. But if you intend to survive in an oxygen-poor environment, you won’t be taking a drink.”
“And cigarettes? Do they interfere with the functioning of the lungs?”
“After two packs a day for twenty years, Inspector, two cigarettes a day are but a crutch for the nerves.”
Proboda was about to plunge on when Sparta interrupted. “I think we ought to leave Mr. McNeil in peace for now, Viktor. We can continue at a later time.” She had watched the exchange with interest. As a cop, Proboda had his strong points—she liked his bulldog persistence even when he knew he looked foolish—but his shortcomings were numerous. He was easily sidetracked, having here fixated on the trivial issue of destruction of property—Sparta suspected that was due to an excessive concern for powerful interests in the Port Hesperus community—and he hadn’t done his homework, or he would have known about the hold airlocks.
But his most serious error was that he had already passed moral judgment on McNeil. McNeil was not to be judged so easily. Everything he had said about himself was true. He was not a fool. And he intended to survive.
Sparta rose and said, “You are free to go wherever you like on the station when the medics release you, Mr. McNeil, although if you prefer to avoid the media this is probably the best place to do it. Star Queen is off limits, of course. I’m sure you understand.”
“Perfectly, Inspector. Thanks again for arrangin’ this lovely dinner.” He gave her a jaunty salute from the comfort of his bed.
 
Before they reached the corridor, Sparta turned to Proboda and smiled. “You and I make a good team, Viktor. Good guy, bad guy, you know. We’re naturals.”
“Who’s the good guy?” he asked.
She laughed. “Right. You were hard on McNeil, but I read you as the good guy when it comes to your neighbors. Whereas I intend to show them no mercy.”
“I don’t follow. How could anybody on Port Hesperus be involved in this?”
“Viktor, let’s go climb into spacesuits and take a look at that hole in the hull, shall we?”
“All right.”
“But first we’ve got to get through the mob.”
They stepped lightly through the clinic doors, into a crowd of waiting mediahounds. “Inspector Troy!” “Hey, Vik, old buddy…” “Please, Inspector, what have you got for us? You’ve got something for us, right…?”
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They left the howling newspack outside the security sector. “I’ve never seen them like this,” Proboda muttered. “You’d think they’d never had a chance to report a real story before.”
Sparta had no experience with the media. She’d thought she could use the standard techniques of command and control, the voice and personality tricks, and they did work up to a point, but she had underestimated the mob’s ability to tear at her concentration, to sour her internal functions. “Viktor, excuse me—I’ve got to have a moment.” She paused in a corner of the empty passage, closing her eyes, floating in midair, willing the tension in her neck and shoulders to dissolve. Her mind emptied itself of conscious thought.
Proboda eyed her curiously, hoping no one would come along and he would have to explain. The formidable young Inspector Troy was suddenly vulnerable, her eyes closed and her head pitched forward, floating with her hands up like a small animal’s paws; he could see the down on the back of her slender white neck, bared where her straight blond hair had fallen clear.
Seconds later, Sparta allowed her eyes to open fully. “Viktor, I need a spacesuit. I’m a size five and a half,” she said, and just like that her expression was firm again.
“I’ll see what I can find in the lockers.”
“And we’ll need some tools. Limpet clamps and suction cups. Grip struts. Inertial wrench with a full set of heads and bits. Bags and tape and stuff.”
“That’s all in a grade ten mechanic’s kit. Anything special?”
“No. I’ll meet you at the lock.”
She moved forward, toward the Star Queen docking tube, and Proboda went off to the tool shed.
Two patrollers were on duty beside the entrance to the tube, wearing blue spacesuits with helmets on, although unlatched. They were armed with stun-guns—air rifles using rubber bullets that were capable of severely injuring a human, even one in a spacesuit, although not likely to puncture crucial space station systems. Metal cartridges and the weapons that fired them were barred on Port Hesperus.
Through the double glass windows behind the guards the enormous bulk of Star Queen almost filled the docking bay. Star Queen was of average size as freighters go, but she was much larger than the tenders, launches, and shuttles that normally docked inside Port Hesperus.
“Has anyone been here since McNeil was taken off the ship?” Sparta asked the guards.
They glanced at each other and shook their heads. “No, Inspector.” “No one, Inspector.” They betrayed it in their voices and they smelled of it: they were lying.
“Good,” she said. “I want you to report to me or Inspector Proboda if anyone attempts to get past you. Anyone at all, even someone from our office. Understood?”
“Right, Inspector.”
“Certainly, Inspector. You bet.”
Sparta went into the boarding tube. The red plastic seal was still in place over the rim of the hatch. She laid her hand over it and leaned close to it.
The plastic seal was little more than it seemed, an adhesive patch. It concealed no microcircuitry, although its conducting polymers were sensitive to electric fields and preserved the patterns of any that had recently been applied. By placing her hand over the patch, by leaning close to it and inhaling its odor, Sparta learned what she needed.
The field detectors under her palm picked up the strongly impressed pattern of a diagnostic device—someone had passed a field detector of their own over the plastic, hoping to discover its secrets. Doubtless they had learned that it had no secrets. Then they’d grown bold enough to handle the seal, presumably with gloves. The inquisitive one had left no fingerprints, but from the odor that clung to the surface of the plastic, Sparta had no difficulty identifying who had been there.
Each person’s skin exudes oils and perspiration that contain a blend of chemicals, especially amino acids, in a combination as unique as the pattern of the iris. When Sparta inhaled these chemicals she instantly analyzed them. She could call the specific chemical formulas into consciousness or, more usefully, match them to patterns she had already stored. She routinely stored the amino acid signatures of most people she met, eventually discarding those of no interest.
Two hours ago she had stored the amino acid signature of Kara Antreen. She was not surprised to recognize it here. Nor could she blame the guards for lying to her. They’d been told to keep quiet; and they’d have to live with Antreen long after Sparta had gone back to Earth.
Sparta couldn’t blame Antreen for her curiosity, either. She’d examined the seal, but there was no evidence she had opened the hatch. The only other entrance to the ship was through the midships airlock aft of the cargo holds, and Sparta doubted she’d used that. Antreen would have been in full view of a hundred controllers and dockside workers had she donned a spacesuit and gone into the ship that way.
Viktor arrived, pulling the tool bag and a suit for her—a blue one, the uniform suit of the local law. He’d already climbed into his own suit; his gold badge was blazoned on his shoulder.
 
Minutes later they were drifting close to the spotlit hull of Star Queen, their attention concentrated on a small round hole in a metal plate.
Behind them in the cavernous docking bay great metal clamps clashed, shackling craft to the station, and self-guiding hoses and cables snaked out from the refueling manifolds, seeking the orifices of fuel tanks and capacitors. Tugs and tenders were arriving and launching from the bay, sliding in and out of the huge bay doors open to the stars. All this activity took place in the dead silence of vacuum. The Space Board cutter was moored next to Star Queen in the security sector. A launch stood by at the commercial lock across the way, fueled and ready to bring passengers into the station when the liner Helios arrived. Over the whole scene the clear dome of Traffic Control presided.
They’d gone through one of the worker’s locks, dragging the translucent nylon bag of tools, tethered to Proboda’s wrist, behind them. Sparta had carefully worked her way around the superconducting coils of the radiation shield that looped in a lacy hemisphere over the top of Star Queen’s crew module, keeping a respectful distance. If Proboda wondered why, he said nothing, and she didn’t care to explain what she’d learned through unsettling personal experience, that strong electric and magnetic fields were dangerous to her in intimate ways that other people could not sense: induced currents in the implanted metal elements next to her skeleton were disorienting and, in extremis, threatening to her vital organs.
But she maneuvered to hull plate L-43 without difficulty. It was not easily accessible for even one person in a spacesuit, since it was tucked away on the underside of the crew module just above the convex end of the long cylinder of Hold C.
“I’ll take a look,” she said, squeezing close. “Here, put this someplace else.” She popped the crablike robot eye off the hull where it perched over the hole and handed it to Proboda; the magnetic rollers on the ends of its legs were whirring as it searched for a grip. Proboda put it up higher on the module and it scurried away toward its home hatch.
Sparta got her head up next to the damaged plate and focused her right eye upon the hole. She zoomed in and examined it in microscopic detail.
“Doesn’t look like much from here,” Proboda’s voice said from the commlink in her right ear.
“Wait ’til you see inside. But let me get a picture of this first,” she murmured. She snapped it with the ordinary photogram camera looped around her left wrist.
What Sparta could see on the outside of the hull, even at a magnification that would have astonished Proboda, corresponded to just what she would have expected from the collision with the hull plate of a one-gram meteoroid traveling at forty kilometers per second—a hole the size of a BB, in the center of a small circle of gleaming smooth metal that had melted and recrystallized.
The damage done to a ship’s hull by a meteoroid travelling at typical interplanetary velocities approximates what happens when, say, a hypervelocity missile strikes armor. The indentation on the outside of the plate may be modest in itself, but the deposited energy creates a cone shaped shock wave travelling inward that spalls a wide circle of material off the inside of the plate. This molten material keeps on moving and does its own damage; meanwhile, if the interior of the hull is filled with air, the shock wave quickly expands, producing overpressures which are intensely destructive near the hole, although they fall off rapidly with distance.
“Is that one of the ones that comes off easily?” Proboda asked.
“We’re not quite that lucky,” she said. “Want to hand me that wrench and a standard Philips?”
Almost a third of the surface area of the life support deck consisted of removable panels, and L-43 was one of these—not, unfortunately, a door that conveniently swung open like others nearby, but a plate that could be removed by patiently unscrewing some fifty flathead bolts around its edges. Proboda took a power drill from the nylon tool bag and fixed a bit to it. “Here,” he said, handing it to her, “anything I can do to help?”
“Catch these damn little screws.” It took her almost ten minutes to remove the bolts. He plucked them from the vacuum and corralled them in a plastic bag.
“Let’s try the limpet now.”
He handed her a small, massive electromagnet and she set it against the painted yellow triangle in the center of the plate, which marked the presence of a ferrous laminate hardpoint. She flipped the magnet’s switch and tugged hard. The magnet stuck fast to the hardpoint, but—
“That’s what I was afraid of. Can you get your feet on something? Then tug on my legs.” He braced himself and grabbed her feet. He tugged on her and she tugged on the plate, but the plate was stuck fast in the hull.
“We’ll have to set up the grip rig.”
Proboda reached into the tool bag and withdrew a set of steel rods with sliding couplings. He fed her the pieces one by one, and in a few minutes she had rigged a bridge of parallel rods over the recalcitrant hull plate, set against the hull to either side on gimbaled feet. She mounted a worm gear in a heavy bracket in the center of the bridge. She fitted a crossbar handle to its top; its lower end rotated in a joint on the back of the magnet. When Sparta twisted the crossbars the worm gear turned and began to exert an inexorable pull. After three complete turns the bulging plate, like a stiff cork sliding out of a bottle, popped free.
“This is what was holding it.” She showed him the inside of the plate. “Sealant all over the place.”
Blobs of hardened yellow plastic had held the plate tight, plastic foam that had spewed from emergency canisters inside the deck. Some of it had been carried by the outrush of air into the meteoroid hole, where it congealed and sealed the leak as it was designed to; the rest had simply made a mess.
Sparta inspected the inner side of the plate and the hard dark mound of plastic that covered the hole. She photogrammed it, then peered back over her shoulder. “Let me see that knife kit.” He held it out and she took a curved, thin-bladed knife from the set. “And give me some of those little bags.” She carefully worked the edge of the blade under the brittle plastic. She began peeling back the plastic, which came away in thin layers like sediment, like wood grain.
“What are you doing that for?”
“Don’t worry, I’m not destroying any evidence.” She saved the shavings in a clear bag. “I want to see what the hole looks like under the goop.” Beneath the plastic was the wide side of the conical hole, as big as a nickel, surrounded by an aureole of bright recrystallized metal. “Well, that’s certainly by the book.” She photogrammed it again, then passed him the hull plate. “Let’s put all this in the sack.”
Sparta shone her hand-lamp into the blackened interior of the life support deck. In her private way she spent a moment studying what she saw. Then she took more photograms. “Can you get your head in here, Viktor? I want you to see this.”
He squeezed his helmet in close beside hers, so that they were touching. “What a mess.” His voice was as loud by conduction through their helmets as it was by commlink.
Everything within two meters of the point of the hole in the hull was severely damaged. Pipes writhed crazily and ended in jagged mouths, like frozen benthic worms.
“Both oxygen tanks in one whack. Hardly a more vulnerable spot in the whole ship.” One oxygen sphere was torn open, while another lay in shards like a broken egg shell. Fragments of the shattered fuel cell still floated near the ceiling, where they had collected under the gentle deceleration of docking. “ ’Scuse me a minute, I’ve got to get my arm in there.” Sparta reached up and gathered glittering bits of debris from the ceiling. She carefully placed these and other samples in plastic bags. She took a final look around inside the ravaged deck, then withdrew.
They replaced the tools and the evidence they had gathered in the net bag. “That should do it here.”
“Did you find what you expected?”
“Maybe. We’ll have to wait for the analysis. Before we go back let’s have a peek inside the ship.”
They pulled themselves along the bulging cylinder of Hold C, tugging themselves from one handhold to the next, until they reached Star Queen’s midships airlock.
The midships airlock was set into the long central shaft that separated Star Queen’s fuel tanks and nuclear engines from the holds and the crew module, just aft of the holds themselves. Sparta manipulated the external controls that opened the hatch—controls that by law were standardized on all spacecraft—then entered the cramped space. Proboda squeezed in behind her, towing the tool bag.
She closed the outer hatch. From inside she could pressurize the lock, if there were no overriding commands from inside the spacecraft. But a big red sign lit up beside the inner hatch wheel: WARNING. VACUUM.
“I’m going to pressurize,” she said. “This won’t smell too good.”
“Why don’t we just stay suited?”
“We’ve got to face it sooner or later, Viktor. Keep your helmet on, if you want.”
He didn’t discuss it with her, but he did keep his helmet on. She didn’t let him see her grin. He had delicate feelings for a man of his size and profession.
She used the controls to pressurize the interior of the ship’s central shaft. After a few moments the warning indicator shifted from red to green—“Atmospheric pressure equalized”—but she did not yet open the inner hatch. First she pulled off her helmet.
Crashing into Sparta’s brain came the smell of sweat, stale food, cigarette smoke, spilled wine, ozone, new paint, machine oil, grease, human waste … and above it all, carbon dioxide. The air was not nearly as bad as it had been for McNeil in those final days, for it had already mingled with fresh air from the station, but it was bad enough; Sparta needed a moment of conscious effort to clear her head.
What she didn’t tell Proboda was that she wasn’t doing this for the sake of torturing herself.
Eventually she could not only directly sense the chemical constituents of her surroundings, but evaluate and bring to consciousness what she sensed. She had an urgent question to ask here, before going inside: had anyone used this lock during the voyage? The main airlock was not a problem. If either Grant or McNeil had left the ship through it during the flight, the other man would have known about it—until they went through it the last time together, of course, and only McNeil returned. But this airlock was another matter. Conceivably one of them might have snuck outside the ship through this secondary airlock while the other slept or was busy elsewhere. The question had recently assumed new importance.
The smell of the place answered her question.
“Okay, I think I can take it now.” She grinned at Proboda, who looked at her dubiously from within the safety of his helmet.
She twisted the wheel, opened the inner hatch, and entered the central corridor. For a moment the experience was profoundly disorienting: she was in a narrow shaft a hundred meters long, a constricted polished tube so straight that it seemed to vanish aft to a black point. For a moment she had the unsettling sensation of staring into a rifle barrel.
“Anything wrong?” Proboda’s voice was loud in her commlink.
“No… I’m fine.” She looked “up,” toward the bow of the ship, to the hatch of the hold airlock a few meters overhead. Above that hatch was access to the cargo hold, and then to the crew module itself.
The light beside it was green: “Atmospheric pressure equalized.” She turned the wheel, lifted the hatch, and entered the large airlock that segregated the huge detachable holds—each of which had its own airlock—from the crew module. The outer hatches of the four hold airlocks surrounded her: bright red signs gleamed on three of them. DANGER. VACUUM.
The notice beside the hatch to Hold A, however, glowed a less frantic yellow: “Unauthorized entry strictly forbidden.”
All of them were of the standard design, heavy-duty wide spoked wheels in the midst of circular, hinged steel doors. Anyone who could strike the correct combination of numbers into the pad beside the wheel would gain quick entry.
She took a moment to bend her head close to each in turn, before Proboda clambered up from below with his bag of tools. Holds B and D hadn’t been touched in weeks, but Hold A’s keyboard and wheel showed expected signs of handling. So, less expectedly, did Hold C’s.
“A’s the only one that’s locked, Viktor,” as he climbed up beside her. “We’ll have to retrieve the combination later, or force it. Want to look in B? I’ll check out C.”
“Sure,” he said. He punched buttons to pressurize B’s airlock. She latched her helmet and entered Hold C. The ritual of closing the outer hatch behind her, evacuating the lock, and opening the inner hatch to the airless hold—restraining any temptation to impatience—had to be performed carefully. Then she was inside.
It was a steel cylinder as big as a grain silo, dark but for a worklight beside the airlock. In the dim green work-light the metal monsters, each almost six metric tons in mass, stood against the wall like a zaftig chorus line. They were all strongly shackled to the hold’s steel-alloy ribs and stringers. In the shadows they seemed to expand as she approached them, and their compound eyes of diamond seemed to follow her like the eyes in trompe l’oeil portraits.
They were nothing but inert machines, of course. Without their fissile fuel rods, stacked nearby within shielding assemblies of graphite, the huge robots could not move a millimeter. Yet Sparta could not deny the impression they made upon her, their segmented titanium bodies made to withstand furnace temperatures, their insectlike legs made for negotiating the most abrupt terrain, their diamond-edged mouth parts and claws made for shredding the most recalcitrant natural matrices…
And those glittering diamond eyes.
As Sparta floated closer to the nearest robot she felt a tingling in her inner ear. She paused a moment before recognizing the effects of latent radioactivity, recognizable by the same sort of induction currents—minute, in this case—that she had feared from the ship’s radiation shield. A glance at the machine’s serial number confirmed that it was the one Sondra Sylvester had had tried at the Salisbury proving grounds three weeks before it was loaded aboard Star Queen.
She cautiously moved past the first robot and inspected the others, one by one, peering at their erect and fearsome heads. All but the first were cold as stones.
 
Back in the hold access, with the airlock sealed behind her, Sparta waited for Proboda to climb out of Hold D. Apparently he had satisfied himself with whatever he saw in B and had gone on into the remaining vacuum hold while she was still admiring the robots. The top of his head stuck out of the hatch, his helmet looking like an ant’s head. She tapped his blue plastic noggin. “Why don’t you take that thing off?” she said. “The stink won’t kill you.”
He looked at her and twisted the helmet off his head. He got one whiff and his bold Slavic nose wrinkled all the way up into his forehead. “He lived in this for a week,” he said.
She thought maybe the smell gave him a little better appreciation of McNeil, if not more respect for him. “Viktor, I want you to do something for me. It means us splitting up for a few minutes.”
“Before we’re finished in here? We still have to check on McNeil’s story.”
“I’m pretty sure we’ve already got the important stuff. I want you to get this evidence to the lab.”
“Inspector Troy”—going all formal on her—“my orders are to be with you. Not to leave your side.”
“Okay, Viktor, tell Captain Antreen everything you think you have to.”
“First you have to tell me,” he said, exasperated.
“I will. Then as soon as you get that stuff into the lab I want you to go out and intercept Helios. Before anybody disembarks. Keep them busy…”
 
As soon as she had explained her suspicions and he understood them, he left. This business of being persuasive was draining, she found. Social intelligence—the people-manipulative intelligence—came hardest to her. Almost immediately, almost involuntarily, she collapsed into trance again.
The brief meditation restored her. As she allowed the external world to trickle back into her awareness, she began to listen…
At first she did not filter or focus what she heard but took in the whole symphony of the great space station, spinning in space above Venus, its sounds vibrating through the wall of Star Queen. Gases and fluids coursed through its pumps and conduits, the bearings of its great hubs and rings rolled smoothly on their eternal rounds, the hum of thousands of circuits and high-voltage buses made the aether tremble. She could hear the muted voices of the station’s hundred thousand inhabitants, a third of them at work, a third breathing deeply, asleep, a third concerned with the rich trivia of existence, buying, selling, teaching, learning, cooking, eating, fighting, playing…
Simply by listening, she could not pick out individual conversations. No one seemed to be talking in the immediate neighborhood. She could have tuned in on the radio transmissions and the communications links, of course, had she chosen to go into receptor state, but that was not her purpose. She wanted a feel for the place. What was it like to live in a metal world constantly orbiting a hell planet? A world with parks and gardens and shops and schools and restaurants, to be sure—a world with unparalleled views of the starry night and the brilliant sun—but a contained world, one from which only the rich could easily get relief. It was a world where people from disparate cultures—Japanese, Arab, Russian, North American—were thrown into close proximity under conditions that inevitably produced strain. Some came for the money, some because they had imagined that space would somehow be free of the restrictions of crowded Earth. Some came, of course, because their parents brought them. But only a few had the pioneering spirit that made hardship an end itself. Port Hesperus was a company town, like an oil platform in the North Atlantic or a mill town in the Canadian forest.
The message Sparta had through the metal walls was one of tension in reserve, of time bided, of a feeling close to indentured servitude. And there was something more, partly among the recent, reluctant immigrants but especially among the younger residents, those who had been born on the station—a sense of humdrum, a certain resentment, the half-conscious undercurrent of brewing discontent—but for now the older generation was firmly in charge, and they had little in mind beyond vigorously exploiting the resources of Venus’s surface, making themselves as comfortable as possible while they did so, and earning the wherewithal to get off Port Hesperus forever…
 
Almost a kilometer away from where Sparta drifted dreaming in the freighter, the off-duty life of Port Hesperus was at its busiest. The enormous central sphere of the station was belted with tall trees—their tops all pointing inward—and ribbed with louvered glass windows that continually adjusted to compensate for the whirl of Venuslight and sunlight. Among the trees, paths wove among lush gardens of passion flowers and orchids and bromeliads, under cycads and tree ferns, beside trickling brooks and still reflecting ponds of recirculated water, over arched bridges of wood or stone.
A stroller who made the entire three-and-a-half-kilometer circuit would come upon seven strikingly different views, separately climate-controlled, laid out by the master landscape architect Seno Sato to suggest the diversity of cultures that had contributed to build Port Hesperus, and the mythic past of its mother planet. Step through this torii: here is Kyoto, an eaved castle, raked pebbles, twisted pines. Brush aside these tamarisk branches: Samarkand, its arabesque pavilions of inlaid blue stone reflected in perfumed pools. Through these bare birches to Kiev, blue onion domes above a frozen canal, where today two skaters circle. The snow underfoot becomes powdered marble, then plain sand: here is the Sphinx, in a garden of bare red rocks. Up this rocky path and past this flowering plum to vanished Changan, a seven-story stone pagoda with gilded finials. Through these yellow ginkgos the boat pond of New York’s Central Park appears, complete with toy schooners, watched over with perplexed amusement by the well-polished bronze of Alice. An aisle of silent hemlocks leads to Vancouver, dripping cedars and totem poles and verdigrised gargoyles. And under these dripping tree ferns to the fern swamps of legendary, fictitious Venus, with a notable collection of carnivorous plants glistening in the eternal rain. Around this tall monkey-puzzle: Kyoto’s gate…
On either side of the magnificent gardens, in parallel belts around the central sphere, were the casbah, plaka, Champs Élysées, Red Square, Fifth Avenue, and Main Street of Port Hesperus—shops, galleries, dime stores, Russian tea shops, rug merchants, restaurants of fifteen distinct ethnic persuasions, fish markets (aquacultured bream a specialty), fruit and vegetable markets, flower stands, temples, mosques, synagogues, churches, discreetly naughty cabarets, the Port Hesperus Performing Arts Center, and the streets outside jammed with shoppers and hawkers, jugglers and strolling musicians, people wearing bright metals and plastics and their own colorized skin. Sato’s gardens brought wealthy tourists from throughout the solar system. Port Hesperus’s merchants and boosters were ready for them.
The central sphere was frequented by the station’s workers and families too, of course. It’s just that a Disney kind of world—even a Disney world equipped with a cosmopolitan selection of foods and beverages and real, sometimes kinky people—grows familiar after the fifth or sixth visit, and deadly dull after the hundredth. Every excuse for news, for a diversion, becomes precious…
Which is why Vincent Darlington was in a snit.
 
Darlington waddled about the spectacularly gaudy main hall of the Hesperian Museum aimlessly straightening the baroque and rococo paintings in their ornate frames, trying to keep his fingers out of the piles of cultured shrimp and caviar and tiny lobster tails and synthetic ham rolls the caterers had hauled in by the kilo and which now gleamed oilily beneath the odd light of the room’s stained glass dome. Every few seconds Darlington returned to the empty display case at the head of the room—positioned where, had this place been a church, as its spectacularly intricate overarching stained glass apotheosis suggested, the altar would have stood. He drummed his chubby fingers on the gilt frame. It had been specially built to hold his newest acquisition, and he’d placed it where no one entering the museum could possibly miss it—especially that Sylvester woman, if she had the brass to come.
One reason he’d staged the reception. And invited someone, that oh-so-special someone, who was quite likely to drag her along. He hoped she did come; he couldn’t wait to see the hunger on her face…
But now the whole thing was off. Or at least postponed. First the news that his acquisition had been impounded. Then the news just now that the police were delaying the disembarkation of Helios! What in heaven’s name could be so complicated about a simple accident in space…?
Horribly embarrassing, but he certainly had no intention of reopening the Hesperian Museum until his treasure was safely enthroned.
Darlington pushed himself away from the empty altar. He’d recoiled from the notion of mingling with the crowd of media persons and other rabble that had rushed to the security sector when Star Queen, at last, had arrived. He had subsequently placed one discreet call to the powers-that-be, urging—one might in fact say pleading, but only really in the gentlest possible fashion—that something be done about the red tape that prevented him from taking immediate delivery of the most valuable book in the entire history of the English language—and honestly now, if it weren’t the most valuable book, then why had he been forced to pay such an outrageous sum for it, surely the largest sum ever paid for a book in the English language in the history of the English language itself, and that surely said something… and out of his own pockets, which weren’t, shall we say, bottomless, after all…?
Not, of course, that he cared about the book, actually, the actual contents of the book, that is to say, the words in the book. War stories, you know. Given that this fellow Lawrence was said to have written rather well, and there were those endorsements, G. B. Shaw, Robert Graves, whoever they were, but they were said to have written well themselves, for the period, that is, anyway someone said so, and really, any reputation that lasts a century has some value, wouldn’t-you-say? But not really what he thought he was getting, in fact—permitting himself to make a small confession to himself—some confusion actually, quite understandable, another chap named Lawrence from the same period, after all it was more than a hundred years ago.
Which was quite beside the point. He’d paid money for this bloody book. There were only five copies in the universe, and three of those were lost, and now there was only the one in the Library of Congress of the United States of America and his—the Hesperian Museum’s, which itself was his. And he’d bought it for one reason, to humiliate that woman, who had humiliated him in the aftermath of her disgraceful public pursuit of his … well, that oh-so-special someone. His legal companion, once.
He supposed he should simply say good riddance to the little slut. But he couldn’t. She had her quite remarkable charms, and Darlington was not likely to find her equivalent on this sardine-can-in-space.
Which set him to brooding, as he did endlessly, over whether he would ever get off Port Hesperus, whether he could ever go home again. He knew, deep down, that he wouldn’t. They’d bury poor Vince Darlington in space, unless by some miracle they buried his sisters first. Not a matter of fighting extradition to Earth, nothing so public, or so legal. No, it was the price the family—the poisonous sisters, actually—had exacted for keeping their persimmon-lips puckered tightly—for keeping him out of a Swiss jail, to be precise. Of course it would have had to be their money…
This was the retreat he’d made for himself, and here he would stay, in these few small rooms with their velvet walls and this … really amazing glass dome (perhaps it really had been built as a church?), surrounded by his dead treasures.
He eyed the shrimps. They weren’t getting any fresher.
He set off on another round of picture straightening. When would he be allowed to take possession? Perhaps he should cancel now. Captain Antreen had been most unhelpful. Oh, smiles and all that, said she’d do the best she could, but results? No promises there, darling. It all had a sour taste to it, rather curdling his intended triumph over Sylvester.
Darlington passed nervously into one of the smaller, darker side rooms, He stopped beside a glass case, caught by his reflection in its lid. He patted his thinning black hair and adjusting his old-fashioned horn-rimmed eyeglasses—hadn’t lost his looks quite yet, thank God—twitching his lips in a little moue, then moving on, ignoring the contents of the case.
What Darlington left behind in this small room were his real treasures, although he refused to acknowledge them. Here were those odd scraps of fossil imprints, found on the surface of Venus by robot explorers, which had made the Hesperian Museum a place of intense interest to scientists and scholars, and, after Sato’s gardens, one of the chief tourist attractions of Port Hesperus. But Darlington, absurdly wealthy even on a negotiated allowance, was a collector of second-rate European art of the melodrama-and-curlicue periods, and to him rocks and bones belonged in some desert gas station or Olde Curiosity Shoppe on Earth. His Venusian fossils brought him system-wide attention, so he grudgingly allowed them their space.
He continued to pace, staring at his garish paintings and sculptures and expensive bric-a-brac and brooding on what that busybody police person from Earth was up to, poking about on the derelict ship that held his precious book.
 
Shortly before Helios was due to rendezvous with Port Hesperus and shortly after Sparta had asked him to assure its quarantine while she went off on business of her own, Viktor Proboda presented himself at the Board of Space Control’s local headquarters. Captain Antreen called him into her office; Lieutenant Kitamuki, her aide, was already in the room.
“Your instructions were simple, Viktor.” Antreen’s smiling mask had slipped; she was rigid with anger. “You were not to leave Troy’s side.”
“She trusts me, Captain. She has promised to inform me promptly of everything she finds.”
“And you trust her?” Kitamuki demanded.
“She seems to know what she’s doing, Lieutenant.” Proboda felt it was getting awfully warm in this office. “And Central did put her in charge.”
“We requested a replacement. We didn’t ask that the investigation be taken away from us.” Antreen said.
“I didn’t like that any better than you did, Captain,” Proboda said stoutly. “In fact I took it personally at first, considering you’d already given me the assignment. But after all, most of the principals in the case are Earth-based…”
“Most of the principals are Euro-Americans,” Kitamuki said. “Does that give you a clue?”
“Sorry,” Proboda said stoutly. He could see the conspiracy theory coming—Kitamuki was big on them—but conspiracy theories were not his thing. He put his faith in simpler motivations, like vengeance, greed, and stupidity. “I really think you ought to take a look at these lab results. We did—Troy did, in fact—a very close inspection of the impact site, and what she found…”
“Someone back there has passed the word that this department is to be discredited,” Kitamuki interrupted. “Here on Port Hesperus, Azure Dragon is producing spectacular results, and some among the Euro-Americans, on the station and back on Earth, don’t like it.” She paused to let her dark suspicions sink in.
“We’ve got to watch our step, Viktor,” Antreen said evenly. “To preserve our integrity. Port Hesperus is a model of cooperation, and unfortunately some would like to destroy us.”
Proboda suspected somebody was blowing smoke in his face—he wasn’t sure who. But while Captain Antreen didn’t always choose to make her reasoning clear, she did make her point. “How do you want me to handle it, then?”
“You do as Troy asks you. Just know that we’ll be working with you too, sometimes behind the scenes. Troy is not to be made aware of this. We want the situation resolved, but there’s no need to go beyond the pertinent facts.”
“All right, then,” Proboda concurred. “Shall I see to Helios?”
“You do that,” Lieutenant Kitamuki said. “Leave Troy to us.”
“Now what did you want to tell us about these lab results?” Antreen asked him.
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Alone in Star Queen, Sparta started her investigation from the top down.
Immediately below the inner hatch of the main airlock was a claustrophobic space jammed with stores and equipment lockers. Three spacesuits normally hung against the wall in one quadrant of the round deck. One was missing. Grant’s. Another appeared unused. Wycherly’s, the unfortunate pilot’s. Curious, Sparta checked its oxygen supply and found it partially charged—enough there for half an hour. Had McNeil been saving it, in case things went wrong, and he too decided to lose himself in space? Sparta poked here and there among the supply lockers—tools, batteries, spare lithium hydroxide canisters and such—but she found nothing of significance here. She quickly moved down to the flight deck.
The flight deck was spacious by comparison, taking up a slice through the wide tropics of the crew module’s sphere. The consoles that circled the deck beneath the wide windows were alive with flickering lights, their blue and green and yellow indicator lamps glowing softly on auxiliary power. Facing them were seats for commander, second pilot, and engineer—although Star Queen, like other modern freighters, could be flown by a single crewmember or none, if placed under remote control.
The room was a pragmatic mix of the exotic and the mundane. The computers were state of the art and so were the window shades, although the state of the window-shade art had not changed a whole lot in the past century, and the fire extinguishers were still just red-painted metal bottles, clipped to the bulkheads. There were racks and cabinets of machines, but there was also plenty of good working space and a good view out the surrounding windows; the deck had been designed in the awareness that crews would spend many months of their lives within its confines. Sparta was struck, however, that there were no personalizing touches, no cut-out cartoons or posters or pin-ups, no cute notes. Perhaps neo-commander Peter Grant had not been the sort to tolerate individual litter.
Besides the ship’s working programs, the logs—Grant’s verbal log and the ship’s black-box recorders—were accessed from these consoles. In fact almost all of the codable information about the ship and its cargo, except Grant’s and McNeil’s personal computer files, was accessed from this deck.
Sparta expelled a breath and got down to work. From the chemical traces left on the consoles, armrests, handrails, and other surfaces she confirmed that no one besides Grant and McNeil had been on this deck for several weeks. There were still a jumble of traces, but most were months old, left by the workmen who had refurbished the ship.
Sparta had internalized the computer’s standard access codes. In little more time than it took to slip her gloves off and slide her PIN probes into the ports, she’d offloaded its memory into her own much denser, much more capacious cellular storage mechanisms.
She raced lightly through the first few files of interest. The cargo manifest was as she had memorized it on the trip from Earth—no additions, no subtractions, no surprises. Four detachable cargo holds, capable of pressurization. On this voyage, only the first compartment of Hold A pressurized—the usual foodstuffs, medicines, so on—and that diminutive bit of mass worth two million pounds Sterling, a book in its carrying case…
A few other items in Hold A were insured for relatively large amounts of money per unit of mass: two crates of cigars consigned to none other than Kara Antreen, valued at a thousand pounds each—Sparta smiled at the thought of the stiff Space Board captain savoring her stogies—and four crates of wine, one of which McNeil had already confessed to looting, worth a total of fifteen thousand American dollars and consigned to the same Vincent Darlington who was the new owner of the very famous book.
But there were also items that had cost more to ship than they were worth to insure: the newest BBC epic on videochip, “While Rome Burns,” massing less than a kilo (and almost all of that was protective plastic packaging), wholly uninsured. Although the original had cost millions to produce, the chips were much cheaper to reproduce than an old-fashioned celluloid-based movie or a tape cassette, and indeed (admittedly with some loss of fidelity) the whole show could have been beamed to Venus for the cost of transmission time. Plus an item that had earlier struck Sparta as worthy of close attention: a case of “miscellaneous books, 25 kilos, no intrinsic value” consigned to Sondra Sylvester.
The contents of Holds B, C, and D, which had remained in vacuum throughout the flight, were of much less interest—tools, machinery, inert matter (a tonne of carbon in the form of graphite bricks, for example, marginally cheaper to ship from Earth than to extract from the atmospheric carbon dioxide of Venus)—except for the “6 Rolls-Royce HDVM,” Heavy Duty Venus Miners, “at 5.5 tonnes each, total mass 33.5 tonnes gross including separate fuel assemblies,” etc., consigned to the Ishtar Mining Corporation. Sparta satisfied herself that the onboard manifest was identical with the one that had been published. And she and Proboda had already confirmed its accuracy.
Sparta turned quickly to the mission recorder, which contained the entire public record of the voyage. Bringing the full record to consciousness, with the time-slip that involved, would be a lengthy process. For the time being she contented herself with a rapid internal scan, searching for anomalies.
One anomaly stood out, in data space, in smell space, in harmony space—an explosion, secondary explosions, alarms, calls for help … human voices, shocked, coping, accusing—the black-box mission recorder contained the entire sequence of events attendant upon the meteoroid strike.
Sparta heard it through at lightning speed and played it back to herself mentally. It confirmed in fine detail what she had learned in her firsthand look at the site of the accident.
One other anomaly stood out in the mission recorder’s datastream, a conversation, taking place immediately before Grant’s fateful radio message had been beamed to Earth and Venus. “This is Star Queen, Commander Peter Grant speaking. Engineering Officer McNeil and I have jointly concluded that there is sufficient oxygen remaining for one man…”
But in the moments preceding the announcement, Grant and McNeil had not been on the flight deck… The two men’s voices were muffled by the intervening bulkhead. One voice was momentarily raised to the threshold of audibility—McNeil’s—and his words were stern: “You’re in no position to accuse me of anything…”
Accuse him…?
The whole conversation might be recovered, but Sparta would have to put herself into light trance to do it. And there were other chunks of data that might yield to analysis, but she must set aside the time to deal with them. It was too soon to sacrifice alertness again. For now she had to move quickly…
 
The fast liner Helios, driven by a powerful gaseous-core atomic reactor, had been a week out of Earth, a week and a day from Port Hesperus, when that somber message had been received throughout the solar system: “This is Star Queen, Commander Peter Grant speaking…”
Within minutes—even before Peter Grant had left the Star Queen’s airlock for the last time—the skipper of Helios had received orders from the Board of Space Control, acting under interplanetary law, to notify his passengers and crew that all transmissions from Helios were being recorded and that any pertinent information thus obtained would be used in subsequent administrative and legal proceedings, including criminal proceedings, if any, bearing on the Star Queen incident.
In other words, everyone aboard Helios was a suspect in the investigation of some as yet unspecified misdeed on Star Queen.
Not without reason. Helios had left Earth on a hyperbolic orbit for Venus two days after the meteoroid struck Star Queen. The departure date for the fast liner had been on the boards for months, but at the last minute, after the meteoroid strike, Helios acquired several new passengers. Among them was Nikos Pavlakis, representing the owners of the stricken freighter. Another was a man named Percy Farnsworth, representing the Lloyd’s group who had insured the ship, its cargo, and the lives of its crew.
Other passengers had booked the flight long in advance. There was an emeritus professor of archaeology from Osaka, three Dutch teenage girls setting forth on a grand planetary tour, and half a dozen Arabian mining technicians accompanied by their veiled wives and rebellious children. The Dutch girls rather relished the notion of being suspected of interplanetary crime, while Sondra Sylvester, another passenger who had booked in advance, did not. Sylvester’s young travelling companion, Nancybeth Mokoroa, was simply bored rigid by the whole affair.
These were not the sort of passengers who mixed easily: the Japanese professor smiled and kept to himself, the Arabs kept to themselves without bothering to smile. The teenagers staggered about in their high-heeled shoes during periods of constant acceleration and twitched uncomfortably in their unaccustomed tight dresses, whether under acceleration or not, and at all times made a point of ogling the one unaccompanied male passenger over fifteen and under thirty. He did not return their compliment. He was Blake Redfield, a last minute addition to the manifest who kept very much to himself throughout the voyage.
Such social encounters as did occur took place in the ship’s lounge. There Nikos Pavlakis did his nervous best to be gracious to his client Sondra Sylvester whenever their paths crossed. That wasn’t often, as she generally avoided him. The poor man was distracted with worry anyway; he spent most of his time nursing a solitary ouzo and a plastic bag of Kalamata olives. Farnsworth, the insurance man, was often to be found lurking in the nearby shadows, sipping on a bulb of straight gin and ostentatiously glowering at Pavlakis. Pavlakis and Sylvester both made it a point to avoid Farnsworth altogether.
But it was in the lounge, not long after Grant’s public sacrifice, that Sylvester found Farnsworth plying Nancybeth with a warm bulb of Calvados. The middle-aged man and the twenty-year-old woman were floating, weightless and slightly giddy, before a spectacular backdrop of real stars, and the sight infuriated Sylvester—as Nancybeth had no doubt intended. Before approaching them Sylvester thought about the situation—what, after all, should she care? The girl was possessed of heart-stopping beauty, but she had the loyalty of a mink. Nevertheless, Sylvester felt she could not afford to ignore the sly Farnsworth any longer.
Nancybeth watched Sylvester’s approach, her malice diffused only slightly by weightlessness and alcohol. “ ’Lo, Sondra. Meet m’ friend Prissy Barnsworth.”
“Percy Farnsworth, Mrs. Sylvester.” One did not get to one’s feet in microgravity, but Farnsworth straightened admirably nonetheless, and tucked his chin in a credible bow.
Sylvester looked him over with distaste: although he was approaching fifty, Farnsworth affected the look of a young army officer, off duty for the weekend to do a bit of pheasant slaughtering, say—Sylvester’s recent acquaintance at the Salisbury proving grounds, Lieutenant Colonel Witherspoon, was a model of the type. Farnsworth had the mustache and the elbow-patched shooting jacket and the rigid set of the neck right down. The public school accent and the clipped Desert Rat diction were strictly secondhand, however.
Sylvester looked past his outstretched hand. “You’ll want to be careful, Nancybeth. A brandy hangover’s not pleasant.”
“Dear mother Sylvester,” she simpered. “What’d I tell you, Farny? Expert on everthn’. I never heard of this stuff ’fore she innerduced me.” Nancybeth batted her bulb of apple brandy from hand to hand. On the third toss she missed, and Farnsworth snatched it out of the air for her, returning it without comment.
“Understand you had a very pleasant visit to the south of France, Mrs. Sylvester,” Farnsworth said, braving her determined unpleasantries.
Sylvester gave him a look intended to silence him, but Nancybeth piped up brightly. “She had verry pleasan’ two days. Three days? I had verr’ boring three weeks.”
“Mr. Farnsworth,” Sylvester hastily interrupted, “your attempt to pump my companion for information that you imagine may somehow be of use to you is … is transparent.”
Nancybeth’s eyes widened—“Pump me? Why, Mister Farmerworthy”—and she snatched dramatically at the billowing skirt of her flowery print dress.
“And despicable,” Sylvester added.
But Farnsworth pretended to take no notice. “No offense meant, Mrs. Sylvester. Light chat, that’s all. Comes to business, much prefer to talk to you straight from the shoulder. Eh?”
Nancybeth growled, “Man to man, so to speak,” then pretended to flinch when Sylvester glared at her. Evidently she was farther into her cups than Sylvester had feared.
“Got me wrong, Mrs. Sylvester,” Farnsworth said smoothly. “Represent your interests too, y’know. In a sense.”
“In the sense that you’ll be forced to pay your clients whatever sum you can’t weasel out of?”
He drew himself up a bit. “You’ve nothing to fear, Mrs. Sylvester. Star Queen would dock safely with your cargo even if she were a ghost ship. Take more than a measly meteoroid to do in a Rolls-Royce robot, what?”
Throughout their exchange Nancybeth was contorting her face into a series of exaggerated masks, miming first Sylvester’s aloof contempt, then Farnsworth’s wounded innocence. It was the sort of childish display that under some circumstances lent her a gamin attractiveness. At the moment she was about as attractive as a two-year-old on a tantrum.
“Thanks for your interest, Mr. Farnsworth,” Sylvester said coldly. “And perhaps you would leave us alone now.”
“Let me be blunt, Mrs. Sylvester, begging your pardon—”
“No, why don’t you be pointed?” Nancybeth suggested brightly.
Farnsworth pushed on. “After all, we’re both aware of the difficulties of the Pavlakis Lines. Eh?”
“I’m aware of no such thing.”
“Doesn’t take much imagination to see what Pavlakis had to gain by doing in his own ship. Eh?”
“Nancybeth, I’d like you to leave with me, this moment,” Sylvester said, turning away.
“But he did it rather badly, didn’t he?” Farnsworth said, floating closer to Sylvester, his voice deeper and harsher. “No significant damage to the ship, no damage whatever to the cargo? Not even that famous book you were so interested in?”
“Don’ forget crew,” cried Nancybeth, still the giddy imp. “Tried to kill ’em all!”
“Good God, Nancybeth…” Sylvester glanced across the lounge to where Nikos Pavlakis hovered over his ouzo. “How can you say such a thing? About a man you’ve never met?”
“Only got half of ’em, though,” the girl finished. “Good ol’ Angus won through.”
“That’s a shrewd guess, Mrs. Sylvester, and I’d lay odds she’s right.” Farnsworth’s insinuating gaze narrowed melodramatically. “Pavlakis Lines holds rather large accidental-death policies on its crewmembers—did you know that?”
Her eyes fastened on his, almost against her will. “No, Mr. Farnsworth, actually I didn’t.”
“But suicide, though. Now there’s another matter…”
Sylvester jerked her gaze away from him. Something about his teeth, his gingery hair, set her stomach to seething. She glared at Nancybeth, who peered back in fuddled and exaggerated innocence. Taking hold of a nearby convenience rail, Sylvester turned her back on both of them and launched herself hastily outward, into the gloom.
“Bye-bye, Sondra … sooorry we made you mad,” Nancybeth crooned as Sylvester disappeared through the nearest doorway. She squinted at Farnsworth. “Suicide? ‘Sat mean you don’ have to pay Grant? I mean, for Grant? ’Cause he killed himself?”
“Might mean.” Farnsworth peered back owlishly. “Unless he didn’t, of course.”
“Didn’t? Oh, yeah … an’ if he was murdered?”
“Ah, murder. Gray area, that.” Farnsworth tugged at the knot of his blood-colored polymer tie. “I say, been awfully good. But ’fraid I must run.”
“Yes, Wusspercy,” cooed the abandoned Nancybeth. So that’s what he’d wanted from her, nothing more than a conversation with Syl. “Run along, why don’t you? And while you’re at it, take a hint from Commander Grant…? Lose your body too.”
 
Across the room, not far away, Nikos Pavlakis floated near the bar with his bulb of ouzo and his bag of olives. He was well aware that they had been talking about him. His temper urged him to confront Farnsworth, to call him to immediate account, but his business sense urged him to stay calm at all costs. He was frantic over the condition of his beautiful new ship. He was almost equally sorrowful for the man Grant, who had been a dependable employee of his and his father’s for many years, and for Grant’s widow and children. He was even more apprehensive about the prospects of McNeil, another good man…
Pavlakis thought he knew what had happened to Star Queen. To him it was retrospectively obvious, transparently so—but not, he hoped, to anyone else. Nor could he afford to breathe a word of his suspicions to anyone. Farnsworth least of all.
 
As Helios slid into its parking orbit near Port Hesperus, Sparta was poking about in Angus McNeil’s private cabin on Star Queen.
She’d quickly looked through the galley, the personal hygiene facility, the common areas. She’d found nothing inconsistent with McNeil’s account. A slot in the medicine chest which would have held a tiny vial of tasteless, odorless poison was vacant. There were two packs of playing cards in the drawer of the table in the common room, one of which had never been opened, one of which had been handled by both McNeil and Grant—McNeil’s traces were strongest, although Grant had gripped one card tightly. She noted its face.
After the common areas Sparta had visited the pilot’s cabin next. It had not been entered since Wycherly was last on the ship, before it left Falaron Shipyard.
Grant’s cabin, then—notable mostly for what it failed to reveal. His bed was still made, the corners squared off and the blanket so tight one could have bounced a nickel off it at one gee. His clothes were neatly folded in the restraining hampers. His bookshelf and personal-computer files were mostly electronics manuals and self-improvement books; there were no signs that Grant did any reading for pleasure or had any hobbies except fiddling with microelectronics. The promised letters to his wife and children were clipped to the little fold-down writing desk, and Sparta left them there after ascertaining that no one except Grant had touched them. McNeil, if he’d been curious about their contents—as well he might have been—had had the integrity to leave them strictly alone. In fact there was no trace of McNeil’s presence anywhere in the room.
There was another letter, addressed to McNeil himself, in Grant’s desk drawer. But as McNeil had not searched the drawer, presumably he did not know of its existence.
McNeil’s cabin painted a portrait of quite a different man. His bed had not been made for days, perhaps weeks—Sparta noted purplish splotches of spilled wine on the sheets that, if he’d been telling the truth about not getting into Hold A after Grant changed the combination, had been there since four days after the explosion. His clothes were in a jumble, jammed into the hampers of his locker. His chip library was a fascinating mix of titles. There were works of mysticism: the Tao Te Ching of Lao Tsu, a treatise on alchemy, another on the Cabala. And of philosophy: Kant’s Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysic, Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy.
Some of McNeil’s books were real, photogrammed onto plastic sheets that imitated the paper of a hundred years ago. Games: a slim little book on parlor magic, another on chess, another on go. Novels: Cabell’s odd Jurgen, a recent work of the Martian futurists, Dionysus Redivivus.
McNeil’s personal computer files revealed a different but similarly wide range of interests—it took Sparta only moments to discover that he had been playing master level chess with his machine, that he had carefully followed the London, New York, Tokyo, and Hong Kong stock exchanges, that he subscribed to a variety of clubs, from rose-of-the-month to wine-of-the-month. Wine and roses—he must collect several months’ worth of each, between trips.
There were other files on the computer, protected by passwords that would have stopped a casual browser but which were so trivial Sparta barely noted them—files that made full use of the machine’s high-resolution graphics. The invention of the home video player a century ago had brought erotic films into the living room, but that was a mild innovation compared to what followed when the invention of the cheap supercomputer-on-a-chip brought new meaning to the phrase “interactive fantasy.” McNeil’s id was much on display in these private files, which Sparta closed hastily; despite her opinion of herself as sophisticated beyond her years, her face had turned bright pink.
She made her way into the corridor that passed through the center of the life support deck. Just on the other side of these close, curving, featureless steel walls the fatal explosion had occurred; at the same moment the access panels had been automatically dogged shut to prevent decompression of the crew module.
She went through the lock into the hold access then, to the three locks that warned VACUUM and the one that sternly wagged its bright yellow finger: “Unauthorized entry strictly forbidden.”
McNeil had told the truth. The traces of his and many other hands resided on the keypad, but the most recent trace was Peter Grant’s—his touch on six of the keys overlaid all others. Sparta could not recover the order of touch—six keys gave rise to six-factorial possible combinations—but if she’d wanted to play a game with herself she probably could have deduced the likelier possibilities within a few seconds, from her knowledge of probabilities and, mostly, from what she’d learned of the man himself.
There was no point in taking the time. She’d already uncovered the combination where Grant had noted it in his personal computer files.
She tapped the keys. The indicator diode beside the lock blinked from red to green. She turned the wheel and tugged on the hatch. Inside the airlock the indicators confirmed that the interior pressures of the hold were equal to those outside the lock. She turned the wheel on the inner hatch and a moment later floated into the hold.
It was a cramped circular space, hardly big enough to stand erect in, ringed by steel racks filled with metal and plastic bags and cases. The roof of the compartment was the reinforced cap of the hold itself; the floor was a removable steel partition, sealed to the walls. The wooden ships that once plied Earth’s oceans commonly carried sand and rocks for ballast when travelling without a paying cargo, but ballast was worse than useless in space. Aft of the few stacked shelves ringing the pressurized top of the hold, the vessel was just a big bottle of vacuum.
The pallets near the airlock were strapped down securely, carrying sacks of wild rice, asparagus tips in gel, cases of live game birds frozen in suspended animation—delicacies that, having made the trip from Earth, were worth far more than their weight in gold.
And of course that miscellany which had snagged Sparta’s attention in the manifest. Kara Antreen’s Cuban cigars. Sondra Sylvester’s “books of no intrinsic value.” Sylvester’s books were in a gray Styrene case which showed little sign of handling—Sparta noted Sylvester’s own traces, McNeil’s, Grant’s, others unknown, but none recent. Sparta quickly deduced the simple combination. Inside she found a number of plastic-wrapped paper and plastic books, some bound in cloth or leather, others with quaint and lurid illustrated covers, but nothing she did not expect to find. She resealed the case.
She moved next to Darlington’s consignment, a similar but not identical gray Styrene case equipped with an elaborate magnetic lock, something even more complex than the numeric pad on the airlock. The case showed no signs of tampering. Oddly, it showed no signs of having been handled at all. The only chemical signals on the entire case were the strong contending odors of detergent, methyl alcohol, acetone, and carbon tetrachloride. It seemed to have been throughly scrubbed.
A defensive measure, that, like the human hair laid across the crack in the closet door, intended to divulge any attempts at searching or tampering? Well, there had been no tampering.
Sparta proceeded to tamper with it. The lock’s code was based on a short stack of rather small primes. No one without Sparta’s sensitivities could have cracked the combination in less than a few days, without the aid of a sizable computer—it would take that long just to run through half the possible combinations. But Sparta eliminated possibilities by the millions and billions, instantly, simply by reading electronic pathways deep in the lock’s circuitry and discarding those that were dormant.
She was in trance while she did it. Five minutes later she had the lock open. Inside the case was the book.
The man who had had this book made for himself had reveled in fine things. He had valued the presentation of his hard-wrought words so much that he would not let those he hoped to impress with it, or even his friends, see anything but the best. The Seven Pillars of Wisdom had not only been given the trappings of a marbled slipcase, leather binding, and beautiful endpapers, it had been printed like the King James Bible itself, on Bible paper, set in double columns of linotype.
Sparta had heard about metal type, although she had never actually seen the effect of it. She slid the book from its case, let it gently push itself open. Sure enough, each single letter and character was pressed onto the paper, not simply appearing there as a filmy overlay but as a precise quantity of ink pushed crisply into the pulp. That sort of craftsmanship in an object of “mass production” was beyond Sparta’s experience. The paper itself was thin and supple, not like the crumbling discolored sheets she had seen in the New York library, displayed as relics of the past…
The richness and glory of the book in her hand was hypnotic, calling her to handle its pages. For the moment she forgot investigation. She only wanted to experience the thing. She studied the page to which it had spontaneously opened.
“An accident was meaner than deliberate fault,” the author had written. “If I did not hesitate to risk my life, why fuss to dirty it? Yet life and honour seemed in different categories … or was honour like the Sybil’s leaves, the more that was lost the more precious the little left…?”
An odd thought. “Honour” considered as a commodity, the more that was lost the more precious what was left.
Sparta closed the fabulous book and slid it back into its slipcase, then settled the whole thick package into its padded case. She had seen what she needed to of Star Queen.
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“Ladies and gentlemen, I regret to announce that there will be a delay in the disembarkation process. A representative from Port Hesperus will be joining us shortly to explain. To facilitate matters, all passengers should report to the lounge as soon as possible. Stewards will assist you.”
Unlike Star Queen, Helios had arrived at Port Hesperus in the normal way, grappled into parking orbit by short-range tugs. Plainly visible through the windows of the ship’s lounge, the space station hung in the sky a kilometer away, its wheels revolving grandly against the bright crescent of Venus, the green of its famous gardens glinting through the banded skylights of its central sphere. Murmuring resentment, the passengers gathered in the lounge; the most reluctant found themselves “helped” by stewards who seemed to have forgotten deference. All aboard the ship, passengers and crew, were frustrated to have travelled millions of kilometers across a trackless sea and at the last moment to be prevented from setting foot on the shore.
A bright spark moved against the insect cloud of other spacecraft drifting about the station, and soon resolved itself into a tiny white launch bearing the familiar blue band and gold star insignia. The launch docked at the main airlock and a few minutes later a tall, square-jawed blond man pulled himself briskly into the lounge.
“I’m Inspector Viktor Proboda, Port Hesperus office of the Board of Space Control,” he said to the assembled passengers, most of whom were unhappily glowering. “You will be detained here temporarily while we continue our investigation into the recent events aboard Star Queen; we sincerely regret any inconvenience this may cause. First I’ll need to establish that your registration slivers are in order. Then I will soon be approaching some of you individually and asking you to assist us in our inquiries…”
 
Ten minutes after she left Star Queen, Sparta knocked on the door of Angus McNeil’s private ward. “Ellen Troy, Mr. McNeil.”
“C’m in,” he said cheerily, and when she opened the door he was standing there smiling at her from his freshly shaved face, wearing a freshly pressed, luxurious cotton shirt with its sleeves folded above the elbows and crisp plastic trousers, and puffing lightly on a cigarette he had evidently lit only moments before.
“I’m sorry to interrupt you,” she said, seeing the open kit on the bed. He had been packing bathroom articles; she noted that they seem to have been issued from the same government stores as her own hastily acquired toothbrush.
“Good time for a fresh start. Sorry you had to see that mess of mine—might just chuck the lot, whenever you decide to let me back aboard.”
“That will be a while yet, I’m afraid.”
“More questions, Inspector?” When she nodded yes, he gestured to a chair and took another for himself. “Better make ourselves comfortable, then.”
Sparta sat down. For a moment she watched him without speaking. McNeil’s color was much better, and although he would be gaunt for some time to come, he appeared not to have lost his muscle tone. Even after days of near-starvation, his forearms were powerfully muscled. “Well, Mr. McNeil, it’s fascinating what the latest diagnostic techniques can recover from even the most obscure pools of data. Take Star Queen’s mission recorder, for example.”
McNeil drew on his cigarette and watched her. His pleasant expression did not change.
“All the data from the automatic systems is complete, of course. And the microphones get every word spoken on the flight deck. What I listened to confirmed your account of the incident in every detail.”
McNeil raised an eyebrow. “You’ve hardly had time to screen a couple of weeks’ worth of real-time recordings, Inspector.”
“You’re right, of course. A thorough review will take months. I employed an algorithm that identifies areas of maximum interest. What I want to talk to you about now is the discussion that took place in the common area shortly before you and Grant made your last broadcast.”
“I’m not sure I recall…”
“That’s where these new diagnostic techniques are so helpful, you see.” She leaned forward, as if to share her enthusiasm. “Even though there are no microphones in the living areas, enough sound carries to be picked up by the main flight recorder. In the past we wouldn’t have been able to recover the exact words.”
She let that sink in. His expression still didn’t change, but his features almost imperceptibly stiffened. She knew he was wondering whether she was bluffing.
She would remove that hope. “You’d just eaten dinner together. Grant had served you coffee—it was hotter than usual. He left you there and started for the corridor. ‘What’s the hurry?’ you asked him. ‘I though we had something to discuss…’”
Now the last hint of relaxation left McNeil’s eyes. As he crushed his cigarette his fleshy cheeks jiggled.
“Well, Mr. McNeil,” Sparta said softly, “do you and I have something to discuss?”
For a moment McNeil seemed to look past her, into the blank white wall behind her head. Then his eyes refocused on her face. He nodded. “Aye, I’ll tell you everythin’,” he whispered. “I would make one request—not a condition, I know better than that—but simply a request, that once you’ve heard me out, if you agree with my reasonin’, you’ll keep what I’m about to say off the record.”
“I’ll bear that request in mind,” she said.
McNeil sighed deeply. “Then here’s the whole truth, Inspector…”
 
Grant had already reached the central corridor when McNeil called softly after him, “What’s the hurry? I thought we had something to discuss.”
Grant grabbed a rail to halt his headlong flight. He turned slowly and stared unbelievingly at the engineer. McNeil should be already dead—but he was sitting quite comfortably, looking at him with a most peculiar expression.
“Come over here,” McNeil said sharply—and in that moment it suddenly seemed that all authority had passed to him. Grant returned to the table without volition, hovering near his useless chair. Something had gone wrong, though what it was he could not imagine.
The silence in the common area seemed to last for ages. Then McNeil said rather sadly, “I’d hoped better of you, Grant.”
At last Grant found his voice, though he could barely recognize it. “What do you mean?” he whispered.
“What do you think I mean?” replied McNeil, with what seemed no more than mild irritation. “This little attempt of yours to poison me, of course.”
Grant’s tottering world collapsed at last. Oddly, in his relief he no longer cared greatly that he’d been found out.
McNeil began to examine his beautifully kept fingernails with some attention. “As a matter of interest,” he asked, in the way that one might ask the time, “when did you decide to kill me?”
The sense of unreality was so overwhelming that Grant felt he was acting a part, that this had nothing to do with real life at all. “Only this morning,” he said, and believed it.
“Hmm,” remarked McNeil, obviously without much conviction. He rose to his feet and moved over to the medicine chest. Grant’s eyes followed him as he fumbled in the compartment and came back with the little poison bottle. It still appeared to be full. Grant had been careful about that.
“I suppose I should get pretty mad about this whole business,” McNeil continued conversationally, holding the bottle between thumb and forefinger. “But somehow I’m not. Maybe it’s because I’ve never had many illusions about human nature. And, of course, I saw it coming a long time ago.”
Only the last phrase really reached Grant’s consciousness. “You … saw it coming?”
“Heavens, yes! You’re too transparent to make a good criminal, I’m afraid. And now that your little plot’s failed it leaves us both in an embarrassing position, doesn’t it?”
To this masterly understatement there seemed no possible reply.
“By rights,” continued the engineer thoughtfully, “I should now work myself into a good temper, call Port Hesperus, denounce you to the authorities. But it would be a rather pointless thing to do, and I’ve never been much good at losing my temper anyway. Of course, you’ll say that’s because I’m too lazy—but I don’t think so.” He gave Grant a twisted smile. “Oh, I know what you think about me—you’ve got me neatly classified in that orderly mind of yours, haven’t you? I’m soft and self-indulgent, I haven’t any moral courage—any morals at all, for that matter—and I don’t give a damn for anyone but myself. Well, I’m not denying it. Maybe it’s ninety percent true. But the odd ten percent is mighty important, Grant. At least to me.”
Grant felt in no condition to indulge in psychological analysis, and this seemed hardly the time for anything of the sort. He was still obsessed with the problem of his failure and the mystery of McNeil’s continued existence. And McNeil, who knew this perfectly well, seemed in no hurry to satisfy his curiosity.
“Well, what do you intend to do now?” Grant asked, anxious to get it over.
“I would like,” McNeil said calmly, “to carry on our discussion where it was interrupted by the coffee.”
“You don’t mean…”
“But I do. Just as if nothing had happened.”
“That doesn’t make sense! You’ve got something up your sleeve!” cried Grant.
McNeil sighed. “You know, Grant, you’re in no position to accuse me of plotting anything”—he released the little bottle to float above the surface of the table between them; he looked up sternly at Grant. “To repeat my earlier remarks, I am suggesting that we decide which one of us shall take poison. Only we don’t want any more unilateral decisions. Also”—and he drew another vial from his jacket pocket, similar in size to the first but bright blue in color; he allowed it to float beside the other—“it will be the real thing this time. The stuff in here,” he said, pointing to the clear bottle, “merely leaves a bad taste in the mouth.”
The light finally dawned in Grant’s mind. “You changed them.”
“Naturally. You may think you’re a good actor, Grant, but frankly, from the balcony, I thought the performance stank. I could tell you were plotting something, probably before you knew it yourself. In the last few days I’ve deloused the ship pretty thoroughly. Thinking of all the ways you might have done me in was quite amusing; it even helped pass the time. The poison was so obvious that it was almost the first thing I fixed.” He smiled wryly. “In fact I overdid the danger signal. I nearly gave myself away I took that first sip—salt doesn’t go at all well with coffee.”
McNeil fixed unblinking eyes on the embittered Grant before going on. “Actually, I’d hoped for something more subtle. So far I’ve found fifteen infallible ways of murdering anyone aboard a spaceship.” He smiled again, grimly. “I don’t propose to describe them now.”
This was simply fantastic, Grant thought. He was being treated, not like a criminal, but like a rather stupid schoolboy who hadn’t done his homework properly. “Yet you are willing to start all over again?” he asked, unbelieving. “And you’d take the poison yourself if you lost?”
McNeil was silent for a long time. Then he said, slowly, “I can see that you still don’t believe me. It doesn’t fit at all nicely into your tidy little picture, does it? But perhaps I can make you understand. It’s really simple.” He paused, then continued more briskly. “I’ve enjoyed life, Grant, without many scruples or regrets—but the better part of it’s over now and I don’t cling to what’s left as desperately as you might imagine. Yet while I am alive I’m rather particular about some things.” He allowed himself to drift farther from the table. “It may surprise you to know that I’ve got any ideals at all. But I’ve always tried to act like a civilized, rational being, even if I’ve not always succeeded. And when I’ve failed I’ve tried to redeem myself. You might say that’s what this is about.” He gestured at the tiny weightless bottles.
He paused, and when he resumed it was as though he, and not Grant, were on the defensive. “I’ve never exactly liked you, Grant, but I’ve often admired you and that’s why I’m sorry it’s come to this. I admired you most of all the day the ship was hit.” He seemed to have difficulty finding his words: he avoided Grant’s eyes. “I didn’t behave well then. I’ve always been quite sure, complacent really, that I’d never lose my nerve in an emergency—but then it happened right beside me, something I understood instantly and had always thought to be impossible—happened so suddenly, so loud, that it bowled me over.”
He attempted to hide his embarrassment with humor. “Of course I should have remembered—practically the same thing happened on my first trip. Spacesickness, that time … and I’d been supremely confident it couldn’t happen to me. Probably made it worse. But I got over it.” He met Grant’s eyes again. “And I got over this … and then I got the third big surprise of my life. I saw you, of all people, beginning to crack.”
Grant flushed angrily, but McNeil met him sharply. “Oh yes, let’s not forget the business of the wines. No doubt that’s still on your mind. Your first good grudge against me. But that’s one thing I don’t regret. A civilized man should always know when to get drunk. And when to sober up. Perhaps you wouldn’t understand.”
Oddly, that’s just what Grant was beginning to do, at last. He had caught his first real glimpse of McNeil’s intricate and tortured personality and realized how utterly he had misjudged him. No—misjudged was not the right word. In some ways his judgment had been correct. But it had only touched the surface; he had never suspected the depths that lay beneath.
And in his moment of insight Grant understood why McNeil was giving him a second chance. This was nothing so simple as a coward trying to reinstate himself in the eyes of the world: no one need ever know what happened aboard Star Queen. And in any case, McNeil probably cared nothing for the world’s opinion, thanks to the sleek self-sufficiency that had so often annoyed Grant. But that very self-sufficiency meant that at all costs he must preserve his own good opinion of himself. Without it life would not be worth living; McNeil had never accepted life save on his own terms.
McNeil was watching Grant intently and must have guessed that Grant was coming near the truth. He suddenly changed his tone, as if sorry he had revealed so much of his own character. “Don’t think I get some quixotic pleasure from turning the other cheek,” he said sharply, “it’s just that you’ve over-looked some rather basic logical difficulties. Really, Grant—didn’t it once occur to you that if only one of us survives without a covering message from the other, he’ll have a very uncomfortable time explaining what happened?”
Grant was dumbstruck. In the depths of his seething emotions, in the blindness of his fury, he had simply failed to consider how he was going to exculpate himself. His righteousness had seemed so … so self evident.
“Yes, I suppose you’re right,” he murmured. Still, he privately wondered if a covering message was really all that important in McNeil’s thoughts. Perhaps McNeil was simply trying to convince him that his sincerity was based on cold reason.
Nevertheless, Grant felt better now. All the hate had drained out of him and he felt—almost—at peace. The truth was known and he accepted it. That it was rather different from what he had imagined hardly seemed to matter. “Well, let’s get it over,” he said, unemotionally. “Don’t we still have that new pack of cards?”
“Yes, a couple of them in the drawer there.” McNeil had taken off his jacket and was rolling up his shirtsleeves. “Find the one you want—but before you open it, Grant,” he said with peculiar emphasis, “I think we’d better speak to Port Hesperus. Both of us. And get our complete agreement on the record.”
Grant nodded absently; he did not mind very much now, one way or the other. He grabbed a sealed pack of the metallized cards from the game drawer and followed McNeil up the corridor to the flight deck. They left the glinting poison bottles floating where they were.
Grant even managed a ghost of a smile when, ten minutes later, he drew his card from the pack and laid it face upward beside McNeil’s. It fastened itself to the metal console with a faintly perceptible snap.
 
McNeil fell silent. For a minute he busied himself lighting a fresh cigarette. He inhaled the fragrant, poisonous smoke deeply. Then he said, “And the rest you already know, Inspector.”
“Except for a few minor details,” Sparta said coolly. “What became of the two bottles, the real poison and the other?”
“Out the airlock with Grant,” he replied shortly. “I thought it would be better to keep things simple, not run the risk of a chemical analysis—revealing traces of salt, that kind of thing.”
Sparta brought a package of metallized playing cards from her jacket pocket. “Do you recognize these?” She handed them to him.
He took them in his large, curiously neat hands, hardly bothering to look at them. “They could be the ones we used. Or others like them.”
“Would you mind shuffling the pack, Mr. McNeil?”
The engineer glanced at her sharply, then did as he was told, expertly shuffling the thin, flexible cards in midair between his curved palms and nimble fingers. Finished, he looked at her inquisitively.
“Cut, if you don’t mind,” she said.
“That would be your privilege, wouldn’t it?”
“You do it.”
He laid the deck on the nearby lamp table and swiftly moved the top section of the deck to one side, then placed the bottom section on top of it. He leaned away. “What now?”
“Now I’d like you to shuffle them again.”
The look on his face, as blank as he could make it, nevertheless barely concealed his contempt. He had shared one of the more significant episodes of his life with her, and her response was to ask him to play games—no doubt in some feeble attempt to trick him into something. But he shuffled the cards quickly, making no comment, letting the hiss and snarl of their separation and swift recombination make the comment for him. “And now?”
“Now I’ll choose a card.”
He fanned the deck and held it toward her. She reached for it but let her fingers hover over the cards, moving back and forth as if she were trying to make up her mind. Still concentrating, she said, “You’re quite expert at handling these, Mr. McNeil.”
“Nor have I made a secret of it, Inspector.”
“It was no secret to begin with, Mr. McNeil.” She tugged a card from the edge of the deck and held it up, toward him, without bothering to look at it herself.
He stared at it, shocked.
“That would be the jack of spades, wouldn’t it, Mr. McNeil? The card you drew against Commander Grant?”
He barely whispered yes before she plucked another card from the deck he still rigidly held out to her. Again she showed it to him without looking at it. “And that would be the three of clubs. The card Grant drew, which sent him to his death.” She flipped the two cards onto the bed. “You can put the deck down now, Mr. McNeil.”
His cigarette burned unnoticed in the ashtray. He had already anticipated the point of her little demonstration, and he waited for her to make it.
“Metallized cards aren’t allowed in professional play for a simple reason,” she said, “with which I’m sure you’re quite familiar. They aren’t as easy to mark with knicks and pinholes as the cardboard kind, but it’s a simple matter to impose a weak electric or magnetic pattern on them that can be picked up by an appropriate detector. Such a detector can be quite small—small enough, say, to fit into a ring like the one you’re wearing on your right hand. That’s a handsome piece—Venusian gold, isn’t it?”
It was handsome and intricate, portraying a man and woman embracing; if examined closely, in fact, it was more than a little curious. Without hesitating, McNeil twisted the heavy sculpted ring over his knuckle. It came off easily, for his finger was thinner than it had been a week ago. He held it out to her, but to his surprise, she shook her head—
—and smiled. “I don’t need to look at it, Mr. McNeil. The only coherent patterns on these cards were imposed by me, a few minutes ago.” She leaned away from him, relaxing in her chair, inviting him to relax as well. “I used other methods to determine which cards had been drawn by you and Grant. They were the only two cards in the deck which seemed to have been handled beyond a light shuffle. Frankly, I was partly guessing.”
“You made a lucky guess, then,” he said hoarsely, having found his voice. “But if you aren’t accusing me of cheating on Grant, why this demonstration? Some people might call it unusual, maybe even cruel.”
“Oh, but you,” she said fiercely. “You wouldn’t have needed electromagnetic patterns to cheat, would you, Mr. McNeil?” She glanced at his forearms, which rested on his thighs, his hands clasped between his knees. “Even with your sleeves rolled up.”
He shook his head no. “I could have cheated him easily enough, Inspector Troy. But I swear I didn’t.”
“Thank you for saying so. Although I was confident that you would admit the truth.” Sparta got to her feet. “ ‘Life and honour seemed in different categories … the more that was lost the more precious the little left.’”
“What’s that mean?” McNeil growled.
“From an old book I glanced at recently—a passage that made me want to read the whole thing someday. It gave me considerable insight into your situation. You’re quite good at concealing truths, Mr. McNeil, but your particular sense of honor makes it very difficult for you to lie outright.” She smiled. “No wonder you almost choked on that coffee.”
McNeil’s expression was puzzled now, almost humble. How could this pale, slim child have peered so deeply into his soul? “I still don’t understand what you mean to do.”
Sparta reached into her jacket again and brought out a small plastic book. “Star Queen will be inspected by other people after me, and they will be at least as thorough as I’ve been. Since you and I know you didn’t cheat Grant out of his life, it’s probably a good thing you thought to bring this book out with you, and that I never found it, and that I never had any suspicion of what a gifted amateur magician you are.”
She tossed the book on the bed, beside the cards. It landed face up: Harry Blackstone on Magic.
“Keep the cards, too. Little gift to help you get well soon. I bought them ten minutes ago at a kiosk in the station.”
McNeil said, “I’m having the feelin’ that nothing I said came as much of a surprise to you, Inspector.”
Sparta had her hand on the door panel, poised to leave. “Don’t think I admire you, Mr. McNeil. Your life and the way you choose to live it is your business. But it so happens I agree that there’s no justification for destroying the late, unfortunate Peter Grant’s reputation.” She wasn’t smiling now. “That’s me speaking privately, not the law. If you’ve kept anything else from me, I’ll find it out—and if it’s criminal, I’ll have you for it.”
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Sparta reached Viktor Proboda on the commlink: he could stop playing games now. The passengers from Helios could come aboard.
Spaceports in space—unlike planetside shuttleports, which resemble ordinary airports—have a flavor all their own, part harbor, part trainyard, part truckstop. Small craft abound, tugs and tenders and taxis and cutters and self-propelled satellites, perpetually sliding and gliding around the big stations. There are very few pleasure craft in space (the eccentric billionaire’s hobby of solar yachting provides a rare exception) and unlike a busy harbor, there is no swashing about, no bounding over wakes or insolent cutting across bows. The daily routine is orbit-matching—exquisitely precise, with attendant constant recalculation of velocity differentials and mass/fuel ratios—so that in space even the small craft are as rigidly constrained to preset paths as freight cars in a switching yard. Except that in space, gangs of computers are continually rearranging the tracks.
And aside from local traffic, spaceports are not very busy. Shuttles from the planet’s surface may call a few times a mouth, interplanetary liners and freighters a few times a year. Favorable planetary alignments tend to concentrate the busy times; then local chambers of commerce turn out costumed volunteers in force, greeting arriving liners the way Honolulu once greeted the Lurline and the Matsonia. Lacking indigenous grass skirts or flower leis, space station boosters have invented novel “traditions” to reflect a station’s ethnic and political mix, its economic base, its borrowed mythologies: thus, arriving at Mars Station, a passenger might encounter men and women wearing Roman breastplates, showing their bare knees, and carrying red flags emblazoned with hammers and sickles.
At Port Hesperus the passengers from Helios, disembarking after a long delay, traversed a winding stainless steel corridor rippling with colored lights, garish signs boasting of the station’s mineral products in English and Arabic and Russian; kanji-splashed paper banners, fluttering in the breeze from the exhaust fans, added an additional touch of festivity.
When the passengers reached a glass-roofed section of the corridor they were distracted by a silent commotion overhead; looking up, they were startled to see a chitoned Aphrodite riding a plastic seashell, smiling and waving at them, and near her a Shinto sun goddess wafting prettily in her silk kimono. Both women floated freely in zero-gee, at odd angles to each other and everyone else. These apparitions of the station’s goddess (the Japanese were stretching the identity some) were haloed by a dozen grinning men, women, and children gesturing with fruit-and-flower baskets, products of the station’s hydroponic farms and gardens.
The passengers, before being allowed to ascend to the level of these heavenly creatures, faced one last obstacle. At the terminus of the corridor Inspector Viktor Proboda, flanked by respectful guards with stunguns at their sides, ushered them into a small cubical room upholstered on all six sides with dark blue carpet. Some were admitted individually, some in groups. On one wall of the carpeted cube a videoplate displayed the stern visage of Inspector Ellen Troy, bigger than life-size. She was ostentatiously studying a filescreen in front of her, its surface invisible to the videoplate watcher.
Sparta was actually in a hidden room not far from the disembarkation tube, and in fact she was paying no attention to the filescreen, which was a prop. She had arranged with Proboda to bring the passengers into the room in a specific order, and she had already disposed of most of them, including the Japanese professor and the Arabs with their families, and various engineers and travelling salesmen.
At the moment she was trying to hustle the Dutch schoolgirls on their way. “We won’t have to detain you any longer,” she said with a friendly smile. “Hope the rest of your trip is more fun.”
“This has been the best part,” one of them said, and another added, with much batting of lashes at Proboda, “We really are liking your comrade.” The third girl, however, looked as prim as Proboda himself.
“Through here, please,” he said, “all of you. To your right. Let’s move it along.”
“Bye, Vikee…”
“Vikee” felt Sparta’s amused gaze from the videoplate, but he managed to hurry the girls out and get Percy Farnsworth into the room without having to look her image in the eye. “Mr. Percy Farnsworth, London, representing Lloyd’s.” Farnsworth came into the interrogation cube with mustache twitching. “Mr. Farnsworth, Inspector Troy,” Proboda said, indicating the videoplate.
Farnsworth managed to be brisk and breathless at the same time. “Eager to be of assistance in your investigation, Inspector. Say the word. This sort of thing my specialty, you know.”
Sparta watched him, expressionless, for two seconds: a veteran confidence man who’d done his time, now working for the other side. That was the story, at any rate. “You’ve already been helpful, sir. Given us a great many leads.” She pretended to peruse his file on her dummy filescreen. “Mm. Your Lloyd’s syndicate seems to have been quite enthusiastic about Star Queen. Insured the ship, most of the cargo, the lives of the crew.”
“Quite. And naturally I’d like to contact Lloyd’s as soon as possible, file a preliminary…”
She interrupted. “Well, off the record, I’d say the underwriters have gotten off lightly.”
Farnsworth mulled this bit of information—what exactly did she mean?—and apparently decided the inspector was willing to play cozy with him. “Encouraging, that,” he said, and dropped his voice to a confidential murmur. “But would you mind terribly … this business with Grant…”
“I suppose you’d like to know if it was legally an accident or a suicide. That’s the big question here. Unfortunately the solicitors will just have to fight it out, Mr. Farnsworth. I have nothing to add to the public record.” Her tone conveyed no coziness. “I’ll accept your kind offer of further assistance. Please move through that door on the left and wait for me inside.”
“There?” A door into a grim steel tube had suddenly opened in the carpetry. He peered through it hesitantly, as if expecting to meet a wild animal.
Sparta prodded him. “I won’t keep you more than ten minutes, sir. Carry on. Eh?”
With a mumbled “Quite,” Farnsworth moved through the door. The moment he was clear it popped shut behind him. Proboda quickly opened the door to the disembarkation tube. “Mr. Nikos Pavlakis, Athens, representing Pavlakis Lines,” Proboda said. “This is Inspector Troy.”
Pavlakis bobbed his big head and said, “Good day, Inspector.” Sparta did not acknowledge him until she had finished reading something from her filescreen. Meanwhile he tugged nervously at the cuffs of his tight jacket.
“I see this is your first visit to Venus, Mr. Pavlakis,” she said, looking up. “Regrettable circumstances.”
“How is Mr. McNeil, Inspector?” Pavlakis asked. “Is he well? May I talk to him?”
“The clinic has already released him. You’ll be able to talk to him soon.” His concern struck her as sincere, but it did not deflect her from her line. “Mr. Pavlakis, I note that Star Queen is a new registry, yet the ship is actually thirty years old. What was her former registry?”
The heavyset man flinched. “She has been completely refurbished, Inspector. Everything but the basic frame is new, or reconditioned, with a few minor…”
Viktor Proboda cut into Pavlakis’s nervous improvisation. “She asked for the former registry.”
“I… I believe the registry was NSS 69376, Inspector.”
“Kronos,” Sparta said. The word was an accusation. “Ceres in ’67, two members of the crew dead, a third woman injured, all cargo lost. Mars Station ’73, docking collision killed four workers on the station, cargo in one hold destroyed. Numerous accidents since involving loss of cargo. Several people have been injured and at least one other death has been attributed to below-standard maintenance. You had good reason to rechristen the ship, Mr. Pavlakis.”
“Kronos was not a good name for a spaceship,” Pavlakis said.
She nodded solemnly. “A titan who ate his own children. It must have been difficult to line up qualified crews.”
Pavlakis’s amber beads were working their way over and through his strong fingers. “When will I be allowed to examine my ship and its cargo, Inspector?”
“I’ll answer your questions as best I can, Mr. Pavlakis. As soon as I finish this procedure. Please wait for me—through that door to your left.”
Again the invisible door yawned unexpectedly on the cold steel tube. Grimly, staring down over his mustache, Pavlakis moved through it without another word.
When the door closed Proboda admitted the next passenger from the disembarkation tube. “Ms. Nancybeth Mokoroa, Port Hesperus, unemployed.” She came in mad, glared at Proboda wordlessly, sneered at the videoplate. As the corridor door closed, sealing her inside, Proboda said, “This is Inspector Troy.”
“Ms. Mokoroa, a year ago you sued to break a three-year companionship contract with Mr. Vincent Darlington, shortly after you both had arrived here. The grounds were sexual incompatibility. Was Mr. Darlington aware at the time that you had already become the de facto companion of Mrs. Sondra Sylvester?”
Nancybeth stared silently at the image on the videoplate, her face set in a mask of contempt that was the product of long practice—
—and which Sparta easily recognized as cover for her desperate confusion. Sparta waited.
“We’re friends,” Nancybeth said huskily.
Sparta said, “That’s nice. Was Mr. Darlington aware at the time that you were also lovers?”
“Just friends, that’s all!” The young woman stared wildly around at the claustrophobic carpeted room, at the hulking policeman beside her. “What the hell do you think you’re trying to prove? What is this…?”
“All right, we’ll drop the subject. Now if you would…”
“I want a lawyer,” Nancybeth shrieked, deciding that offense was better than defense. “In here, right now. I know my rights.”
“…answer just one more question,” Sparta finished quietly.
“Not another damned word! Not one more word, blue-suit. This is unlawful detainment. Unreasonable search…”
Sparta and Proboda traded glances. Search?
“Impugnment of dignity,” Nancybeth continued. “Slanderous implication. Malicious aforethought…”
Sparta almost grinned. “Don’t sue us until you hear the question, okay?”
“So we don’t have to arrest you first,” Proboda added.
Nancybeth choked on her anger, realizing she’d jumped the gun. They hadn’t arrested her yet. Possibly they wouldn’t. “What d’you wanna know?” She sounded suddenly exhausted.
“Nancybeth, do you think either of them—Sylvester or Darlington—would be capable of committing murder … for your sake?”
Nancybeth was startled into laughter. “The way they talk about each other? They both would.”
Proboda leaned toward her. “The Inspector didn’t ask you what they…”
But Sparta silenced him with a glance from the videoplate. “Okay, thanks, you can go. Through that door to your right.”
“Right?” Proboda asked, and Sparta nodded sharply. He opened the doorway.
Nancybeth was suspicious. “Where’s that go?”
“Out,” Proboda said. “Fruits and costumes. You’re free.”
The young woman stared wide-eyed around the room again, her flaring nostrils seeming almost to quiver. Then she darted through the door like a wildcat freed from a trap. Proboda looked at the videoplate, exasperated. “Why not her? It looked to me like she had a lot to hide.”
“What she’s hiding has nothing to do with Star Queen, Viktor. It’s from her own past, I’d guess. Who’s next?”
“Mrs. Sylvester. Look, I have to say I hope you’ll handle this with more tact than…”
“Let’s play the game the way we agreed.”
Proboda grunted and opened the door to the tube. “Mrs. Sondra Sylvester, Port Hesperus, chief executive of the Ishtar Mining Corporation.” His voice was as formal, as heavy with respect as a majordomo’s.
Sondra Sylvester floated smoothly into the small carpeted room, her heavy silks clinging about her. “Viktor? Must we go through this yet again?”
“Mrs. Sylvester, I’d like to present Inspector Troy,” he said apologetically.
“I’m sure you’re eager to get to your office, Mrs. Sylvester,” Sparta said, “so I’ll be brief.”
“My office can wait,” Sylvester said firmly. “I’d like to unload my robots from that freighter.”
Sparta dipped her gaze to the phony filescreen, then up to Sylvester’s eyes. The women stared at each other through the electronics. “You’ve never dealt with Pavlakis Lines before,” Sparta said, “yet you helped persuade both the Board of Space Control and the ship’s insurers to waive the crew-of-three rule.”
“I believe I’ve just told Inspector Proboda why. I have six mining robots in the cargo, Inspector. I need to put them to work soon.”
“You were very lucky, then.” Sparta’s relaxed voice conceded no sign that she was being pressured. “You could have lost them all.”
“Unlikely. Less likely, even, than that a meteoroid would strike a ship in the first place. Which at any rate has nothing to do with the size of Star Queen’s crew.”
“Then would you have preferred to trust your robots—insured for approximately nine hundred million dollars, I believe—to an unmanned spacecraft?”
Sylvester smiled at that. It was an astute question, with political and economical overtones one hardly expected from a criminal inspector. “There are no unmanned interplanetary freighters, Inspector—thanks to the Space Board, and a long list of other lobbyists, the predictable sort of special interest groups. I don’t waste time on hypothetical questions.”
“Where did you spend the last three weeks of your Earth holidays, Mrs. Sylvester?”
A decidedly non-hypothetical question—and it cost Sylvester effort to cover her surprise. “I was vacationing in the south of France.”
“You rented a villa on the Isle du Levant, in which, except for the first day and last day and two occasions when you visited, Ms. Nancybeth Mokoroa stayed alone. Where were you the rest of the time?”
Sylvester glanced at Proboda, who avoided her look. His earlier superficial questioning had not prepared her to face this level of detail. “I was… I was on private business.”
“In the United States? In England?”
Sondra Sylvester said nothing. With visible effort she settled her features.
“Thank you, Mrs. Sylvester,” Sparta said coldly. “Through that door to the left”—and Sparta noted that Proboda took just a little too long opening the hidden door, softening the impact of its surprise. “It will be necessary to detain you a short while longer. Not more than five or six minutes.”
Sylvester kept the mask in place as she went through the door, but she could not disguise her apprehension.
Proboda hurried the next passenger into the room. “Mr. Blake Redfield. London. Representing Mr. Vincent Darlington of the Hesperian Museum.”
In the instant Proboda was opening the corridor door, Sparta’s fingers flicked out to the monitoring lens, degrading the videoplate image visible to Redfield. He came into the small room, looking alert, relaxed, proper in his expensive English suit, but showing just the edge of a young man’s temptation to strut his stuff in that certain cut of the lapels, that certain length of his shiny auburn hair.
“Inspector Troy, Space Board,” Proboda said, nodding at the videoplate, failing to notice the image had lost its crisp focus. Blake turned toward the screen with the reserved, expectant half-smile that marks the socially adept. If he recognized her he did not betray himself, but she knew he was as good at this game as she was. If he had a reason to hide, he could hide better than any of the others.
She inspected him intensely, although her macrozoom eye was largely disabled by the limited resolution of the videoplate, and she had no sense whatever of his chemical presence. She had not seen him in two years; he did not look older so much as more sure of himself. He was holding something in reserve, something she had not known in him before. The only sound from him, floating weightless in the acoustically deadened room, was his quiet breathing. He waited for her to speak.
If someone had made a voiceprint graph when she did finally speak, its very flatness would have been suspicious. “You acted as Mr. Darlington’s agent in the purchase of The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, Mr. Redfield?”
“That’s correct.” His voice, by contrast, was warm and alert; its graph would have said, if you’re not giving anything away, neither am I.
“The purpose of your trip?”
“I’m here to see that the famous book you just named is safely delivered to Mr. Darlington.”
Sparta paused. It seemed an illogical reply, deliberately provocative, which she could not let pass without challenge. “If you were planning to personally insure its delivery, why ship it aboard Star Queen? Why not keep it with you?”
Redfield grinned. “Perhaps I did.”
He knew she knew he didn’t. “I’ve confirmed that the book is aboard Star Queen, Mr. Redfield.”
“That’s reassuring. May I see it too?”
Sparta’s heart thudded, hard and quick. Well below the level of anything she could bring quickly to consciousness, she knew something was happening that she had not anticipated. On the spot she decided that Mr. Blake Redfield was not to be given more information than he had already. “Soon, Mr. Redfield. Through that door to your right, please. Sorry to keep you waiting.”
As he went out she could see that he was smiling broadly. He meant for her to see it. Impatiently she said, “All right, Viktor, he was the last of the sheep.”
“The last of the what?”
“The goats are in the pen. Let’s get ’em.”
 
The tiny room into which Farnsworth, Pavlakis, and Sylvester deposited themselves after negotiating a dogleg twist in the steel tube was another cube—this one of raw steel, as featureless as a submarine’s brig. The cell had no visible exit; the way back had been closed off by sliding panels. The blank videoplate overhead filled the entire ceiling.
The sullen conversation among the three inmates was on the verge of slicing into vicious bickering when the dark videoplate suddenly brightened. A close-up image of Inspector Ellen Troy, now three times life size, formed on the screen.
“I promised that this wouldn’t take long, and it won’t,” the iconic face announced. Sparta’s image was replaced by a crisp view of a convexly curving metal plate. “This hull plate from Star Queen’s life support deck, designated L-43, has a hole in it.” The image zoomed in rapidly to the upper right corner, to the neat black hole in the paint.
The screen switched to another view of the plate, its inner surface blackened, concave. “The plate displays internal spalling characteristic of a high-velocity projectile, such as a meteoroid”—and again the image changed, moving in closer to show a crater in the steel as vast as Aetna’s—“which was covered by hardened plastic foam, making the hole airtight.” A new image showed a shiny, viscid lump of yellow plastic mounded over the spot in the plate where the crater had been displayed—a view of the hole before the protective plastic had been removed.
Sparta’s pedantic, almost hectoring voice continued over the succession of images. “The significant damage to Star Queen was done by an explosion that destroyed both major oxygen tanks and a fuel cell,” she said, as a view of the blackened mess inside the flight deck came up on the screen.
She paused a moment to let them study the wreckage before saying, “Neither the hole in the hull plate nor the internal explosion was caused by a meteoroid, however.”
Their solemn faces were washed in the screen’s cold light. If her audience of three were surprised by this news, none betrayed it except by the deepening silence.
Another close-up, this one a micrograph, snapped into view. “The melt pattern around the hole shows large, irregular metal crystals, characteristic of slow melting and cooling—not the fine regular crystals that would have resulted from an instantaneous deposition of energy. This hole was probably cut with a plasma torch.” Another micrograph. “Here you see that there are in fact two separate strata of the hardened plastic plug—the first is very thin and its laminations do not show the turbulence patterns expected from a supersonic airflow through the hole—you can see the smooth exfoliation here.” A computerized chart, this time. “As this spectrograph proves, this layer of plastic was actually catalyzed over two months ago. In other words, the hole was in the plate and sealed with plastic before Star Queen left Earth. Note that this same thin layer has been shattered in the center, blasted outward. The explosion occurred inside the ship—blew the hole open, allowing the air to escape—then was quickly sealed again by the ship’s emergency systems.”
More charts and graphs. “The interior explosion was caused by a charge of fulminate of gold, detonated by acetylene, placed inside the casing of the fuel cell—these spectrographs reveal the nature of the explosives. Ignition was electrical and was probably triggered through the fuel cell monitor, by a preset signal in the ship’s computer.”
Sparta’s stern image reappeared, fiercely bright in the stark steel cell. “Who sabotaged Star Queen? Why was it sabotaged? Anyone who can shed light on this may speak now. Or if you prefer, please privately contact the local office of the Board of Space Control. Star Queen will remain off limits pending the completion of our investigation.”
A shaft of light pierced the room and partially washed out the screen. A double door had opened at the back of the cell; right outside was one of the core’s busiest hallways.
Meanwhile Sparta had flipped a switch that cycled her austere videoplate image. Her tiny control room, hardly more than a closet full of glittering panels, was tucked into a crevice between corridors. She was physically closer to them than any of the people in the cell realized. Under cover of the cycled frame she turned to Proboda, who hovered near her in the control room. “Viktor, you thought I was impertinent with Mrs. Sylvester. You follow her, then. If she goes to her office or approaches Star Queen, signal me right away. Wherever she goes, call me in five minutes. She’s already leaving—get going!”
Sparta flipped her videoplate image back to live feed. Farnsworth and Pavlakis were still in the room, although Pavlakis had one tentative foot out the door and Farnsworth was walking boldly up to the videoplate.
“Odd, that,” Farnsworth said to the giant screen over his head. “Revealing your evidence without making an accusation.”
“We’re aboard a space station, Mr. Farnsworth. More isolated than a town in Kansas.”
“And if the villain isn’t here with us?”
“Then no harm done,” she said.
The man was transparent, but bold—standing there as much as telling her he knew what she knew about his past, that she would be mistaken to suspect him. “D’you expect your revelations to remain secret more than a few minutes? Even from Earth?”
“Did you have a specific comment to make, Mr. Farnsworth?”
Farnsworth jerked his thumb toward Pavlakis, who was still hulking in the background, silhouetted against the brightly lit corridor outside. “That one. Family history of defrauding insurors. Never been able to prove it. But if he’s not your man he can tell you who is.”
He was an insolent man, even if in this case he was, as she had already decided, quite innocent. “What would you say if I told you Sylvester did it?” Sparta asked. Good. That set him back a bit—
He took it seriously. “Jealousy, you mean?”—as if he’d never thought of it. “This fellow Darlington buys the book she wanted, so she makes sure he never … and so forth?”
“And so forth.”
“Novel theory, that…” Farnsworth muttered.
“It’s not a theory, Farnsworth.” Her face, three times life size, leaned toward him.
“Not a theory?”
“Not a theory at all.”
“Quite enough said then. Do forgive…” He was suddenly in a hurry to radio his employers. He swam off awkwardly toward the door.
Pavlakis had disappeared.
The commlink chimed in her right ear. “Go ahead.”
“This is Proboda. Mrs. Sylvester went straight to the headquarters of the Ishtar Mining Corporation. I’m outside the Ishtar Gate right now.” The Ishtar Mining Corporation was located almost two kilometers away, at the far end of the space station; there its windows and antennas could look straight down on the bright clouds of Venus.
“That seems to eliminate her, too. Meet me back here as soon as you can.”
“What happens next?” Proboda sounded irritated. She’d sent him on another wild goose chase.
“We’ll wait. Our list is very short, Viktor. I think we’re going to see a confession or an act of desperation. Not long. Maybe ten or fifteen min—”
She felt as much as heard the massive thud. The lights went out, all of them, all at once, and in the blackness the low moan of the warning sirens rose quickly to a thin, desperate wail. Wall speakers urgently addressed everyone within hearing, repeating themselves in English, Arabic, Russian, Japanese: Evacuate core section one immediately. There is a catastrophic loss of pressure in core section one. Evacuate core section one immediately…
Proboda shouted into the commlink, loud enough to deafen her. “Are you all right? What happened up there? Troy?” But no one answered him.
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A space station’s vital systems are both independent and redundant. Someone who knew Port Hesperus well had managed to isolate the entire starward quarter of the hub, interrupting main bus power from the nuclear reactor and cutting the lines from the solar arrays. All this in the instant that a pressure hatch blew out in the security sector—
Until emergency batteries cut in, it was going to be very dark.
But not to Sparta, who tuned her visual cortex to infrared and made her way swiftly through a strange world of glowing shapes, an environment eerily resembling some giant plastic model of a complex organism lit only in red neon. Otherwise-dark light fixtures still glowed from the warmth in their diodes. Wires in the wall panels still glowed from resistance to the electricity that had recently flowed through them, and the panels themselves glowed faintly with borrowed heat.
Although most of the microminiaturized devices in the station consumed only trickles of electricity, their extreme density made for glowing hotspots in every phonelink and datalink. Every flatscreen and video-plate glowed with the alphanumerics or graphics or images of human faces they had displayed when the power was cut. Every place that human hands and feet had touched within the last hour glowed with the warmth of their passage. If there were rats in the walls, Sparta would see them.
Out in the halls and corridors the emergency lights flashed on quickly, drawing from their own self-contained batteries, throwing hard beams and stark strobing shadows down crowded passages. People swam swiftly through this flashing world like schools of squid, moving with single purpose toward the central part of the core—moving, for the most part, soundlessly, except for a few frightened cries, quickly answered by quiet commands, as emergency personnel took frightened newcomers in tow and firmly steered them to safety.
Pressure loss was the primal fear in space, but the regular inhabitants of Port Hesperus had run drills for just this sort of thing so often that when the reality occurred, it was almost routine. Old-timers were comfortable in the knowledge that so huge was the volume of air in even one quarter of Port Hesperus’s core that it would be eight hours before the pressure dropped from its current luxurious sea-level value to the thinness of a mountaintop in the Andes. Long before then the repair crews would have done their job.
Sparta stayed in the dark, avoiding the corridors and the crowds, swimming through the dull infrared glow of access passages, along freight shafts, past pipes and cable racks in the ventilation tunnels, toward the site of the blown hatch. She was moving against the crowds but with the air; she’d needed only a moment of listening to pinpoint the wind’s destination, for it wailed through the blown pressure plate, playing the core like a vast organ pipe.
As she flew she felt the breeze, stirring gently at first, steadily freshening. Twenty or thirty meters from the hole the airflow reached hurricane velocity, and if she were to slip over that imaginary boundary she would be sucked into a supersonic funnel and shot into space like a rifle bullet. She would have to get close, but not that close.
The open hatch was in the Q3 security lock, and the purpose of this second act of sabotage was clear to her—someone had needed to create a diversion that would draw people away from Star Queen, that would make the neighborhood unsafe. Someone much cleverer than Sparta had suspected. So Sparta took the shortcut through the alleys and backyards of the space station, dashing to get to Star Queen, while the culprit was still aboard.
It occurred to her, as she approached the lock through a final stretch of ventilator duct, that the diversion had been not just clever but shrewd, provoking maximum terror with minimum risk of injury—the only people in the immediate vicinity of the blown hatch were the spacesuited guards, and even if they had been sucked into the vacuum of the docking bay they would have been protected. A softhearted villain, then?
Not the one who blew up Star Queen’s oxygen supply. Perhaps safety in this case was more apparent than real, the accidental byproduct of a fundamentally pragmatic scheme.
Sparta knocked the panel from the end of the ventilator and saw it skitter away, dragged by the wind; she peered from her hole into dark, howling desolation. The approach to the security lock was deserted. The guards, if not in the wrong place at the wrong time and thus instantly sucked out, would by now have been ordered to clear out. That would have been what the perpetrator planned, needed.
And if Sparta was right, the individual was still aboard the ship, having left the hatch wide open—with no time to waste putting on a spacesuit—and would be coming out again any second.
Sparta would forestall the escape. She pulled herself out of the ventilator. Clinging to the walls against the sucking vacuum, she pulled herself hand over hand into Star Queen’s docking tube. She pulled herself along by inches while the excruciating wind tore at her ears. Finally she reached Star Queen’s main hatch.
Inside the ship she punched the switches and watched as the hatch slowly sealed itself shut behind her; inside the airlock there was silence. She saw the red glow of handprints on the switches and on the ladder rungs, one person’s handprints.
The two of them were in here together. Sparta leaned close to a glowing print and inhaled its chemical essence. Not anyone she had met on Port Hesperus, not anyone she had touched in weeks. The spicy amino acid pattern, called to full visualization, teased at her memory but was nowhere within its access…
In one scenario, Sondra Sylvester was to have been in the hold, attempting to steal The Seven Pillars of Wisdom; two minutes ago, Sylvester was two kilometers away. In another scenario—Sparta’s favorite—Nikos Pavlakis was to have been in the ship, on the flight deck, setting its automatic systems to undock and blast its way out of the station, into the sun, forever burying the evidence of his and his partners’ treachery. But without accomplices, Pavlakis had had no time to rig the diversion.
Sparta pulled herself cautiously into the ship, past the stores deck—paused—then floated down through the flight deck. The glow of the console lights, running on batteries, made a soft circular kaleidoscope in the darkness. She paused again, listening—
A distant careful movement, the brush of a glove, perhaps, or the scrape of a shoe against metal. She pinpointed it: her quarry was in Hold A. It was no one she had expected to find.
If whoever was in the hold was not Sylvester, it was one of her agents. Not Nancybeth, who was as somatically focused as an infant, incapable of concentrating on anything but her own needs and pleasures for more than a minute at a time. All communications to and from Helios had been tightly monitored; someone who had been aboard Helios, then. Sparta knew she’d been a fool…
She crept weightless through the life-support-deck corridor with every augmented sense atingle, through the hatch of the hold airlock—which was ajar—until her face was inches from the outer hatch of Hold A. It too stood open. She moved as silently as she could, pulling herself along by the friction of the merest pressure of her fingertips, into the lock.
“Don’t be afraid of me,” he said. His voice was as warm as before, but this time it rose from a deeper, firmer base. He was quite near. “I needed to learn something.”
His control was extraordinary, she thought. If she’d made a voiceprint of his words, they would have betrayed no insincerity.
She stopped where she was, breathless, pausing for thought. She could hear him and smell him, she knew approximately where he was, but she had no weapon and he was not in the line of sight.
“You don’t have to show yourself,” he said. “I’m not sure where you are, in fact, although I think you can hear me easily. Let me explain.”
Seconds passed while she inched closer to the inner hatch. The empty interior darkness of the hold was cold and black, what she could see of it, except for the dull red glow of the places he had touched.
Their pattern made plain what he was after—the space where the book’s Styrene case had rested was a cold, empty pit.
“I’m going to make the assumption that you’re willing to listen,” he said.
She had him located now, but still not as precisely as she wanted. He was lurking just inside the airlock. That sound—that was probably his hand, maybe his hip, rubbing lightly against the shell of the hold, no more than a foot or two from her head. Keep him talking, talking and moving in the way that talking entrains unconsciously, keep him talking a half a minute more and she would know where to grab…
“I needed to look at this book before you let it off the ship,” he said. “You said it was here, but I needed to know if the book you saw was the real book. You’re not an expert. I am.”
She inched closer, breathing in and breathing out in long, slow, controlled inhalations and exhalations that no ear but her own could hear. His breath, because she was so close to him, was a visible cloud of warmth, pulsing slowly in the dark air beyond the lock.
A foot away in the darkness he was explaining himself to her. “Someone with time and a lot of money to spend could, just conceivably, have counterfeited a book from the early 20th century. They would have had to find craftsmen who could set metal type, to begin with—printers who were willing to print a book in the old way, line by line, from a text a third of a million words long. They would have had to cast the type—it would take months, if the person had the skills—unless the original type was still in existence and they could get hold of it. They would have had to find old paper of the right sort—or reproduce it, watermarks and all, and make it look old. Then the bindings, the marbled slipcase, the leather covers … think of the craftsmanship, the incredible skill!”
In his passion for the thing he was describing, that peculiar old book, he seemed momentarily to have forgotten about Sparta.
She hesitated, then spoke in a whisper that would carry only to him. “I’m listening.” No answer. Perhaps he was startled by her closeness. “Why so important to look at it now? Why not wait?” she whispered.
“Because the real book may still be aboard.”
Had he hoped to find the real book first? Or was all this an elaborate alibi because she’d already caught him with the real book in his hands?
“Sondra Sylvester flew to Washington, then back to London three weeks before she boarded Helios,” she said. “She made other trips from France to England. What was she doing there?”
“She was in Oxford. She had a book made.” His voice was bolder now, darker, like old hardwood. “I have it in my hand.”
A shutter clicked in her mind, a wall descended, a decision was made. She slipped her hands over the rim of the hatch and pulled hard, darting into the hold. She brought herself up against the steel racks opposite the hatch and turned to face him. He was a glowing blob of red in the darkness, beside the open hatch. The thing in his hand was … a book—
—only a book.
“Can we have some light now?” he asked.
“Go ahead.”
He reached up and hit the switch beside the hatch. Green worklights illuminated the hold and her vision shifted into the visible spectrum. For a moment Blake’s eyes held hers. He looked a bit sheepish, as if regretting all the fuss.
She had an odd thought, then—she thought he looked rather charming with his reddish hair awry and his thoroughly rumpled suit.
He held up the book. “A beautiful counterfeit. The typeface is perfect. The paper is perfect—the kind they still print Bibles on. The binding is extraordinarily good. Chemical analysis will prove the book is new, but if you’d never seen the original, you would have to read a lot of it even to become suspicious.”
She was watching him, listening to him. He was different indeed. “What gives it away?” she asked.
“There must have been a gang of them at different print shops, whacking the linotype keyboards. Three hundred thousand words. Some of the typesetters weren’t as careful as others.”
“Errors?”
“A few typos. Only a few, remarkably.” He smiled. “There really wasn’t time for a thorough proofreading.”
She saw what he was driving at. “But Darlington probably wouldn’t have read it anyway.”
“From what I know of the man he would never have opened it.” He smiled. “Well, maybe to the title page.”
“What makes you think the original is still on board?”
“Because I personally brought the book up by shuttle and saw it secured in that rack only a few hours before Star Queen left Earth. Unless it went back off the ship immediately, it’s got to be here.”
“Is that the case it came in?” The gray Styrene case floated beside him.
“I’m pretty sure. I wasn’t that worried about the lock. A determined thief with plenty of time and access to the ship’s computer… I thought I knew what Sylvester was up to, you see, but it hadn’t occurred to me that she would move so quickly. News of the meteoroid strike started me thinking about how anxious she’d been for Star Queen to leave on schedule. Then I learned Inspector Ellen Troy had been assigned…”
How had he learned that? She’d worry about it later—she was going to have plenty of time to interview Blake Redfield. “All right, Mr. Redfield. Let me have this exquisite counterfeit. Exhibit A.” Ruefully she added, “Thanks for your help—I’ll put in a good word at your trial. If you’re lucky you can get a change of venue.”
“Sorry I had to blow a hole in the station. But the fuss I made wasn’t just for the book’s sake—not that it isn’t worth it.” He made no move to hand it to her. “A wise salesman once told me that anything for sale is worth exactly what the buyer and seller agree it’s worth. By that standard the real Seven Pillars is worth a million and a half pounds. This fake could have cost Sondra Sylvester a half a million pounds. Labor and materials. Bribes and payoffs.”
She liked his voice, but he was talking too much. “The book, please.”
His eyes never left hers. “You see, I knew if anyone came before I left Star Queen, it would be you. In fact, I counted on it.”
Again something had escaped her. Again her heart was suddenly racing. Once she’d known Blade Redfield well, as well as one child could know another. Why was he a mystery to her now?
“SPARTA,” he said, quietly. “I never believed what they told us about what happened to you, what happened to your folks, why they closed the program. I recognized you the second I saw you on that street in Manhattan. But you didn’t want me to know you even existed. So I…”
A great rending and tearing of metal cut him off in midsentence, its obscene screech crushing the warmth of his voice.
Creeping up on him, before she knew who he was, she’d seen that other hold open, but she’d ignored it. “Follow me,” she shouted, diving past him into the airlock.
In the corridor a blast of heat seared her face. The open Hold C airlock was the mouth of a furnace. She slammed the hatch shut and spun its wheel. “Blake, move!”
He scrambled out of the hold, still clutching the counterfeit book. “Get up there,” she urged him. “We’ve got to get off the ship, fast!”
Blake pulled himself out of the access lock—just as the hatchcover bulged from a massive impact, slamming him sideways off the ladder. Sparta boosted him and leaped after him, an instant before the diamond-edged proboscis ripped through the hatch’s steel plate like a chainsaw through plywood, spraying weightless shrapnel. The Rolls-Royce robot was rapidly carving a hole for itself through the sealed lock.
The mining robot, which had been loaded through an outer pressure hatch, was not only too big for the airlock but too big for the corridor; that it had to tear the ship to pieces to make progress did not deter it.
Blake sailed up past the cabins, through the flight deck, through the stores deck, toward the main airlock, pulling and steering himself with one hand in the darkness, holding his book in the other. Sparta followed closely, pausing only to slam the lower corridor hatch after herself.
Blake reached the top of the crew module. He careened to a halt against the outer hatch of the main airlock, reached to punch the switches—
—and yanked his hand back as if he’d been scalded.
Sparta pulled herself to a stop below him. “Go, Blake, go!” she barked, before she saw what he saw, the red sign blazing: WARNING. VACUUM. “They must’ve sealed off the security area,” she said, “let it go to vacuum.”
“Spacesuits—on the wall beside you.”
The robot’s progress was a demolition derby; an endless mashing and tearing of metal and plastic. Any moment it would rip through the hull, and then they would perish in vacuum.
“No time,” she said. “Our only chance is to disable it.”
“Do what?”
“Not here. We’re trapped.”
She dived back down to the flight deck. He fumbled after her. To him the place was pitch dark but for the glow of the console lights, but she saw everything. She could see through the steel deck to what looked like the glow of an oncoming white dwarf star.
“Forget that damned book!” she yelled at Blake—but he held onto the exquisite counterfeit as if it were worth as much as his life. The robot arrived on the flight deck at the same time he did, a creature of nightmare preceded by the flare of its radiators. Having widened the corridor opening with its saw-toothed proboscis, its bristling sensors appeared first above the edge of the hole, followed in milliseconds by its great samurai-helmet head thrusting into the room. Its head swiveled in rapid jerks, diamond-paned compound eyes reflecting the multi-colored glow from the instrument panel.
The wave of heat from its radiators was enough to send Blake and Sparta thrashing away in retreat.
The robot’s glittering eyes fixed on Sparta. Its leg motors accelerated with a whine, and it jumped—five and a half weightless tonnes, its ore-scoops out-stretched—toward the corner of ceiling where she cringed. She possessed a small fraction of the machine’s mass and could accelerate much faster; by the time it had smashed into the flight deck ceiling she was bouncing off the floor.
“Fire extinguisher,” Blake cried, and for a half second she thought he’d panicked, lost his wits—what good’s a fire extinguisher against a nuclear reactor?—but in the next half second she realized that the heat had inspired him.
That the mining robot was not built to work in freefall gave them a slim advantage in the battle. One other advantage, hardly more robust, had occurred to her when she’d leaped to evade its grasp. The brute machine acted as if it had a personal grudge—against her. It didn’t want to just punch a hole in the ship and let her die, drunk on hypoxia. It wanted to tear her to pieces. It wanted to watch.
Someone was looking through its eyes, controlling its every move—
—until Blake flew deftly toward its head, aiming a fire extinguisher as he came, pressing its trigger, covering its eyes with thick foam…
“Aaahh!” Blake’s cry was sharp, quickly stifled. The robot had swiveled as he’d passed; a radiator had come within inches of his arm; The Seven Pillars of Wisdom had exploded in flames. Frantically he turned the fire extinguisher on the book, then on himself, on his burning jacket.
The huge robot was thrown into a frenzy, writhing and slashing. It had lost its purchase, lost its view, like a beetle flipped on its back. But in seconds it would get a grip on something, tear into some fixed structure. Then surely its remote operator, forced to settle for efficient death, would ignore personal revenge and simply use the machine to smash through Star Queen’s windows.
Meanwhile the berserk and fiery robot dominated the flight deck, blocking their escape; even if it never got a good foothold it would kill them by setting them afire, melting the cabin around them.
Sparta knew what she had to do. It would leave her utterly vulnerable. The thought flashed through her brain that she couldn’t trust Blake Redfield, and instantly the rest of her brain said store it, first things first.
She fell into trance. The ultra-high frequency datastream—the frantic-smelling datastream, the hate-filled datastream of the robot’s controlling transmission—flowed into her mind. She raised her arms and hands and curved them in an antenna’s arc. Her belly burned. She beamed the message.
The robot jerked spasmodically and then froze.
She had it like a cat, by the scruff of its neck, clamped in her mind instead of her fist—but it took all her concentration to do it. She could override the strong signal from the nearby transmitter only because she was a few feet from the robot; the power stored in the batteries beneath her lungs would trickle away in less than a minute.
“Blake!” The word was plosive, hollow. “Pull the fuel capsule,” she gasped. Her beam wavered and the creature twitched violently.
Blake gaped at her. She hung like a levitating Minoan priestess in the lurid light, her arms curved into hooks, conferring a savage benediction. She forced out the words, thin as husks: “In its belly. Pull it.”
He moved at last, under it, between its wavering legs and claws. Above the paralyzed machine the ceiling was charring from the heat of the radiators; the smoldering plastic padding began pouring acrid smoke into the room. Blake fumbled at the fuel port—she wanted to tell him what to do but she didn’t dare—and after a moment he figured it out and got the port open.
Then he was stymied again. He paused to study the fuel cell assembly for endless seconds.
He saw that it was made for safety, for simplicity. It was, after all, a Rolls-Royce. He wrapped his fingers around the chrome staples of the fuel assembly, braced his feet against the robot’s shell, and pulled.
The fuel assembly slid out. Its cladding telescoped to shield it as he withdrew it. In that instant the massive robot was gutted, dead. Its radiators cooled—
—not soon enough to prevent the ceiling exploding into flames.
“Damn it, there’d better be another fire extinguisher in here,” he shouted.
There was. Sparta yanked it from its bracket, shot past him, and covered the blazing padding with creamy foam. She emptied the bottle on it, then flung it away.
They looked at each other—keyed up, the pair of them—exasperated, singed and sooty, choking on smoke, and then he managed a grin. She forced herself to return it. “Let’s get those suits on before we suffocate.”
He put on McNeil’s, she Wycherly’s. As she was bleeding some of Wycherly’s oxygen into McNeil’s empty tank, she paused. She’d had another inspiration.
“Blake … it was Sylvester who stole the book—who had it stolen. And I think I know where it is now.”
“She had a case of other books aboard, but I looked in there…”
“So did I. This is a guess. Don’t hold it against me if I’m wrong.” She twisted the oversize spacesuit’s gloves and yanked them off.
“Where are you going?”
“I need my fingers for this.”
She pulled herself back to the flight deck. She moved between the claws and legs of the inert robot until she found its main processor access. She opened the port and reached inside.
Blake watched her from the ceiling, barely visible in the dark. “What are you doing in there?” She’d been at it for what seemed a long time.
“I’m going to have to reinsert the fuel assembly. Don’t worry, it’s lobotomized now.”
He said nothing. He couldn’t think of anything to say except, you must be crazy.
When the fuel assembly slid into the robot its head wobbled, its claws clashed feebly, but its movements were those of a drugged rhinoceros. Sparta, tiny inside Wycherly’s borrowed suit, moved into the robot’s sluggish embrace again and reached into the processor. Motors whined. The robot’s abdomen split down the center and unfolded in layer upon layer of compound chambers, until the complex metal intestines of the ore-processing cavity lay exposed. In the grisly light the machine seemed to have disemboweled itself.
Sparta pulled herself over the carapace of the gutted robot and peered inside. There, propped between two massive worm gears in a mesh of tube snouts and grillwork, nestled a fragile, beautiful book, snug in its slipcase.
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The lights came on first, and spacesuited teams of workers moved efficiently into the empty security sector, evacuated both of people and of air, to replace the blown pressure hatch. Within half an hour of the emergency, the core had been repressurized and business had resumed as usual.
Before that, while air was still flowing back into the Q3 lock, a patrol squad, pressure-suited and with stunguns drawn, burst into Star Queen. They were hardened cops, used to dealing with drunkenness and homicidal rage and other forms of insanity that commonly afflict the human residents of space stations, but the destruction astonished them.
For one thing, they’d had few occasions to see, up close, the mining robots that prowled the surface of the planet beneath them, the machines that paid all their salaries, and to find one looming amid the wreckage of Star Queen’s bridge, even exposed and enfeebled, was plain terrifying. They approached the machine as divers might approach a comatose great white shark.
Except for the robot, which proved disabled, the ship was deserted. For a long time none of the patrollers noticed that the two spacesuits which had hung on the stores deck were missing.
 
Sparta and Blake had ditched the suits five minutes after they’d put them on. Again they’d taken to the darkened ventilator shafts, the conduits. She knew the back ways as he could not, having stored a thousand engineering diagrams in her memory, but he’d been careful to memorize what he needed to know about the internal layout of Port Hesperus before he’d left Earth, even then planning his assault on Star Queen.
“Three half-ounce wads of plastique on a timer for the pressure hatch,” he told her. “Cutter charge on the auxiliary cables, also on a timer. Threw the main bus breakers myself—wanted to make sure I didn’t do any real damage. A couple of the power plant workers will have ether hangovers…”
“C-4? Not fulminate of gold? Acetylene detonators?” They spoke on the move, chasing each other through the shadowy maze.
“Who’d use that junk? That’s dangerous as hell.”
“Somebody who didn’t care about danger and wanted the debris to look like an explosion in a fuel cell.”
“Star Queen was sabotaged?”
“You may be the last person in the solar system to hear the news. Assuming you didn’t do it yourself.”
He laughed.
“I need the rest of your story, Blake, before I make up my mind what to do with you.”
“Let’s stop here a minute,” he said. Following a manifold of pipes and cables, they had reached the mid-region of the core. They were in a substation, surrounded by huge pumps and fat gray transformers; the twilight gloom was striped with bright bars of light projected from a grating below, creeping slowly with the station’s rotation. Through the bars they could see straight into the central sphere, ringed with trees and gardens and the twin concourses of the station’s social center.
“I didn’t take explosives courses in SPARTA, Linda—”
“Don’t call me that, ever.” Her angry warning echoed in the metal chamber.
“It’s too late. They know who you are.”
“Yeah? Well I know who they are.” Her voice betrayed her, for she was tired, and the fear surfaced. “What I don’t know is where they are.”
“One of them is here, on this station. Looking for you. That’s why I went for all the fireworks—so I could get to you alone. Before they did.”
“Who is it?”
“I don’t think I’d recognize him. Or her. Maybe you would.”
“Dammit.” She sighed. “Start from the beginning, will you?”
He took a breath, closed his eyes, and let his breath out slowly. When he opened his dark eyes they glowed in the warm light from below. “SPARTA broke up a year after you left it. There were probably a dozen of us at my level then, the sixteen-and seventeen-year-olds—Ron, Khalid, Sara, Louis, Rosaria…”
She interrupted him. “That far back my memory is excellent.”
“The spring after you left some weird characters came around to see us from a government agency. These people were recruiters, looking for volunteers for a ‘supplementary training program,’ making lots of heavy hints about the black side. We were given the distinct impression that you had gone before us … and you were everybody’s idol, of course.”
“Everybody’s scapegoat, you mean.”
“That too, sometimes.” He smiled at the memory. “Anyway, we were suckers for the pitch. I was, anyway. I signed up—got into a shouting match with my mom and dad, but they finally gave in—and I went off to summer camp with a few of the others. This was in eastern Arizona, high up on the Mogollon Rim. We were there maybe three weeks. They knew we were in good shape, so they got right into the intellectual stuff. Survival. Ciphers. Demolition. Silent killing. Later I realized it was all lightweight, child’s play. An audition—a sieve, really, to catch those of us who were talented. Psychologically susceptible.”
“Who’d they catch? You and who else?”
“Nobody. Your father showed up one afternoon. He had plainclothes heavies with him, FBI maybe. I never saw him so angry; he just terrorized these self-styled tough guys who were running the place. To us kids he didn’t say much, but we could see his heart was breaking. We were on carriers back to Phoenix an hour later. That was the end of summer camp.” Blake paused. “That was the last time I saw your father. I never saw your mother again, either.”
“They’re dead. Officially. Chopper crash in Maryland.”
“Yes. Did you go to the funeral?”
“Maybe. Maybe not. That’s the year that’s missing from my memory.”
“Nobody I’ve talked to went to the funeral. We heard that—about the crash—a month, after we got home. SPARTA just fell apart, then. Next fall we were dispersed, most of us in private colleges—surrounded by people we thought of as retarded. We still had a whole lot to learn. What happened to you, nobody ever heard.”
“What did happen to me?”
Blake looked at her, his warm eyes softening. “This isn’t from experience, this is from research,” he said. “In some of the journals you’ll find that about that time, there was a program to inject self-replicating biochips into human subjects. This program was supposed to be under Navy control, because they were the biochip experts, instead of under Health or Science as you’d expect. The first subject was somebody who was supposedly clinically dead, brain-dead.”
“A neat cover story.” She laughed, but there was bitterness in her voice. “All they did was reverse cause and effect.”
He waited, but she said no more. “This subject supposedly showed remarkable improvement at first, but then became severely disturbed and had to be placed in permanent care. A private place in Colorado.”
“Biochips wasn’t all they did, Blake,” she whispered. “They had a lot to hide.”
“I’ve begun to gather that,” he said. “They did their best. Four years ago the place in Colorado burned down. Killed a dozen people. End of trail.”
“Everything you’ve told me I’ve already reconstructed for myself,” she said impatiently.
“If I hadn’t already seen you alive, I would have given up. How did you escape?”
“The doctor who was supposed to be my watchdog—his conscience must have started bothering him. He used biochips to repair the lesions they’d made. I started remembering…” She turned to him and without thinking gripped his arm, hard. “What happened during that missing year? What were they really trying to do? What did I do that scared them, made them turn me into a vegetable?”
“Maybe you learned something,” he said.
She started to speak but hesitated; his tone alerted her that she might not like what she heard. She withdrew her hand and quietly asked, “What do you suppose it was?”
“I think you learned that SPARTA was more than your father and mother claimed. The tip of a huge iceberg, an ancient iceberg.” He studied her while the station rolled in space and the bright bars of light through the grill sliced his shadowy features to ribbons. “There’s a theory. An ideal. Men and women have been burned in the service of that ideal. Others who believed in it have been praised as great philosophers. And some believers gained power and became monsters. The more I study this subject, the more connections I find, and the farther back they reach—in the 13th century they were known as adepts of the Free Spirit, the prophetae—but whatever name they used, they’ve never been eradicated. Their goal has always been godhood. Perfection in this life. Superman.”
Sparta’s mind was tingling; images danced in the half-light but flickered strobing away before she could raise them to consciousness. The peculiar vibration overcame her ordinary sight; she pressed her fingers to her closed eyelids. “My parents were psychologists, scientists,” she whispered.
“There has always been a dark side and a light side, a black side and a white side.” Patiently he waited until she opened her eyes again. “The man who ran M.I. was named Laird,” he said. “He tried to keep his involvement a secret.”
“I recognize the name.”
“Laird knew your parents for years, decades. Since before they immigrated. Maybe he knew something that would embarrass them.”
“No,” she whispered. “No, Blake, I think he seduced them with visions of an easier route to perfection.”
“You’ve remembered something new?”
She looked around, distracted and nervous. “You’ve been helpful, Blake. It’s time we got to the rest of our business.”
“Laird’s changed his name, maybe his appearance, but I think he’s still influential in the government.”
“I’ll worry about it later.”
“If he could have controlled you, he could have made himself anything he wanted.” He paused. “Maybe even a president.”
“He failed to control me. He also failed to make me perfect.”
“I think he’d like to bury the evidence of his failure.”
“I know that well enough. But that’s my problem.”
“I’ve made it mine,” he said.
“Sorry. You can’t play this game.” Her voice had regained its confidence. “Let’s get on with the game we’re already playing. Catching a thief.”
 
“Inspector Ellen Troy, Board of Space Control.”
The expression on Vincent Darlington’s round face wavered between disgust and disbelief—“Whatever could have…?”—and finally settled on deference to authority. He reluctantly opened the doors of the Hesperian Museum.
Sparta pocketed her badge. She was still wearing her dock rat disguise, and at the moment she felt more like the dock rat than the cop. “I believe you know Mr. Blake Redfield of London.”
“Goodness, Mr. Redfield,” Darlington fluttered. “Oh, come in, inside, both of you. Do please excuse the frightful disarray. There was to have been a celebration…”
The place looked like a mortuary. White cloths covered lumpy mounds on long tables standing against the walls. Lush and reverent scenes in thick oils hung in ornate frames. Colored light from the glass dome lay over everything.
“Well!” Darlington hesitantly extended a plump hand to Blake. “It is … good to meet you personally at last.”
Blake shook hands firmly, while Darlington’s scandalized gaze fell to the charred sleeve of his jacket. Blake followed his glance. “Sorry, I’ve just been involved in the pressure-loss incident,” he said, “and I haven’t had time to clean up.”
“My goodness, that was terrifying. Whatever happened? It’s the sort of thing that makes one long to be back on solid ground.”
“It’s under investigation,” Sparta said. “Meanwhile it has been decided to release your property from Star Queen. I think it will be just as safe here with you.”
In the crook of his left arm Blake held a blocky package wrapped in white plastic. “Here’s the book, sir,” Blake said, holding out the package. He let the plastic fall away to reveal the pristine marbled paper of the slipcase.
Darlington’s eyes widened behind his thick round glasses and his mouth pursed with delight. He quietly took the book from Blake, gazed at it a moment, then carried it with ceremony to the display case at the head of the hall.
Darlington laid the book on top of the glass and slid the leather-covered volume from its slipcase. The gilt edges of the pages glittered in the strange, dramatic light. Darlington stroked the tan cover as gently as if it had been living skin, turning the precious object in his hands to inspect its flawless binding. Then he reverently set it down again and opened it—to the title page.
He left it there. Blake looked at Sparta. She smiled.
“Did you ship it like this?” Darlington said abruptly. “This beautiful book might have been … badly soiled.”
“We’re keeping the carrying case in evidence,” Sparta replied. “I asked Mr. Redfield to inspect the book and vouch for its authenticity.”
“I wanted to see it safely into your hands, Mr. Darlington.”
“Yes, indeed. Well!” Darlington smiled cheerily, then glanced around the room with sudden inspiration. “The reception! What do you know, it’s not too late after all! I’m going to call everyone at once.”
Darlington started off toward his office, got two steps, and remembered that he’d left The Seven Pillars of Wisdom sitting in the open. Sheepishly, he returned.
He fiddled with the complex locks of the display case and carefully arranged the book on velvet pillows inside. He slid the case closed.
When Darlington had reset the magnetic locks he looked up, simpering at Sparta, and she nodded approvingly. “We’ll be going, then. Please keep the book available in the event it may be required in evidence.”
“Right here, Inspector! It will be right here!” Darlington patted the display case, then dashed to one of the tables and pulled off the shroud with a flourish, unveiling a mound of cracked prawns. He was so excited he almost clapped.
Blake and Sparta walked to the doors.
“Oh, by the way, you must come to the party,” Darlington called after them as the entrance slid open. “Both of you!… After you’ve had a chance to freshen up.”
The concourse outside the museum was crowded with pedestrians. They were opposite the Vancouver garden; they walked swiftly across metal paving and down a path among fern-covered granite rocks, seeking the shelter of arching pine branches and totem poles. When they were alone Blake said, “If you won’t let me come with you, I’m going to take Darlington up on his offer. I’m starved.”
She nodded. “I notice, Blake, that you’re as accomplished a dissimulator as I am. ‘Involved in the incident…’”
“It’s a distinction without a difference, isn’t it? Knowingly conveying a false impression is lying, period.”
“It’s the nature of my job,” she said shortly. “What’s your rationale?”
As she turned he seized her gently by the elbow. “Guard your back. I don’t know what they fixed you up with, but they left out the killer instinct.”
 
She recovered the package she’d hidden in the transformer room, then pressed the commlink in her ear, whose insistent chiming she’d switched off half an hour ago.
“Where have you been?” Proboda’s half-concern, half-panic, was almost touching.
“I underestimated our quarry, Viktor. I went to Star Queen hoping to…”
“You were aboard?” he shouted, so loudly she yanked the commlink from her ear.
“Dammit, Viktor… I was hoping to catch the culprit in the act,” she resumed, gingerly bringing the link to her ear. “Unfortunately, I ran into a large robot.”
“My God, Ellen, did you hear what went on inside that ship?”
“I just told you I was there,” she said, exasperated. “I want you to meet me at the offices of the Ishtar Mining Corporation. By yourself. Right now.”
“Commander Antreen is terribly angry, Ellen. She wants you to report back here immediately.”
“I have no time. Tell her I’ll make a full report as soon as I can.”
“I can’t—I mean, on my own initia—”
“Viktor, if you don’t meet me at Ishtar I’ll have to handle Sondra Sylvester on my own. And I’m much too tired to be polite.” She disconnected. This time she wasn’t lying; to her dismay, she found herself trembling with fatigue. She hoped she wasn’t too tired for the task remaining.
 
The two major mining companies on Port Hesperus provided the economic base for the entire colony; Ishtar and Azure Dragon were cordial but serious rivals, their headquarters located opposite each other in projecting arms on the planetward end of the station. Outside, these facilities bristled with antennas that transmitted and received coded telemetry. Only spies saw the interiors of their competition’s armored ore shuttles, and the smelting and finishing facilities were located on satellite stations several kilometers away.
After displaying her badge to a videoplate monitor, Sparta was allowed to enter Ishtar through its bronze-studded front doors, the so-called Ishtar Gate, which opened on a long spiraling corridor, paneled in dark leather, leading outward from the weightless core toward Earth-normal gravity. No guards were in evidence, but she was aware that her progress was monitored throughout the approach.
At the end of the corridor she found herself in a room lavishly paneled in carved mahogany, carpeted in Chinese and Persian rugs. There was no other apparent exit from the room, although Sparta knew better. In the center of the shadowy room a small spotlight illuminated a gold statuette of the ancient Babylonian goddess Ishtar, a modern interpretation by the popular Mainbelt artist Fricca.
Sparta paused, taken by it, her macrozoom eye drawn to a microscopic inspection. It was a stunning work, tiny yet swelling with power, supple yet knotted, like one of Rodin’s studies in wax. Around the base were carved, in letters meant to suggest cuneiform, verses from a primeval hymn: Ishtar, the goddess of evening, am I. Ishtar, the goddess of morning, am I. The heavens I destroy, the earth I devastate, in my supremacy. The mountain I sweep away altogether, in my supremacy.
“How may I assist you?” The question, phrased not helpfully but with disdain, came from a young woman who had stepped silently from the shadows.
“Inspector Troy. Board of Space Control,” Sparta said, turning to her. The tall receptionist was wearing a long purple gown of something with the texture of crushed velvet; Sparta was acutely conscious of her own singed hair and smudged cheeks, her torn, stained trousers. “Please inform Mrs. Sylvester”—she cleared her throat—“that I’m here to talk to her.”
“Is she expecting you, Inspector?”—smooth and cold, definitely uncooperative…
The receptionist’s name was engraved on a solid gold pin beneath her throat, a pin that would have been invisible to ordinary eyes. Not to Sparta’s.
One talent of a better-than-average cop is to be able to say more than one thing at once; some simple statements carry a wealth of implication (obey me or go to jail), and the first-name trick never hurts, even if it only makes ’em mad. “I require your full cooperation, Barbara.”
Barbara responded with a jerk, freezing the image on the handheld videoplate she’d been consulting.
“I’m here to see Sondra Sylvester on urgent official business,” Sparta told her, “regarding The Seven Pillars of Wisdom.”
The receptionist stiffly poked out a three-digit code and spoke softly to the gadget. A moment later Sylvester’s lush, husky voice filled the room. “Bring Inspector Troy to my office at once.” The young receptionist lost her hauteur. “Follow me, please,” she whispered.
Sparta followed her through double locking panels that slid silently aside. One curving hall led to another, and that soon opened upon scenes of Escher-like ambiguity: below Sparta and beside her, curving smoky windows overlooked control rooms peopled by dozens of operators in front of green and orange flatscreens and videoplates. Other curving glass corridors crossed above and below, and other control rooms were visible through distant windows. Many of the screens Sparta could see displayed graphics or columns of numbers, but on others live video pictures of a bizarre fishbowl world unreeled like the view from a carnival ride.
Somewhere on the surface of the planet below—on the bright visible side or away in the darkness beyond the terminator—radio signals relayed by synchronous satellites moved robots by remote control, to prospect, to delve, to mill, and to stockpile. The views through the moving screens were robot-eye views of hell.
Abruptly they were past the control rooms. Sparta followed the receptionist through a door, down another corridor, and finally into an office of such opulence that Sparta hesitated before entering.
A desk of polished chalcedony stood before a wall of rough-textured, curving bronze. Ruddy light fell fitfully over the surface of the wall, illuminating statues in their niches, exquisite works by the solar system’s major artists: a duplicate cast of Fricca’s Ishtar, flanked by Innanna, Astarte, Cybele, Mariana, Aphrodite, Lakshmi. Another wall contained shelf upon shelf of books bound in colored leather and stamped with gold and silver. Through heavily filtered windows the sulfurous clouds of the planet rolled in twilight.
It was a room that spoke, paradoxically, of despair—a prison, its static luxuries meant to substitute for the random simplicities of freedom.
“You may leave us, Barbara.”
Sparta turned to find Sylvester behind her, wearing the same dark silk gown she’d worn disembarking from Helios. And when Sparta glanced around, the receptionist had gone; these women had an uncanny trick of moving silently. Sparta found herself wishing that Proboda had made his appearance.
“You’re much smaller than I expected, Inspector Troy.”
“Videoplate images have that effect.”
“And I have no doubt you intended the effect,” Sylvester said. She crossed the carpeted room to her stone desk and sat down. “Normally I’d ask you to make yourself comfortable, but in fact I am extremely busy just now. Or perhaps you are ready to release my cargo?”
“No.”
“What can I tell you about The Seven Pillars of Wisdom?”
Sparta realized that she was too tired to work at subtlety; the directness of her question surprised even her. “How much did you spend counterfeiting it? As much as you would have paid for the real thing?”
Sylvester laughed, a startled bark. “An ingenious question—for which there is no answer.” But unlike Sparta, Sylvester was a bad liar; she held herself on a tight leash, and what passed for coolness was the result of long practice at restraining a tempestuous nature.
“You left your rented villa on the Isle du Levant the day after you arrived there, took a magneplane from Toulon to Paris, a ramjet to Washington, D.C., where you spent a day in the Library of Congress recording on chip the entire contents of the only remaining Oxford edition of The Seven Pillars of Wisdom still accessible to the public. You then flew to London, where with the help of the bookseller Hermione Scrutton—whose record of involvement in literary fraud might almost be considered distinguished in some circles—you arranged to meet certain parties in Oxford, a city where the craft of printing is cherished and its ancient tools preserved, where even the working typefonts of the past are displayed as treasures in museums, where the revered techniques are still occasionally practiced. With the help of several printers and a bookbinder, people whose love of the making of books is so great they allowed themselves to engage in counterfeiting for the sheer joy of practicing their skills—although the very substantial amounts you paid them didn’t dampen their enthusiasm—you made an almost perfect copy of The Seven Pillars of Wisdom. It was even easier to bribe a notoriously luxury-loving member of Star Queen’s crew to practice his calculating skills on a locked case and steal a book from the cargo of his own ship, replacing it with your counterfeit.”
As Sylvester listened to this recitation the color in her pale cheeks deepened. “That is an extraordinary scenario, Inspector. I can’t imagine what comment you wish me to make.”
“Only confirm it.”
“I am not a pond for you to fish in.” Sylvester willed herself to relax. “Please leave now. I have no more time.”
“I was very careless on my first inspection of Star Queen—I knew that one of your robots had been field tested; I thought that explained its residual radioactivity. I didn’t bother to examine the fuel assemblies.”
“Get out,” Sylvester said flatly.
“…but sometimes a little knowledge is dangerous. If I’d checked the hot robot I would have seen that McNeil had reinserted the fuel rods so that he could open the machine. The oversight almost cost Blake Redfield and me our lives. At your hands.”
“You’re talking utter nonsense…”
In two quick steps Sparta was at the desk. She raised the package wrapped in plastic she’d been holding at her side and slammed it down on the polished stone. “Here’s what’s left of your book, Mrs. Sylvester.”
Sylvester froze. She stared at the package. Her indecision was so transparent, so agonizing, that Sparta could feel the woman’s apprehension and pain.
“A bluff will gain you nothing but a little time,” Sparta said. “I may not have all the details right, but I’ll get at your financial records, I’ll talk to the people who know. McNeil, for starters. The details and the witnesses will be along shortly. And there’s your book.”
It lay there, a rectangular bundle wrapped in plastic.
“Difficult to recognize in its present condition,” Sparta said harshly, her own fear and resentment for the attack on her life finally spilling into anger, wiping out the empathy that had threatened her judgment, “so perhaps you will be good enough to tell me which of the two copies it is.”
Sylvester sighed. Trembling, she reached to the flimsy plastic, threw it back… The charred block of pages lay in flakes of ash, in the crumbling fragments of its slipcase. “This is too cruel,” she whispered. Sylvester steadied herself in her chair, grasping the edge of her desk so tightly that her knuckles whitened. “How can I know?”
Sparta pulled the book around and pried open its baked pages. “ ‘The dreamers of the day are dangerous men,’” she read, “ ‘for they may act their dreams with open eyes, to make it possible.’ ‘Dreams’ should be ‘dream,’ singular.” Sparta turned the wrecked book and, leaning over the desk, pushed it toward Sylvester. “Blake Redfield informs me that the text contains many similar errors. This is the counterfeit. The original has been returned to its owner.”
“To Darlington?”
“That is corr…”
In her near exhaustion, in the heady rush of revenge on the woman who’d tried to take her life, Sparta had not been listening… Her reaction to the black pistol that appeared in Sylvester’s hand, arcing toward her, was woefully sluggish.
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Blake Redfield spent a few quick minutes in his Venus-view room at the Hesperus Hilton; then, in a white shirt, maroon tie, and dark silk suit of stylish cut, he sallied forth to make a second, more respectable appearance at the Hesperian Museum.
His adventures of the past hour had left him curiously undecided, unsettled. His chance sighting of Linda on that Manhattan street corner had awakened something in him, a feeling not urgent at first, but insistent and increasingly intense.
He’d found it a simple matter to combine his researches into his childhood friend’s mysterious disappearance with his own collector’s passion, for he was nowhere more at home than in old bookstores and library stacks and data files, whether electronic or “fiber-based.” Thus he had stumbled upon the long, deliberately obscured trail of the shadowy international cult he had only recently been able to tie to the prophetae of the Free Spirit. With his nose for inference and testable hypothesis, he’d learned more than he’d expected.
Long before that, other, more savage passions had been awakened, ones he’d indulged as a teenage boy playing half-serious secret-agent games with his peers in the Arizona mountains. Smearing themselves with shoe polish. Sneaking up on each other. Plinking at each other with capsules of red paint. Blowing things up. Etc.
He’d resumed his lessons, privately. No more games with paint.
But tracking down Linda, Ellen as she called herself, had lacked something of the fantastic quality he’d anticipated. When he finally found her—a nice surprise he’d arranged, too—he’d expected to be greeted as a kindred soul; instead she’d seemed preoccupied by matters she was unwilling to share, layers of concern, woven branches of potential—so many crimes, so many villains, doing an invisible gavotte. So many loyalties to balance. So many corners to watch. She’d grown skilled at hiding her thoughts and feelings from people, too skilled. And he had hoped to touch her feelings.
Now he wondered how much of a surprise his dramatic revelations had been. She was mysteriously adept at things he was hardly aware of.
 
Vincent Darlington, giddy with social success, greeted Blake lavishly and ushered him into the ersatz chapel. Space station society was a hothouse affair, fluid and incestuous, and gaudy display was part of the game. Plumes and trapezes of glitter bobbed on heads whose hair, when not shaved off altogether, had been tortured into extraordinary shapes, wagon wheels and ratchets and Morning Star maces, ziggurats, corkscrews. The faces below came in every natural color and several artificial ones, enlivened by splashes of paint and, on the men, odd swatches of whiskers. The room was filled to capacity and it seemed like everybody was trying to stand in the same place, next to the food tables. These were obviously people who appreciated Darlington’s taste, if not in art, then in champagne and hors d’oeuvres.
Blake recognized a few of his recent companions aboard Helios, including, to his mild surprise, Sondra Sylvester’s companion Nancybeth, who welled up in front of him as he tried to push closer to the display case containing The Seven Pillars of Wisdom. Nancybeth was resplendent in green plastic kneeboots, and above them a miniskirt of real leather, dyed white and hanging in fringes all the way from her raw hemp belt. Her top was thinly veiled in low-slung, purple-anodized aluminum mesh, which went well with her violet eyes.
“Open your mowffy,” she coaxed, her chin raised and her lips pooched, and when he started to ask her “what for” he got no further than the “what,” which gave her the opening she needed to shove a tube of something pink and orange and squishy between his teeth. “You looked hungry,” she explained as he masticated.
“I was,” he said, when he’d swallowed, wincing.
“Not just your tummy, Blakey. You have hungry eyes.” Her voice fell a few decibels, so that he had to lean closer to hear her. Her six-inch mirrored earrings swung like pendulums, threatening to hypnotize him. “All the way here on the liner I could feel your hungry eyes eating at me.”
“How ghastly for you,” he said. He said it louder than he’d intended; adjacent heads turned.
Nancybeth recoiled. “Blake, silly! Don’t you understand what I’m saying?”
“I wish I didn’t.” He took advantage of her temporary retrenchment to gain a few inches toward his goal. “Have you seen the book yet? Do you think Darlington’s given it a decent burial in this mausoleum?”
“What do you mean?” she asked suspiciously. Her chin was abeam his shoulder now, and there was danger she would be swept aft. “Vince has very good taste. I think the gold on the edge of the pages goes really well with the ceiling.”
“That’s what I meant.” He’d finally reached the altar that enshrined the relic, only to discover that it was almost impossible to see; the party guests in the vicinity were using the glass top of the display case as a handy tabletop for their plates and wine glasses. Blake turned queasily away, Nancybeth still with him.
“I’m surprised to see you here without Mrs. Sylvester,” he said bluntly.
She wasn’t sophisticated, but she had a sixth sense for the needs of others, and Blake’s matter-of-factness got through to her; she answered in kind. “Vince won’t talk to Sondra. He invited me ages ago—because he thought I’d drag her along. His idea was that she was going to rub me in his face, and he was going to rub that book in hers.”
Blake smiled. “You’re okay, Nancybeth. You call it the way you see it.”
“I’m seeing it now. And I’m calling it. But it’s not answering.”
“Sorry. Fact is, I’m looking for someone else.”
Her eyes went cold. She shrugged and turned her back on him.
He moved through the crowd searching the faces of strangers. After filling a plate he tried to get away from the crowd and found himself alone for the moment in a small chapellike room off the grotesque glass-domed nave of Darlington’s cathedral. In this small room were cases displaying objects quite different from the run of execrable gimcracks Darlington had pushed to center stage. Inside the cases Blake recognized the fossils of Venusian life that had gotten Darlington’s silly art gallery a place on the map of the solar system.
They were dusty red and gray things, fragmented, morphologically ambiguous. He knew nothing of paleontology, but he understood that these had been authenticated as the remains of creatures that had burrowed and crawled, maybe flapped and glided, during a brief paradise of liquid water and free oxygen that had prevailed millions of years ago, before the catastrophic positive feedback of the greenhouse effect had turned Venus into the acid-drenched, high-pressure inferno it was now.
The remains were more suggestive than descriptive. Scholarly volumes had been devoted to these dozen scraps of stone, but no one could say for sure what things had made them, or left them behind, except that whatever they were, they’d been alive.
Blake brooded unhappily on the puzzle, hardly new to him, that so many people like Vincent Darlington possessed so many treasures of which they had not the slightest conception of value—aside from money, aside from possession itself.
His ponderings were abruptly interrupted.
In the adjoining room a woman’s scream rose above the babble, a man yelled, and in quick succession there were seven very loud whacks—overtaken by a long splintering of glass.
For a moment the air hung still, echoing, before everyone in the crowd began screaming and shouting and fighting each other to get out. Blake dodged panicked refugees and seconds later found himself in an empty room, confronting a bloody tableau.
Sondra Sylvester was writhing in the grip of Percy Farnsworth and a horrified Nancybeth. Sylvester’s heavy silk gown had been slashed by falling glass, and blood was streaming down over her livid face from cuts in her scalp. Her right arm was raised stiffly over her head, where Nancybeth was trying to pull it down to get at the black pistol that Sylvester still held in a steel grip, yelling at her, “Syl, no more, no more…” Meanwhile Farnsworth had Sylvester around the waist and was trying to throw her to the glass-strewn floor; he and Nancybeth had also suffered cuts on the scalp and shoulders. Sylvester’s finger tightened on the trigger and an eighth bullet smashed into the riddled stained-glass ceiling, loosing another shower of fragments.
Then Sylvester dropped the pistol, having exhausted the ammunition clip. She relaxed almost luxuriously into the arms of the others, who suddenly found themselves supporting her.
Blake helped them carry her to the side of the room, away from the glass. So much blood was pouring over Sylvester’s eyes that she must have been blinded by it—scalp wounds flow copiously, even when they’re not serious—but she’d been seeing clearly enough when she sent the first rounds from the illegal weapon into Vincent Darlington’s body.
Darlington lay on his back in a spreading pool of crimson, staring open-eyed through the shattered dome at the tops of tall trees on the opposite surface of the central sphere, his body frosted over with powdered glass.
Behind him, safe inside the case that served as a table for smeared plates and empty glasses, rested the object of Sylvester’s passion.
 
Sparta was inside a kaleidoscope, its broken bits of glass falling with rapid stuttering leaps into new symmetric patterns that repeated themselves endlessly out to the edge of her vision, and beyond. The slowly spinning vortex of jagged colors seemed to be sucking her into infinity. With each shift, a strung-out, whistling explosion echoed through her mind. The scene was dizzying and vivid—
—and part of her consciousness stood to one side watching it with enjoyment. That part was reminded of a cartoon she’d seen on an eye doctor’s wall, a car speeding across a desert on a long straight road, passing a sign that read “Vanishing point, ten miles.”
She laughed at the memory, and the sound of her own laughter woke her up.
Her blue eyes opened to find Viktor Proboda’s brighter, bluer ones, wide in his square pink face, only inches away. “How do you feel?” His blond eyebrows were twitching with concern.
“Like somebody hit me in the head. What was I laughing about?” With his help she sat up. There was a heavy ache in the muscle of her jaw that brought back an old memory, from circa age fourteen, of an abscessed wisdom tooth. Cautiously she touched her cheek. “Oww! I bet that’s pretty.”
“I don’t think the jaw’s broken. You’d know.”
“Great. Do you always look on the bright side, Viktor?” She pulled herself to her feet with his help.
“We should get you to the clinic. A concussion requires immediate…”
“Hold off a minute. Did you pass your friend Sondra Sylvester on your way in here?”
Proboda looked distinctly uncomfortable. “Yes, in the core, just outside the Ishtar gate. I knew something was wrong from her face. She looked at me but she didn’t even see me. I was thinking about what that mining robot did on Star Queen, and I thought that’s why you came here, so I thought I’d better find you.”
“Thanks… Dammit.” She grabbed at her ear, but her commlink had fallen out. “She knocked it loose. Viktor, call in and send a squad to the Hesperian Museum on the double. Call the museum too, try to warn Darlington. I think she went to kill him.”
He knew better than to ask for explanations. He keyed the emergency channel, but as soon as he mentioned the Hesperian Museum the squad dispatcher interrupted.
He listened, his jaw sagging, then broke the link. He looked at Sparta. “Too late.”
“Is he dead?”
His chin jerked in a nod. “She put four .32 slugs in him. After they grabbed her, she put four more through his glass ceiling. It’s lucky she didn’t kill somebody on the other side of the station.” Still looking on the bright side.
She touched his arm, half urging him to start moving and half comforting the big, sad cop—recognizing that he was sad for Sylvester, whom he’d admired, not for Darlington, that silly leech. “Come on, let’s go,” she said.
A tall woman was standing in the doorway, Kara Antreen. Rigid and gray, her square-shouldered severity was at odds with the luxury of Sylvester’s office. “Viktor, I want you to take immediate charge of the investigation into the shooting of Vincent Darlington.”
Proboda halted, perplexed. “Not much of an investigation, Captain. There was a roomful of witnesses…”
“Yes, it shouldn’t take long,” Antreen said.
“But Star Queen…”
“You are relieved of your responsibilities with respect to Star Queen,” Antreen said flatly. She cocked an eye at Sparta, daring contradiction. “That’s a new case, now.”
Sparta hesitated, then nodded. “That’s right, Viktor. You’ve been very helpful, and I appreciate it…”
Proboda’s unhappy face grew longer.
“The captain and I should be able to wrap things up pretty quickly,” Sparta said.
Proboda stepped away stiffly. He’d been impressed by Inspector Ellen Troy and had unbent enough to let her know it. He had even defended her to his boss. Now she’d grabbed the first chance to cut him out of the case. “Whatever you say,” he growled. He marched out past Antreen without wasting a backward glance on Sparta.
Alone, the two women watched each other in silence. Antreen was impeccable in her gray wool suit, Sparta was a weary urchin, battered but streetwise. But Sparta no longer felt at a disadvantage. She only felt the need for rest.
“You’ve repeatedly and ingeniously managed to avoid me, Inspector Troy,” Antreen said. “Why the sudden change of attitude?”
“I don’t think this is the place to talk, Captain,” Sparta said, tilting her chin to indicate the room’s invisible bugs and eyes. “Corporations like this one are good at keeping secrets. But it could still be considered a violation of the suspect’s chartered rights.”
“Yes, certainly.” Antreen’s eyelids drooped over her gray eyes—and here was an excellent liar indeed, Sparta saw, who did not betray herself when she had been anticipated, even two moves deep. “Back to headquarters, then?” Antreen suggested.
Sparta walked confidently past her; Antreen fell into step immediately behind. They walked into the spiraling transparent corridor that overlooked the control rooms.
Sparta paused at the rail.
“Something wrong?” Antreen asked.
“Not at all. I didn’t really get to see this on the way in. I was too busy. For someone who’s never left Earth before, it’s an impressive sight.”
“I suppose it is.”
From ten meters overhead, behind the curving glass, Sparta and Antreen peered down at the men and women of Ishtar at their consoles. Some were alert and hard at work, some were lounging, idly chatting with each other, sipping their coffees and smoking their cigarettes while watching on giant screens as loyal robots sliced and shoveled through the underworld.
Antreen’s right hand was in her outside jacket pocket. She leaned in close to Sparta, a movement that an Arab or a Japanese might not have noticed. But she was close enough to make a typical Euro-American nervous.
Sparta turned to her, relaxed, alert. “We can talk here,” Sparta whispered. “They left the eyes and ears out of this stretch.”
“You’re positive?”
“I checked the corridor coming in,” Sparta said. “So let’s stop playing games.”
“What?”
Sparta heard offended dignity, not guilt, overlaying Antreen’s caution—she was excellent. Sparta’s tone grew exaggerated. “By now you’ve got the files I ordered from Central, haven’t you?” She was playing the tough cop from headquarters, dressing down the locals.
“Yes, of course.”
Anger, persuasively laid over confusion, but Sparta laughed in her face. “You don’t know what the hell I’m talking about.”
Antreen was suddenly prickling with suspicion. She said nothing.
Sparta prodded her hard. “The files on Pavlakis Lines. Get your staff in shape, will you?”—but behind the contemptuous sneer on her bruised and blackened face, Sparta was striving to keep her throbbing consciousness from fractioning again. The broken bits of the kaleidoscope were whirling at the edge of her vision. “If you’d seen the reports you’d know it was that ape Dimitrios, taking it out on young Pavlakis. Revenge. Because the kid ended the forty-year-old insurance con Dimitrios had been running with his dad. Pavlakis played into his hands by hiring Wycherly to protect him—a guy who was already in on the scam, who needed money more than anything and had the added advantage of being a dead man in advance. Got all that?”
“We have that information,” Antreen snapped. Anger again, this time laid over smug relief, for Sparta was talking police work after all. “We have Dimitrios’s statement, the widow’s statement. Pavlakis came to us himself before we could pick him up—before the blowout. He says he suspected it all along, that Dimitrios rigged a phony accident.”
“He did?” Sparta grinned, but it was a weird grin coming out of that swollen, seared face. “Then what are you really doing here?”
“I came to tell…” But this time Antreen couldn’t disguise the shock. “…you…”
“You came for me. Here I am. Took you forever to get me alone.”
“You know!” Antreen looked around wildly. They were hardly alone. But they were isolated from the workers below in a glass tube with no ears. Afterward, what would witnesses make of what was about to happen?
Whatever Captain Antreen told them to think.
Antreen jerked her right hand up and out, but she was close—it had been a mistake to move in so close. Sparta’s own right hand came across the space between their bodies and seized Antreen’s wrist as it cleared her pocket. In a microsecond Antreen was stumbling; Sparta was taking her down sideways along the direction of the resisting arm, using the resistance. Startled, Antreen’s left leg tried to move across for balance, but it went nowhere except into Sparta’s solidly planted left thigh. Antreen dove, but Sparta did not let her dive; controlling the weapon, Sparta never let go of Antreen’s right wrist, and Antreen spun onto her back as she fell. She hit the carpeted floor heavily.
If Sparta had been a little stronger, a little bigger, a little less tired—if she’d been perfect—she might have prevented what happened next. But Antreen was quick and strong and as practiced at unarmed combat as Sparta. With the leverage of her long legs and free arm she rolled, pulling Sparta across her—Sparta brought Antreen’s arm up sharply behind her back as she rolled—another half roll and Sparta would lose her grip; Antreen would be on top of her…
Antreen screamed when she drove the spike into her own spine.
It was a crescendo of pain, but she screamed with more than pain. She screamed in the horror of what was happening to her, what was about to happen to her—what would happen quickly, but not quickly enough.
Sparta yanked the thing out of Antreen’s back almost instantly. Only then did she see what the weapon was. She knew she was too late—
—for the telescoping needle had already sprung out and was writhing like a hair-fine worm in Antreen’s spinal cord, questing for her brain. Although she could no longer feel the fast approaching mind-death, still she screamed.
Sparta tossed the barrel of the empty hypodermic on the mat and sat back, legs splayed, sagging onto her rigid backthrust arms, sucking in great gulps of air. The corridor thundered with booted feet and around its curve a squad of blue-suits appeared, stun-guns drawn. They stumbled to a halt in good order, the front rank to their knees, half a dozen gun snouts pointing at Sparta.
Antreen had kept on rolling, onto her back. She was crying now, great sobs of pity for her dwindling awareness.
Viktor Proboda shoved his way through the patrollers and knelt beside her. He reached out his big hands and hesitated, afraid to touch her.
“You can’t do anything for her, Viktor,” Sparta whispered. “She’s not in pain.”
“What’s happening to her?”
“She’s forgetting. She’ll forget all this. In a few seconds she’ll stop crying, because she won’t remember why she’s crying.”
Proboda looked at Antreen’s face, the handsome face framed in straight gray hair, a face momentarily stretched into the mask of Medusa but where even now the terror was fading and the tears were drying. “Isn’t there anything we can do for her?”
Sparta shook her head. “Not now. Maybe later, if they want to. But they probably won’t.”
“Who are they?”
Sparta waved him off. “Later, Viktor.”
Proboda decided he’d wait; Inspector Troy said lots of things that went past him the first time. He stood and shouted at the ceiling. “Where’s that stretcher? Let’s get moving.” He stepped over Antreen to Sparta, holding out his hand. She took it and he pulled her to her feet. “Practically the whole company was watching you. They called us right away.”
“I told her it was clean. She was so eager to get me she believed me. What’s happening to her is what would have happened to me…”
“How did you know they’d call us?”
“I…” She thought better of it. “Lucky guess.”
There was a commotion among the police, and the stretcher came through. As the two bearers were kneeling beside Antreen she spoke, calmly and clearly. “Awareness is everything,” she said.
“Are my parents alive?” Sparta asked her.
“The secrets of the adepts are not to be shared with the uninitiated,” Antreen replied.
“Are my parents adepts?” Sparta asked. “Is Laird an adept?”
“That’s not on the white side,” said Antreen.
“I remember you now,” Sparta said. “I remember the things you did to me.”
“Do you have a Q clearance?”
“I remember your home in Maryland. You had a squirrel that slid down a wire.”
“Do I remember you?” Antreen asked.
“And I remember what you did to me.”
“Do I remember you?” Antreen repeated.
“Does the word SPARTA mean anything to you?” Sparta asked.
Uncertainty creased Antreen’s brow. “Is that … is that a name?”
Sparta felt her throat tighten, felt tears well in her eyes. “Good-bye, gray lady. You’re an innocent again.”
 
Blake Redfield was waiting in the weightless corridor outside the Ishtar Gate, mingling with the floating pack of gawkers and mediahounds who had been trailing the police in eager desperation. Sparta slipped past the yellow tape and sought him out.
When he saw her face he was surprised, then concerned. She let him study her bruises. “I watched my back, like you told me.” She tried to grin with swollen lips. “She got me from the front.”
When he held out his hand, she took it. Holding his hand, it was easier to ignore the questions the reporters were shouting at them, the curses of those who sounded like they were ready to kill for a quote. But when Kara Antreen was pulled past on a floating stretcher the photogram recorders all swung to follow the procession, and the mediacrowd swam off after them like sharks after chum. Sparta and Blake lingered behind a moment—
“Want to take the short cut?”
—and a few seconds later they had disappeared.
They darted through the darkened tunnels and conduits toward the central sphere, keeping pace with each other.
“Did you know it was Antreen all along?” Blake asked.
“No, but the first sight of her prodded my memory. Something down deep, something I couldn’t bring to consciousness made me know it was a good idea to stay out of her way. This just now was her second attempt. She was the one who used the robot on us.”
“I thought that was Sylvester!”
“So did I. Anger is the enemy of reason, and I was so mad I wasn’t thinking straight. Sondra Sylvester wanted that book more than anything, much more than she wanted Nancybeth, or even to humiliate Darlington. She never would have risked the real book, even if she’d overheard us talking and knew she was caught. It was Antreen who bugged the ship and heard us.”
They flew in silence, then, until they came to their lookout overlooking the central gardens and went to ground. Perfectly alone in the swinging cage of light, they found themselves suddenly, unaccountably shy.
Sparta forced herself to go on. “Antreen went aboard Star Queen and fueled the robot, while I was staging my show-and-tell lecture about sabotage. Setting a trap for the wrong people.” She laughed wearily. “She got the opportunity she wanted before she was ready for it. She sure didn’t expect to deal with you. When the robot didn’t do the job I think she realized how hard it was going to be to kill me outright, at least in a way that wouldn’t bring suspicion on herself. So she went for my memory. After all, it worked once before. She’d have been after you, next.”
“Did you learn anything about your parents?” he asked, quietly and urgently. “About the rest of them?”
Sparta shook her head. “Too late,” she said sadly. “Antreen couldn’t tell us anything now if she wanted to.” This time she reached out to him and gently took his hand.
He covered her hand with his, then reached to cup her chin. “Then we’ll have to do it alone, I guess. The two of us. Find them. If you’re ready to let me play this game.”
His spicy aroma was especially delicious when he was only inches away. “I should have let you before.” She leaned weightlessly forward and let her bruised lips rest on his.



EPILOGUE
 
McNeil told the rest of the untold truth without further hedging, the next time she confronted him. He had moved out of the clinic and rented a room in transient crew quarters, but he spent most of his time in his favorite French restaurant, on the concourse opposite the poplars of Samarkand. Recorded meadowlarks sang sweetly among the nearby trees.
“I knew you’d be back,” he said. “Will you have some of this excellent St. Emilion?”
She declined. She told him what she knew, and he filled in the rest. “And if I cooperate fully, how much time do you think they’ll give me for it?” he challenged her.
“Well, since the property was recovered…”
“Don’t forget, you’d have a hard time proving intent, if my lawyer was to be wise enough to keep me off the stand,” he said cheerfully.
“Slim chance. At any rate, we’d get you for the wine bottles.”
“Alas, the owner of all the commodities in question is since deceased.”
Sparta knew the cause of justice would not be served if she laughed out loud, so she nodded solemnly. “McNeil, you’ll be cooling your heels in a cell for at least four to six months.”
“Pity. Almost the length of a quick trip to the Mainbelt. Always tried to avoid those.”
“Perhaps I will have a glass of that,” she said.
He poured and she sipped. She thanked him. McNeil grew serious. “One thing you may be overlooking, Inspector. That is a magnificent book, not merely an object. It deserved to be owned by someone who could appreciate its contents. As well as its binding.”
“Are you suggesting you were motivated by more than greed, Mr. McNeil?”
“I’ve never told you a lie, Inspector. I admired Mrs. Sylvester. I’m sorry to see her come to ruin.”
“I believe you, McNeil. I always did.”
 
McNeil could take care of himself. Blake Redfield needed help. The investigation of Kara Antreen’s inexplicable pathological behavior would no doubt continue for months, if not years; it was with fleeting regret that Sparta laid sins at her door that she had not committed. Blake was never suspected of having blown a hatch, of having cut power, assaulted workers, broken into and burgled impounded government property. Instead, he faded into Sparta’s shadow…
 
Viktor Proboda was there at the docking bay to see them off with a bouquet of hydroponic asters. Accompanied by a chorus of mediafolk, Blake and Sparta were about to board the Helios, the first step in the long return trip to Earth.
“It was a pleasure, Viktor. If there’s any justice, it won’t be long until we…” Her commlink softly chimed. “One sec.”
She cocked her head and listened to the breathless dispatcher: “Inspector Troy! Inspector Troy! New orders from Earth Central! Your trip is canceled—you’re to report to headquarters right away.”
“What’s this about?” She looked up to see a squad of blue-suits already swimming toward them—her escort to unit headquarters.
A few seconds later, when she found time to answer Blake’s and Proboda’s insistent questions, all she could say was, “I’ll have to catch up with you later, Blake. I can’t tell you what’s happened. And you wouldn’t believe me if I did.”
 
Through the many-layered scandal that had absorbed their attention for the past weeks—through the burials and depositions and hearings and trials—the inhabitants of Port Hesperus had never ceased or even slowed their work. Five of Ishtar’s huge new robots had gone to the surface immediately after the Star Queen impoundment was lifted. The sixth was released to Ishtar and followed its fellows after forensic teams had lifted the last molecule of evidence from it and the ship it had ravaged.
The new robot corps was sent to explore a promising syncline on the glacis of the huge Lakshmi Plateau, in an area previously only lightly surveyed by surface rovers. Among the ore samples gathered on these prospecting expeditions was one odd fragment now residing in the Hesperian Museum—a fossil, one among only a dozen Venusian fossils.
It was not unexpected that when serious mining began in the region another fossil or two might appear. The operators on Port Hesperus had been asked to keep a close eye on their screens for just such an event.
The atmosphere of Venus is so dense at the surface and the light of the sun so diffuse that operating one of the glowing robots in many ways resembled operating a nodule miner on the bottom of Earth’s oceans. It was not always easy for an operator to know what he was seeing on the big screens. They showed him a bowl-shaped world with close horizons tilting sharply up on every side, the sere rock everywhere glowing a dark orange. Looking at such a screen was like looking at the world through the bottom of a thick ashtray of orange glass. To drive an immense robot up a narrow canyon and under the overhang of an arching stratified canyon, sampling rock outcrops every few yards, could be both strenuous and disorienting.
So the operator of the Rolls-Royce HDVM, alert as he was, may be forgiven for not immediately recognizing that the creature’s slashing proboscis had broken into a cavern that was not, as it first appeared, a natural hollow in the cliff. So bizarre were the forms suddenly illuminated by the glare of the white-hot radiators that the operator had only moments to react—moments dangerously extended by the radio delay of the remote signal—to prevent the destruction of the lines upon lines of carved inscriptions and the gaunt, monstrous representations that loomed up suddenly on his screen.



BREAKING STRAIN
 AN AFTERWORD BY
 ARTHUR C. CLARKE
 
Unlike some authors, I have not generally been given to collaborative work in the science fiction area, especially in regard to my novels which, for the most part, have been written alone. There have been, however, some notable exceptions. In the 1960s, I worked with director Stanley Kubrick on the most realistic SF film done to that time, an ambitious little project called 2001: A Space Odyssey. Over a decade and a half later, I had another close encounter with a Hollywood director named Peter Hyams, who produced and directed the visually impressive adaptation of my sequel, 2010.
Both films were rewarding experiences, and I found myself both surprised and delighted by some of the results. Now I find myself once again involved in an intriguing collaborative venture that has evolved from my original story, Breaking Strain.
The novella (horrid word!) Breaking Strain was written in the summer of 1948, while I was taking my belated degree at King’s College, London. My agent, Scott Meredith, then in his early twenties, promptly sold it to Thrilling Wonder Stories; it can be more conveniently located in my first collection of stories, Expedition to Earth (1954).
Soon after Breaking Strain appeared, some perceptive critic remarked that I apparently aspired to be the Kipling of the Spaceways. Even if I was not conscious of it, that was certainly a noble ambition—especially as I never imagined that the dawn of the Space Age was only nine years ahead.
And if I may be allowed to continue the immodest comparison, Kipling made two excellent attempts to being the Clarke of the Air Age; see “With the Night Mail” and “As Easy As ABC.” The ABC, incidentally, stands for Aerial Board of Control; we need something like that, with teeth, in this time of hijackings and air bombings.
Oh, yes, Breaking Strain. The original story is of course now slightly dated, though not as much as I had expected. In any case, that doesn’t matter; the kind of situation it describes is one which must have occurred countless times in the past and will be with us—in ever more sophisticated forms—as long as the human race endures.
Indeed, the near-catastrophe of the 1970 Apollo 13 mission presents some very close parallels. I still have hanging up on my wall the first page of the mission summary, on which NASA Administrator Tom Paine has written: “Just as you always said it would be, Arthur.”
But the planet Venus, alas, has gone; my friend Brian Aldiss neatly summed up our sense of loss in the title of his anthology Farewell, Fantastic Venus…
Where are the great rivers and seas, home of gigantic monsters that could provide a worthy challenge to heroes in the Edgar Rice Burroughs mold? (Yes, ERB made several visits there, when Mars got boring.) Gone with the thousand-degree-Fahrenheit wind of sulphuric acid vapor…
Yet all is not lost. Though no human beings may ever walk the surface of Venus as it is today, in a few centuries—or millennia—we may refashion the planet nearer to the heart’s desire. The beautiful Evening Star may become the twin of Earth that we once thought it to be, and the remote successors of Star Queen will ply the spaceways between the worlds.
Paul Preuss, who knows about all these things, has cleverly updated my old tale and introduced some elements of which I never dreamed (though I’m amazed to see that The Seven Pillars of Wisdom was in the original; when I read the new text, I thought that was Paul’s invention). Although I deplore the fact that crime stories have such a universal attraction, I suppose that somebody will still be trying to make a dishonest buck selling life insurance the day before the Universe collapses into the final Black Hole.
It is also an interesting challenge combining the two genres of crime and science fiction, especially as some experts have claimed that it’s impossible. (My sole contribution here is “Trouble with Time”; and though I hate to say so, Isaac What’s-His-Name managed it superbly in his Caves of Steel series.)
Now it’s Paul’s turn. I think he’s done a pretty good job.
Arthur C. Clarke
 Columbo, Sri Lanka
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		On the following pages are computer-generated diagrams representing some of the structures and engineering found in Venus Prime:

	Pages 2-5
	Star Queen Interplanetary freighter—2 perspective views; wireframe and cut-away views of crew module; main engines; fuel tanks.

	Pages 6-8
	Port Hesperus Venus-orbiting space station—2 cut-away perspective views; axial components.
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	Mining Robot Mechanism for analysis and processing of Venusian surface elements—2 full-figure side views; individual mining components.
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	Visual Feedback Enhancement A geological analysis of the Venus surface as seen by mining robot.
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	Sparta Neuronal implant schematics—visual components; auditory components; olfactory components; tactile components.
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PROLOGUE
 
The thin wind whistled shrilly along the knife-edged ice. Needles of ice and scallops of ice thrust out of the compacted sand into the wind-borne grit. Gargoyles of ice hung from cliffs a kilometer high, brooding over the polar plain.
The wind was too thin to sustain a living thing but not too thin to carry the abrasive grit. The grit etched the rock and heaped the sand and carved the ice and the hard stone into arches and buttresses and buttes. The thin wind was a digger.
The hole it was digging now, in the sand beneath the ice, had a piece of metal in it. The metal was shiny and hard, not so hard that it had not been shattered—who knows when or how—but so hard the wind-borne grit could not mar its mirror surface.
Something else had etched the metal and dug channels in it. The channels were different from each other but all the same height and width and depth. They ran in straight lines. There were three dozen different kinds of them, but they repeated themselves in various sequences until the total number of them, etched in the metal, was a thousand and more.
A Martian year after the wind dug the etched mirror out of the sand beneath the ice, a man in a pressure suit came along and found it lying exposed there and carried it away.
 
“You’re crazy, Johnny, you can’t keep a thing like that secret. How you gonna make money on somethin’ looks like nothin’ nobody’s ever seen before?”
“Are you sayin’ it’s not valuable, Liam?”
“I’m sayin’ it’s too valuable. It’s one of a kind. You won’t get no money fer it, under the table or over.”
This was about as private as you could get around here, in the poker nest under the pipe rack in the drill rig dome, where the booze and the dope were cached. The crew boss knew all about it; he didn’t give a squeak, as long as nobody showed up high on any company monitors. But you had to whisper in here. These damn domes carried sound from one side to the other just as good as a phone link, and you never knew who was standing over there listening in.
“Huh. Never thought I’d be accused of bein’ in possession of somethin’ too valuable.”
“Quit poor-mouthin’. You been takin’ plenty off us.”
“Yeah, and I’m plannin’ to do it again tonight. You got one more chance before the others show up. Front me to these pals of yours in Lab City, you can keep a third.”
“Forget it. Best turn it straight in. That way at least you’re a hero. Every day you keep it you’re askin’ fer a ticket to jail.”
Passage doors popped, away on the other side of the dome. Somebody’s belch echoed off the stacks of pipe.
“What if I said there’s more out there, Liam? Other stuff with this funny writing. And stuff I can’t tell what it is.”
“You tryin’ to con me, Johnny?”
“Hell, no.”
“A lot of stuff?”
“Make up your mind first.”
“I’ll mull it over.”
“Boo, you guys.” A laugh sounded right behind them, slung over the arch of the dome. “It’s game time.”
“I want no tales circulatin’, Liam”—hardly even a whisper now—“You’re the only soul on Mars knows what I got.”
“You can trust me, John.”
“Good. We’ll both stay healthy.”
 
A week later, already four days behind schedule, the crew finally got the rig up and started to sink pipe. The sun went down in the red Martian sky, taking a pack of sundogs with it. Liam and Johnny were working the drillhead. They’d been hard at it for four hours and they were already down to permafrost when the pipe kicked—nobody ever did figure out how it happened, but it was no surprise, this was not a tight ship—but then Johnny really screwed up and it got away from him and the business end of the pipe blew a hole in the ice. Which normally would have resulted in maybe some people getting a quick ride back to the unemployment line in Labyrinth City, except right underneath them there was a big pocket of pressurized gas in the permafrost and it blew too, and the whole pipe rack went way, way up like a bundle of straws, and then all the straws came back down on Liam and John.
 
A man’s fine blond hair fell to within millimeters of the etched metal where it rested on the green baize desktop. “How did he come to be in possession of this exquisite thing?” The man was big-boned and tall, but his movements were precise and delicate. As he bent to inspect the plaque, he was careful not to let a hair touch it; he was reluctant even to let his breath cloud its shining surface.
“He must have picked it out of the sand, sometime within the past two months. Certainly he hadn’t the slightest idea of its worth.” The other man was older, pinstriped and crewcut. He flicked a holomap of the North Pole onto the mapscreen. “Our crew has hit these four sites since they went out in the spring. Spent roughly two weeks in each.” His blunt index finger pushed at four glowing dots that formed a ragged curve around the terraced ice. “The discipline was appalling, Albers. People took rovers and went joy-riding whenever they liked. Just where to is anyone’s guess. I’ve sacked the foreman and the district manager. Not in time to do us any good, I’m sorry to say.”
The tall man, an archaeologist, straightened and pushed his hair back. The sadness of his wide, down-turned mouth was offset by eager gray eyes, exuberantly bushy eyebrows, and a forehead that climbed to the high latitudes of his skull before disappearing under his blond hair. “This couldn’t possibly have been an isolated artifact. Surely there’s an incomparable treasure out there.”
“And we’ll do our best to find it,” said the executive. “Can’t hold out much hope, though. At least this piece is in your good hands now.”
Together they studied it in silence. The drilling man’s reverence was as profound as the archaeologist’s.
The blond archaeologist had spent ten years following the drilling crews, searching the frosted sands, tracing Martian watercourses that had dried to powder a billion years ago. He and his colleagues who specialized in paleontology had found fossils in abundance, simple forms highly adapted to a climate that had swung between frightening extremes of wet and dry, cyclone and calm, cold and colder.
But what drew archaeologists to this sparse ground were the scattered remnants of a different order of life—not fossils, not scraps of shell or bone, but the remains of what might have been implements made of novel alloys, and here and there tantalizing hints of what might have been structures. All these creatures—the abundant life that had crept across Mars and wallowed in the wet sands beside the desert-scouring flash floods, and the beings, whatever they were, who had left only hints of their advanced development—all these had flourished and vanished before life on Earth had evolved to anything more complex than blue-green algae.
Now the metal mirror on the desk, incised with a thousand characters, gave testimony that a billion years ago Mars had been host to a high culture.
“I suppose Forster knows of this already.”
“Yes, I regret to say,” the driller replied. “The word spread fast on the grapevine. Forster’s on his way from Earth now.”
A smile flirted with the archaeologist’s mournful mouth. “It will be amusing to see what he makes of it.”
“He’s already held a media conference, you know. Already given the makers of this a name.”
“Oh? What name?”
“He calls them Culture X.”
The sad archaeologist allowed himself an amused grunt. “Dear Professor Forster. Always energetic. Not always very original.”
“That at least is to our advantage.”
 
No efforts of drilling teams or scientists ever found any trace of a treasure hoard on Mars. But ten years after the discovery of the Martian plaque, a mining robot on the surface of Venus—a planet as different from Mars as hell from limbo—was prospecting in a narrow canyon near an ancient beach, a beach a billion years old. The robot’s diamond-edged proboscis cut through a wall of rock and came upon strange things. Within hours news went out across the solar system that Culture X had been, without doubt, a spacefaring species.
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1
 
Sparta closed her eyes, stretched in the tub, and let her chin bob at the water line. At the threshold of sound, the water fizzed. Droplets condensed on her eyelashes; invisible bubbles tickled her nose. The odor of sulfur hung lightly over the baths.
The precise chemical formulation of the minerals in the water appeared unbidden in her mind’s eye; they changed every day, and today the water cocktail mimicked the baths of Cambo-les-Bains in the Pays Basque. Sparta analyzed her environment wherever she went, without thinking about it. It was a reflex.
She floated easily; she weighed less, and the water weighed less, than they would have on Earth. She was a long way from Earth. Minutes went by and the warm water rocked her into relaxed drowsiness as she savored the news she had long awaited and only today received, her orders from Space Board headquarters: her assignment here was ended, and she was recalled to Earth Central.
“Are you Ellen?” The voice was quiet, tentative but warm.
Sparta opened her eyes and saw a young woman standing shadowed in the mist, naked but for the towel wrapped around her waist. Her straight black hair was tied in a bun.
“Where is Keiko?”
“Keiko was unable to come today. I’m Masumi. If it is all right with you, I will give you your massage.”
“I hope Keiko isn’t ill.”
“A minor legal matter. She asked me to apologize for her, most sincerely.”
Sparta listened to the woman’s soft voice. She heard nothing but the simple truth. She rose from the tub. Her slick skin, rosy with heat, gleamed in the filtered light from the terrace. The diffuse light played over her dancer’s small taut figure, over her slight breasts, over her flat stomach and abdomen ridged with muscle and her slim hard thighs.
Her disheveled blond hair, soaking wet in back where it had been submerged, fell straight to her jaw line; she kept it chopped off straight, with little regard for fashion. Her full lips were perpetually parted, tasting the air.
“Here’s a towel for you,” Masumi said. “Would you like to go on the upper terrace? We still have an hour of Venus-light.”
“Certainly.” Sparta followed the woman along the row of steaming tubs and up the steps to the open roof deck, brushing the water from her shoulders and breasts as she walked.
“Excuse me a moment, please. They forgot to take the tables in before the last rain.” Masumi spilled the film of water from the waist-high massage table and rubbed it dry while Sparta stood at the low rail, swiping at the last drops of moisture on her flanks and calves.
She looked down over the houses and gardens of Port Hesperus. The flat roofs descended below her in steps, like the roofs of a Greek village on a steep hillside, each house with its enclosed courtyard of citrus trees and flowering plants. At the bottom of the hill were the parallel main streets of the village, and between them, gardens of exotic shrubs and towering trees, redwoods and firs, tall poplars and yellow ginkgoes. These famous gardens, landscaped by Seno Sato, were what made Port Hesperus a destination worth a wealthy tourist’s visit.
The streets and the gardens curved sharply up to the left and right and met high above Sparta’s head. Behind her and to both sides a huge concavity of glass slats swept up to embrace the houses and trees in a single globe. Half a kilometer away in the enclosed sky, a metal spindle threaded this sphere of glass and metal and plants and people; around the shining spindle the whole populous globe turned twice a minute.
To Sparta’s right, sunlight poured into the sphere. To her left, an arc of Venus blazed like a polished shield; the planet’s white clouds showed no detail, seemed not to move, although they were driven by supersonic winds. Over Sparta’s head the whirling sun was rivaled by the reflection of Venus—a million reflections, one in each louvered pane, rolling around the axis of Port Hesperus.
The high-orbiting station would take another hour to pass over the planet’s sunlit hemisphere and into the night. By natural sunlight, the days on Port Hesperus were only a few hours long, but people here made their own time.
“Is there anything you particularly wanted to work on?” Masumi asked. “Keiko mentioned recurring headaches?”
“I seem to have a lot of tension at the base of my skull.”
“If you would just lie down—”
Sparta climbed onto the table and lay with her cheek pressed into the padding. She closed her eyes. She heard the woman moving about, arranging her things—the oil, the towels, the footstool she would stand on when she needed to reach Sparta’s lower back from above. With her acute hearing, Sparta heard the almost inaudible sound of fragrant oil flowing onto Masumi’s hands, heard the louder sound of Masumi’s palms briskly stroking each other and warming the oil…
The heat of Masumi’s palms hovered an inch above Sparta’s shoulders, then descended strongly, moving the flesh… As the minutes passed, her strong fingers and the heels of her hands plowed the muscles of Sparta’s back down the whole length of her trunk, from shoulders to buttocks and back again, and down her arms to her upturned, lightly curled fingers.
There Masumi hesitated. To pause at this moment in a massage, just after a strong beginning, was not characteristic of an alert, trained masseuse—but Sparta was used to it, and anticipated the question.
“You were injured?”
“A traffic accident,” Sparta mumbled, her cheek pressed hard into the fabric. “When I was sixteen. Almost ten years ago.” It was a lie, repeated so often she sometimes forgot it was a lie.
“Bone grafts?”
“Something like that. Artificial reinforcements.”
“Any sensitivity?”
“Please don’t worry,” Sparta said. “Keiko usually goes deep. I like that.”
“Very well.”
The woman resumed her work. The repetitive long strokes of Masumi’s hands on Sparta’s bare skin warmed her; she felt herself sinking warmly into the padded table, under the warm sun and the reflected warmth of Venus and the circulating warmth of the space station’s great garden sphere. Before long she had been kneaded and stretched into complete and rubbery relaxation.
Sparta’s eyelid opened at the hot bite of pain, as Masumi’s fingers pressed into a knot in her right shoulder. Under the insistent pressure of the masseuse’s fingers, Sparta’s spasmed muscles slowly began to unclench—not without her willed cooperation. And when the knot finally unraveled, she felt an unaccustomed rush of emotion…
She could be the greatest of us
She resists our authority
William, she’s a child
To resist us is to resist the Knowledge
A groan escaped Sparta’s parted lips. Masumi went on with her work, making no comment. Under deep tissue massage, people often found themselves involuntarily reliving moments of past anguish; letting those memories resurface was part of the process.
Sparta had learned that lesson early, shortly after her first visit to the spa—one reason she had taken to Keiko’s style of massage. Keiko’s expert hands had not only soothed her aching body, they had allowed and encouraged Sparta to reach deeper into her own buried memories, as Masumi’s hands were doing now.
Memories and lies. Lying memories.
The voices she heard were the voices of the people who had tried to erase all her memories. They had tried to cut them out with a knife. They had not wanted her to remember what they had done to her. They had not wanted her to remember her parents, or ever to question what had become of them. And in the end, they had not wanted her to live. They had done their best to kill her; they had tried again and again.
A compassionate doctor had made what repairs he could, but years had gone by before he acted.
Her somatic skills had survived. She could do things she did not remember learning how to do. Her body had been interfered with in ways she only partially understood. In her memory many facts survived from before the intervention, but only a few fragments of fact survived from afterward; things came up at odd moments, in odd contexts. Yet she knew she did not want to be what she had been.
Sparta took a new name, a new identity, a new face.
Then they had learned who she was and where she was.
She did not know who they were, except for one of them who was now permanently disabled and out of the way, and one other, the one she feared and hated most. She did not know whether she would recognize him, when it mattered.
Masumi’s hands dug into her shoulders again. Sparta floated into the pain and through it and found herself becoming very drowsy. Her eyes closed. A cheerful babble of voices—English, Arabic, Japanese, Russian, some of them children’s voices—floated in from far away, from the busy streets that flanked Sato’s gardens.
Another memory came to her, this one less than a half a year old. The first time she had laid eyes on Sato’s beautiful gardens, she had been hiding in a transformer room up inside the central spindle, peering through a grille. She had not been alone. With her was another man who had pursued her and found her, whom she had not spoken to since her former life, whom she did not trust but wanted to. His name was Blake Redfield; he was almost her age, and like her he had been chosen for the experiments, although they had never done to him what they had done to her. As the two of them hid in the transformer room from enemies still unknown, Blake had told her what he’d learned about her past, about the SPARTA project which had brought them together and from which she took her secret name. That time they had escaped their pursuers, but they were far from free of danger.
Almost half an hour passed in thoughts of Blake, thoughts that alternately pleased and frightened Sparta. Four months ago he had left her to return to Earth, warning her that she would not hear from him for a while, but refusing to tell her why. She had not received any word from him or about him since…
Masumi lifted her hands and said, “Take a moment now. When you feel comfortable, roll over, onto your back.”
After a long, deep breath Sparta did so, rolling onto her back, settling onto her buttocks, letting her heels snub into the fabric. For a moment, as always, she felt terribly exposed.
Masumi stood behind her head and cradled it in both hands, rolling it gently from side to side, stretching the neck muscles, slowly working down to her shoulders.
When her hands moved to Sparta’s chest and ribs, Sparta’s eyes opened in involuntary fright. There were structures under her diaphragm, artificial structures that were sensitive to touch. Sparta willed herself to relax, to allow Masumi’s hands to travel over the oblique muscles of her abdomen, trying not to betray her invisible, internal strangeness.
Masumi’s knowing hands sensed her tension and brushed lightly over the surface of Sparta’s belly, working on down to her thighs. Sparta allowed a soundless sigh to escape her lips and closed her eyes on the view of whirling planets and suns, the trees of the gardens growing upside down and sideways.
Many minutes later Masumi’s hands left her body. Masumi flipped the end of the sheet gently over Sparta’s closed eyes and said, “Relax a while before you get up. Sleep if you like.”
Sparta listened to Masumi gather her things and walk quietly away. She lay peacefully, feeling a current of cool air flow down from the windows as the sun fell gradually away to the side and the disk of Venus became a crescent. Port Hesperus was approaching the terminator.
She saw the spinning universe in her imagination. The stars became bits of colored glass, whirling, jerking into new patterns as they wheeled and fell, as regular and as infinitely variable as snowflakes or the patterns of a kaleidoscope. The colors became brighter and brighter, whirled faster and faster…
Sparta slept. The whirling colors faded, and the spinning shards of glass became dancing leaves, an autumn cyclone, sucking her deeper into the vortex. She clung dizzily to the falling raft. The swirling tunnel walls were streaks of green light and black shadow, not watery and slick but infinitely open, a million blackbirds coursing against the apple-green sky of a winter dawn.
She peered down, was forced to peer down into the funnel by the leaning of the raft to which she clung. The eye of the vortex was vanishing as fast as she fell toward it; there was a blackness at infinity into which the infinitely numerous blackbirds were descending, accompanying themselves with an echoing chorus of shrill screams, their blackness blending to black and their cries echoing among their own soft bodies.
The blackness warmed, and the cries rounded. “Rrrr, rrrr, rrrr, rrrr, rraa rrre, rree…”
The swirling blackbirds began to disintegrate, their bits to coalesce. The blackness below was purple, throbbing like a heart. An infinity of bits of black curve flew past, bits of black slash, bits of black spot, sliding down the nautilus spiral into the heart, which now began to glow like a hot brick.
And the boom of the hieratic choir: “RRRREH, RRRREH…”
And the swirling signs, forming strings of black light, and beading themselves. The infinite heart below shifted upward through the color scale as the throats of the choir swelled: “UHHHHH, SSSSSS, EEEEEE, YUHHHH, MMMMMM, JUHHHH, THEHHH…”
The swirling signs were signs, and the beaded strings gave off sounds, as they were swallowed and made ash by the heart that had become a fiery eye the color of the sun, an eye into whose mouth she was streaking like a meteor.
The choir of signs was everywhere, each sign falling to be consumed like a spring snowflake on the swelling white field of the beating sun, giving off its essence in vibration as it expired: “AAUWWW, BBBEEE…”
She plunged into the fire. It was icy cold. From the groans and meaningless plosive bellows, meaning suddenly spurted: “HOW BEAUTIFUL ART THOU.” A mass of voices sang the hymn. “HOW BEAUTIFUL ART THOU, UPON THE EASTERN HORIZON…” A pounding drumbeat roared and drowned the chorus.
Sparta woke up startled, her heart racing.
A galaxy of colored lights surrounded her in the arching darkness; Port Hesperus was soaring across the dark hemisphere of Venus. A darker mass loomed out of the twilight in silhouette, moving toward her, hand outstretched—
—then Sparta, seized with fear, was off the table, crouching naked on the planks behind it, poised to fight.
“Oh, miss, I’m terribly sorry.” It was Masumi, in a dark blue cotton wrap. “I told them you could not be disturbed, but they say it is an emergency.”
Sparta straightened; her heart continued to pound. She took her commlink from Masumi, which she had left in the dressing room, and slipped it into her ear. “This is Troy.”
“Board dispatch—we’ve got a problem on the surface. Mount Maxwell is erupting. Get over to Azure Dragon, ASAP.”
 
Ten minutes later she stood in the control room of the Azure Dragon Mutual Prosperity Mining Endeavor, peering at videoplate screens that should have been displaying views of the surface of Venus, but were filled with electronic snow instead.
“What’s your reading?” she asked the man at the console.
“We had just reestablished contact when everything cut out on us. At first we thought lightning from the eruption—but it’s more than just atmospherics. We can’t rouse them on any channel.”
“The HDVM?”
“Ditto. We get nothing.”
“How long have you been in LOS?”
“Loss-of-signal occurred thirteen minutes ago.”
“What have you done about it?”
“Additional HDVMs have been scrambled from Dragon Base.”
“That’ll take too long.” Sparta’s answer was instantaneous. The HDVMs—Heavy Duty Venus Miner robots, self-propelled and remotely directed from Port Hesperus—were huge metal beetles that even at their considerable top speed over the rough surface of the planet would take hours to cover the distance. “We’ve got to go down.”
“I can’t make that decision,” said the controller.
“You don’t have to,” Sparta said. “Load Rover Two into the manned shuttle and tell launch control to stand by.”
The controller turned to protest. “the CEO has given explicit orders…”
“Tell your CEO I’ll meet him at the shuttle launch bay. I want a rover pilot standing by and I want the pre-launch sequence to be underway by the time I get to the ready room, is that understood?”
“As you say, Inspector Troy. But even the Space Board can’t order a rover pilot to go down involuntarily.”
“There will be a volunteer,” she said.
As she swam through the weightless central corridor of Port Hesperus toward the space station’s shuttle docking complex, her commlink chimed softly. “Troy here.”
“Board dispatch, Inspector. We have just received a faxgram addressed to you. Do you want it now?”
“Go ahead.”
“After the code block the text reads, ‘Let’s play hide-and-seek again, if you’re in the mood and promise to play fair.’ That’s all. No signature. The originating block is encrypted.”
“Okay, thanks.” Sparta did not need to know where the faxgram had originated. With his usual lousy timing, Blake Redfield had chosen this moment to resurface. He wanted to play. Just now she had no time for hide-and-seek.
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“Let’s play hide-and-seek again, if you’re in the mood and promise to play fair…”
Blake Redfield and the woman who called herself Sparta, though others knew her as Ellen Troy, had been playing hide-and-seek a long time. She’d done most of the hiding, like the time more than two years ago that she’d led him into the Grand Central Conservatory in Manhattan and vanished into a tame tropical forest. That was the first time he had seen her since both of them were teenagers, and he’d recognized her immediately even though she had thoroughly disguised herself. It was also the moment when he’d begun seeking her in earnest.
Trying to retrace her hidden past, he began at the beginning, with the program known as SPARTA. The Specified Aptitude Resource Training and Assessment project had been the dream of two psychologists, Sparta’s mother and father—Sparta’s name was Linda then—who believed that every person possessed a wide range of innate “intelligences,” or talents, which could be developed to a degree that many people would consider evidence of genius. But to Linda’s parents there was nothing magical about genius or the processes that led to it; it was a matter of trained supervision and a carefully controlled learning environment. For a long time the SPARTA project had only Linda herself to demonstrate its goals and methods. So spectacular were the little girl’s achievements that her parents attracted funding and more applicants. Blake, while still a small child, had been among the first of the new students.
But the SPARTA project was dissolved a few years later when its founders were reportedly killed in a helicopter crash. By then Blake and most of the others were teenagers, and they went their separate ways to colleges and universities around the world. Linda, however, had vanished, leaving behind only vague rumors of a crippling mental disorder.
Blake grew up to be a handsome young man, inheriting from his father the strong jaw and wide mouth of the Black Irish, and from his Chinese mother the high cheekbones and liquid brown eyes of a Mandarin. A sprinkle of freckles across his nose and a glint of auburn in his straight black hair saved him from too-devilish good looks.
His interests were varied, but even as a youth he had gained a reputation for his knowledge of old books and manuscripts. So valued was his expertise that he was often retained as a consultant by libraries, auction houses, and dealers. While still in his early twenties, he accepted an offer from the London office of Sotheby’s.
Blake’s avocation gave him an excellent base from which to research any number of topics, not just old books, so when he unexpectedly encountered Linda in Manhattan—and saw that she had no wish to be recognized—he decided to find out more about the origins of the SPARTA project he had taken for granted. He found himself faced with too many interesting coincidences to ignore…
 
On Blake’s last night in Manhattan before moving to London, his parents threw a party in his honor. That was the excuse, anyway; Blake didn’t know any of the people who came although he recognized them from the society strips and viddie propaganda spots. It was perhaps his parents’ not-too-subtle way of saying they’d expected more of him than a passion for old books.
Blake rarely drank alcohol, but as a gesture to his parents he carried a full glass of the very expensive Chardonnay they’d broken out in his honor. He spent much of the evening standing at the windows staring out at the night, while the party guests cooed and chattered behind him. The Redfields owned an eighty-ninth-floor penthouse condo-apt in the Battery, with a wall of glass looking south over Old New York Harbor. Far below, the dark harbor was spotted by clusters of lights on the giant harvesters that floated on a swelling carpet of algae that stretched to the Jersey shore; the matte surface of the algae was scored by ruler-straight lanes of black water.
“You are Mr. Redfield. The younger?”
Blake turned and said pleasantly, “The name is Blake.” He carefully shifted the wine glass to his left hand and offered his right.
“I’m John Noble. Call me Jack.” The square-built man had a sandy crewcut and wore a pinstriped suit. As they shook hands he said, “I’ve looked forward to meeting you, Blake.”
“Why’s that?”
“SPARTA. Your mother and father were certainly proud when you were admitted. I used to hear a lot about your spectacular progress.” Noble’s black eyes were hard bright buttons above the ledges of his cheekbones. “Frankly, I wanted to see how you turned out.”
“Ecce”—Blake spread his arms—“Hope I’m not too much of a disappointment.”
“So you’re in the book business.”
“So to speak.”
“Plan to make a lot of money that way?”
“Hardly.”
“Did the SPARTA program turn out other scholars like yourself?”
“I haven’t kept in touch with the others.” Blake studied Noble a moment and decided to take a risk; he interrupted before Noble could speak. “But why don’t you tell me, Jack? You’re a Tapper.”
Noble grimaced reflexively. “You’ve heard of our little organization.” The Tappers were a philanthropic group that met once a month for dinner at private clubs in both Washington and Manhattan. They never admitted guests and never publicized their activities.
“You sponsored several of us SPARTA kids, didn’t you?”
“I didn’t realize that was general knowledge.”
“You sponsored Khalid, for example,” Blake said. Blake’s parents and their friends belonged to some of the same clubs—only the first of the coincidences Blake had uncovered—so he knew that the Tappers’ aim was ostensibly to discover and encourage young talent in the arts and sciences. Encouragement took the form of scholarships and other, unspecified support. No aspiring youth could apply for Tapper aid, however. Discovery was a Tapper prerogative. “What’s Khalid up to these days?”
“In fact he’s a rising young ecologist with the Mars Terraforming Project, of which I’m one of the directors.”
“Good for Khalid. Why do I get the sense you’re needling me, Jack? Don’t you approve of book collecting?”
“You are a blunt young fellow,” said Noble. “I’ll be just as blunt. SPARTA was a noble undertaking, but it seems to have produced few like Khalid, people with an interest in public service. I wondered about your perspective on that.”
“SPARTA was intended to help people live up to their potential—so they could make choices for themselves.”
“A recipe for selfishness, it would seem.”
“We also serve who only sit and read,” Blake said flippantly. “Let’s face it, Jack, you and I don’t have to worry about the roofs over our heads. You made your fortune selling water on Mars; short of some disaster, I’ll inherit mine. Books are my hobby. Do-gooding with the Tappers is yours.”
Noble shook his head once, sharply. “Our purpose is a bit more serious. We believe the world, all the worlds, will soon be confronted with an unprecedented challenge. We do what we can to prepare for that event, to search out the man or woman…”
Blake leaned imperceptibly closer, his expression relaxing into frank interest. It was one of those tricks known to the socially adept, one of the tricks one had been apt to pick up at SPARTA.
And it almost worked, before Noble recovered himself. “Well, I was about to bore you,” he said. “Please excuse me, I really do wish you the best of luck. I’m afraid I must run.”
Blake watched the man walk hastily away. From the corner of the room his father raised an eyebrow in a silent question; Blake smiled back cheerily.
Interesting exchange, that. Jack Noble had certainly confirmed Blake’s suspicion that the Tappers were not what they seemed. Through discrete inquiries of his parents and their friends, Blake had already compiled a list of the dozen men and women currently on the Tappers’ rolls and looked into their backgrounds. Their circumstances and occupations were quite varied—an educator, a nanoware tycoon, a well-known symphony orchestra conductor, a cognitive psychologist, a medical doctor, a neuroscientist, a freebooter like Noble—but they had more in common than just their interest in encouraging youth, and this too seemed an odd coincidence: all the Tappers had had ancestors who had left England in the 17th century, after having been arrested as “Ranters.”
 
Blake continued his researches when he moved to London. In the reading room where Karl Marx had written Das Kapital, Blake came across tantalizing information about the Ranters.
Under the rule of Cromwell, according to one distraught observer, “heresies come thronging upon us in swarms, as the Caterpillers of Aegypt.” Especially noxious were the Ranters, concentrated in London, infamous for their rioting, carousing, and shouting of obscenities—as well as of slogans that seemed innocent but had some special meaning to initiates, such as “all is well.” Ranters disdained traditional forms of religion and professed loudly and ecstatically that God was in every creature and that every creature was God. Like their contemporaries the Diggers, the Ranters believed that all people had an equal claim to land and property, and that there ought to be a “community of goods.” Not only goods and real estate were shared. “We are pure, say they, and so all things are pure to us, adultery, fornication, etc…”
The authorities cracked down. Some Ranters died in prison. Some Ranters repented; many converted and became gentle Quakers. Some, driven into hiding, adopted secret languages and clandestinely continued to propagandize and recruit. Some, evidently, had made their way to the New World.
Theirs was the legacy of a savagely suppressed heresy which had persisted in Europe since the first millennium, known at its height as the Brotherhood of the Free Spirit, whose adepts called themselves prophetae. The great themes of this hopeful heresy were love, freedom, the power of humanity; explicit expressions of their dreams could be found in the prophetic books of the Bible, written eight centuries before Christ, and repeated in the Book of Daniel, in the Book of Revelation, and in many other more obscure texts. These apocalyptic visions foretold the coming of a superhuman savior who would elevate human beings to the power and freedom of God and establish Paradise on Earth.
But the Free Spirit were impatient with visions; they wanted Paradise now. In northern Europe they repeatedly rose in armed revolt against their feudal masters and the authorities of the church. The movement was crushed in 1580 but not eradicated. Later scholars could trace its connections—by influence, if not as a living cult—to Nietzsche, to Lenin, to Hitler.
From what he knew of the Tappers, Blake suspected that the Free Spirit was still alive, not only as an idea but as an organization, perhaps many organizations. The Tappers were in touch with others like themselves on other continents of Earth, on other planets, on the space stations and moons and asteroids.
To what purpose?
SPARTA had had something to do with that purpose. The woman who called herself Ellen Troy had had something to do with that purpose. But Blake’s attempts to learn more through ordinary methods of research had encountered a blank wall.
In Paris there was a philanthropic society known as the Athanasians, whose business was to feed the hungry, or at least a select few of them. The same Paris address housed a small publishing company that specialized in archaeology books, everything from scholarly works to coffee-table tomes full of color holos of ruins, a list running heavily to the glories of ancient Egypt. One of the Tappers was on the board of the company, known as Editions Lequeu.
Blake sniffed a further connection: the name Athanasius meant “immortal” in Greek, but it had also been the first name of a famous early scholar of hieroglyphs, the Jesuit priest Athanasius Kircher. When business for Sotheby’s took Blake to the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris, he used the excellent cover of the occasion for a bit of on-the-spot private investigation…
 
Blake strolled the broad sidewalks of the Boul Mich. The broad green leaves of the chestnuts spread out like five-fingered hands over his head; bright sunlight filtered into the deep shadows beneath the trees. The light had a greenish cast. As he walked, he pondered his options.
Urban universities are great attractors of the homeless, and the university of Paris had never been an exception. A woman approached him, dressed in genteel tatters, perhaps thirty years old, wrinkled as an apple doll but pretty not long ago. “Do you speak English?” she asked in English, and then, still in English, “Do you speak Dutch?” Blake shoved some colored paper bills into her hand and she thrust it crumpled into the waist of her skirt. “Merci, monsieur, merci beaucoup,” and in English again, “but guard your wallet, sir, the Africans will pick your pockets. The streets are swarming with Africans, so black they are, so big, you must guard yourself…”
He strolled past a sidewalk cafe where another woman, her baby face smudged and her hair wildly awry, was entertaining the patrons with a Shirley Temple imitation, tap-dancing The Good Ship Lollipop with demonic energy. They tossed money at her, but she wouldn’t go away until she finished her wretched performance.
A big black African approached and offered to sell him a wind-up plastic ornithopter.
A row of men in their twenties, bearded, their brown faces splotched with broken red blisters, sat on the sidewalk and rested against the fence of the Luxembourg gardens. They didn’t offer him anything or ask him for anything.
Blake reached Montparnasse. On the horizon, above the centuries-old roofs of the city, rose a ring of high-rises which enclosed central Paris like a palisade. The wall of cement and glass cut off what breeze there was, trapping fetid summer air in the basin of the Seine. Around him the eternal traffic of Paris swirled, quieter and less smoky now that all the scooters and cars were electric, but as breakneck and aggressive as ever; there was a constant hiss of tires, accompanied by the jackass whinny and neigh of horns as drivers tried to shove each other out of the way and cut each other off by sound and fury alone. Paris, City of Light.
Blake turned back along the same route. This time the African didn’t try to sell him an ornithopter. Shirley Temple was opening a new show, farther down the boulevard. The apple-doll woman came at him again, her memory a blank. “Do you speak English? Do you speak Dutch?”
Blake knew what he had to do next—he had to find a way to join the Free Spirit. Although the Tappers knew Blake Redfield all too well, other arms of the international cult fished in other waters; the homeless youth of Europe were a deep reservoir of malleable souls. After three days in Paris he had no doubt that Editions Lequeu and the Athanasian Society were the same organization. The Athanasians might find a derelict with a fascination for things Egyptian an especially attractive catch.
Before Blake could act on his plan, though, he had to return to London on unfinished business…
 
Almost two years had past since Blake saw Ellen Troy in the Grand Central Conservatory. At a Sotheby’s auction, Blake had agreed to represent a Port Hesperus buyer in what turned out to be a successful bid to acquire a valuable first edition of The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, by T. E. Lawrence. Then, while transporting the book to Port Hesperus, the freighter Star Queen had had a fatal mishap.*
When Blake learned who had been assigned to investigate the incident, he immediately booked passage on a liner to Venus—ostensibly to see to the safety of his client’s property, but actually to confront the Space Board inspector who was handling the Star Queen case, Ellen Troy herself. This time Blake made it impossible for her avoid him.
Thus it was on Port Hesperus, in that transformer room in the central spindle of the garden sphere, that Blake for the first time was able to share with his old schoolmate Linda the startling knowledge he’d gained. “The more I study this subject, the more connections I find, and the farther back they reach,” Blake told her. “In the 13th century they were known as adepts of the Free Spirit, the prophetae—but whatever name they’ve used, they’ve never been eradicated. Their goal has always been godhood. Perfection in this life. Superman.”
But when Sparta asked him why they’d tried to kill her, Blake could only surmise that she had learned more than she was supposed to. “I think you learned that SPARTA was more than your father and mother claimed…”
“My parents were psychologists, scientists,” she’d protested.
“There has always been a dark side and a light side, a black side and a white side,” he’d replied.
When Blake was forced to leave Sparta on Port Hesperus to return to Earth, he went with renewed determination to infiltrate the “dark side” of the Free Spirit as soon as possible…
 
That was four months ago. Sparta had not heard from him since—until she received that brief, enigmatic message at a moment when she was much too busy to deal with it.
* The Star Queen incident is related in Arthur C. Clarke’s Venus Prime, Volume 1: Breaking Strain.
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The shell that contained her split open. She stumbled forward on six shaky legs, into a wall of stone.
Her hind legs supported her while she stretched her barbed forelegs to grasp the top of the ledge. The soft stone crumbled in her pincer grip. Momentarily scrabbling for purchase, she hefted herself upward, her wobbly joints creaking. She paused to spread her wings, to peer around and taste the air with waving antennas. It carried a tang of rotten eggs. Bracing.
The atmosphere was like thick glass, clear, suffused with red light. She swung her armored head from side to side, but she couldn’t see far; the horizon vanished in the scattered light. Her antennas dipped, and she picked up sensations of the terrain in front of her. Somewhere ahead, these other senses informed her, great cliffs rose into the glowing sky.
Her titanium claws rested lightly on the crusted ground, its baked surface cool to her touch. Liquid lithium pulsed through her vitals and flowed through the veins of her delicate molybdenum-doped stainless-steel wings, carrying away her body heat as gently as mild perspiration in an April breeze. She had stepped dewily from her chrysalis into the morning of a long Venusian day.
Spindly legs, antennas, and radiant wings notwithstanding, she was not a sixteen-tonne metal insect, she was a woman.
“Azure Dragon, do you read me?”
There was a half-second delay in the link while the signal was relayed to Port Hesperus and back. “Go ahead, Inspector.”
“I’m moving toward the site now.”
“We have you,” said the voice of Azure Dragon’s shuttle controller. “Your shuttle came down ninety meters west of the targeted landing site. Sorry about that. Bear four degrees right of your present heading and continue for approximately three point five kilometers until you reach the base of the cliffs.”
“All right. Any change in their situation?”
“Nothing since the oh-five-hundred signal—from either the rover or the HDVM. We have additional HDVMs on the way from Dragon Base, ETA about forty minutes.”
“I’ll check in when I make contact. Over for now.”
It had been almost two hours since the last signal from the grounded expedition. Twenty-four hours ago they had landed at Dragon Base and made their way to their goal in a rover like Sparta’s. Soon they had made the first of what promised to be many triumphant discoveries. Now triumph was forgotten. The challenge was to bring them out alive.
Sparta picked her way carefully along a shallow channel. Long ago this plain had glistened with a film of water; over it, almost imperceptible tides had gently advanced and receded. Now it was a sheet of orange sandstone, its surface furry with corrosion. She thought it a curious sensation to put her feet through the rotted rind of the rock, kicking up lazy clouds of dust as she moved ahead.
Nothing apparent came between Sparta’s natural senses and the world through which she moved. The eyes of the seven-meter-long rover were her eyes—or might as well have been—peering directly into the dense Venusian atmosphere through diamond lenses that took in a 360-degree field of view. Its six jointed legs and claws were hers—even the two that grew out of her midsection—and its stainless steel skin and titanium skeleton were hers. The nuclear reactor—quite realistically palpable in Sparta’s abdomen—generated the warmth of a good turkey dinner.
The real woman, small and thin-boned, her muscles those of a dancer, sat forward in the vehicle inside a double sphere of titanium aluminide, a sort of diving bell with one overhead hatch and no windows. But the computer-generated Artificial Reality in which she was immersed persuaded her that she was a naked creature, to this planet born. To move, she willed herself to move. Inside her opaque helmet, laser beams tracked her eye movements. Microscopic strain gauges embedded in the skintight control suit monitored and magnified her body’s motions. Surround-sound, retinal projection, and the suit’s orthotactic fabric—200 pressure transducers, a hundred heat-exchange elements, a thousand chemical synapses per square centimeter—fed back a vivid sense of the world outside.
Inevitably, something was lost in the translation. For the fragile human female inside the bell, the outside temperature—almost 750 degrees Kelvin, sufficient to soften type metal—was scaled down to that of a balmy morning. The air outside was almost pure carbon dioxide, laced with a few rare gases, but inside the bell she breathed a familiar oxygen-nitrogen mix. The outside pressure—ninety Earth atmospheres, enough to crush a submarine—was rendered neutral. Even the light-bending distortion of the thick atmosphere had been corrected, so that her human visual cortex registered a familiar flat world instead of a bowl-shaped one. But its horizon was only a few hundred meters away; if it had not been for her vehicle’s radar and sonar, Sparta would have been traveling blind.
In twenty minutes she would reach her destination, where the billion-year-old beach ended against the cliffs, and the mouth of an ancient canyon debouched upon the vanished sea. Inside the canyon she would learn if the men in Rover One were dead or alive…
Venus is an astonishingly round and rocky planet. A sphere almost the size of Earth, its retrograde rotation is a slow 240 Earth days; it shows no noticeable bulge at its equator. Unlike Earth, with its half-dozen floating continents, its cloud-piercing Andes and Himalayas, its mid-ocean ridges and abyssal trenches, most of Venus is as hard and smooth as a billiard ball—
—with a few prominent exceptions. Ishtar Terra is one. One of the planet’s two “continents,” Ishtar Terra is anchored on its eastern flank by Mount Maxwell, a vast shield volcano higher than Everest. The whole raised mass of land is roughly twice the size of Alaska, and is situated at about the corresponding latitude; its northern and western curves are also belted by mountains, far less spectacular than Maxwell, while most of the continent is taken up by the flat Lakshmi Plateau.
It was toward the steep southern flanks of the Lakshmi Plateau that Sparta now drove her six-legged rover. The farther and faster Sparta moved, the more confident she felt. Her path took her across a series of shallow impact craters, their steep rims long since melted like putty in the heat. The slope continued to rise, punctuated by traces of wave-cut terraces, remnants of the beach that had continually widened as the planet’s shallow ocean had dried under the heat of a runaway atmospheric greenhouse. As Sparta moved up the beach and crawled over the terraces she moved backward in time, to that era when the ocean had been at its greatest extent, covering all of Venus but for the two small continents and a few scattered islands.
A volley of immense explosion rattled the pressure bell, and moments later the ground shook violently, throwing the machine to its knees. Around Sparta the landscape heaved and groaned; rhythmic waves of soil raced past and slowly died away, leaving floating red dust in their wake.
The explosions were thunder arriving swiftly in the highly conductive atmosphere from a corona of lightning bolts that had bloomed about the head of Mount Maxwell, 300 kilometers away and eleven kilometers up in the sky. The simultaneous earthquake came from the bowels of the mountain, continuing the violent eruption which had begun three hours earlier.
“Rover Two, this is Azure Dragon. We show you at the cliffs. The canyon mouth is one-half-kilometer to your right.”
A reddish-black volcanic scarp emerged with startling suddenness out of the bright glow at horizon’s edge. Sparta veered right—
—and felt the first sign of trouble, a dragging reluctance in the second joint of her right front leg. There was no point in stopping. She could keep going on five legs, if she had to. Or on three.
She favored the troubled limb, holding it off the ground, but by the time she reached the canyon mouth five minutes later she knew it was useless—a seal had failed, and the lubrication in the joint had fried. She jettisoned it, leaving it behind like a cast-off stick. She held her surviving foreleg aloft and scurried into the canyon mouth on the remaining four.
Twisting, turning between narrowing walls of rock patinaed with a dark metallic sheen, once a rushing water-course … milleniums of recurring flash floods had carved cinctures into these desert walls, but that was a billion years ago, and the heated rock had sagged like belly fat, obscuring the thin soft layers of chalk and coal that would have shouted “life” to the cameras of any passing probe.
Evidence of past life had eventually emerged anyway, when remote-controlled prospecting robots grazed over the surface of Venus. In the scattered calcium carbonates and shales and coal beds, a dozen fragments, no more, of macroscopic fossils emerged from the stone—a dozen fragments in twenty years of exploration, but those were more than enough to fuel the human imagination. Those bits of intaglio had been reconstructed a hundred ways by sober experts, a thousand ways by less inhibited dreamers. No one really knew what the organisms had looked like or how they had lived, and the prospect of ever finding out seemed dim.
Then, only months ago, a prospecting robot had broken into a cave in the cliffside of this canyon…
Sparta rounded a rocky shoulder and came to a halt, blocked by a fresh fall of boulders from high up the cliff. The pale exposed facets of rock were shockingly bright and crisp against the blackened and corroded cliff.
“Azure Dragon, this is Troy.”
“Come in, Inspector.” Port Hesperus was closer now; the radio delay was hardly more than a hesitant pause.
“The site’s buried by a landslide. Meter-length radar shows the rover and an HDVM underneath. Weak infrared, low reactor flux, they must be in auto-shutdown. Probably crushed their cooling fins. There’s movement in the bell. I’m going to dig them out.”
“Stand by, Inspector.”
With her one good foreleg she began clawing at the rockpile.
“Inspector Troy, our instruments show you have lost the use of your right forelimb. LS controller advises against risking the remaining forelimb. Do you read?”
Another lightning bolt crackled the aether. Moments later the thunderclap shook the rover.
“Rover Two, please acknowledge.”
She heard them loud and clear, as well as they heard her effortless breathing and read her steady biostats. “Let’s both save our breath,” she said.
Her remaining foreleg was efficient at yanking the blocks of basalt and solidified tuff from where they had fallen. Her multiple joint-motors whined ceaselessly, loud in the dense atmosphere. Dust rose in that thick air like swirls of mud. She dug into the slide a couple of meters and then had to back out, taking time to rearrange the debris. The deeper into the mound she went the more she risked being buried herself. On Mercury, on Mars, on Earth’s Moon, on any of the asteroids or outer moons, it would have been different, but Venus was Earth’s sister. A block of basalt on Venus weighed nearly what it would have weighed on Earth.
“Troy, this is Azure Dragon. Dragon Base HDVMs are no more than twenty minutes from your position.” Dragon Base was Azure Dragon’s robotic ore-processing complex and shuttle station on the heights of the Lakshmi Plateau. “Back off, will you? Let the robots do the heavy work.”
“Good thought,” she said. “I’ll just keep at it until they get here.”
“Inspector Troy…” the controller began. He gave up.
Sparta began to sweat. It seemed natural that with all this effort she would work up a sweat. Except that she was only providing the will, she wasn’t doing the work. Why was the air getting hot? Was something wrong with the AR suit’s heat exchangers? She flicked the helmet to internal display … no evident problem. Unless there was something wrong with the internal cooling system of the rover itself.
This machine, along with its twin, had been built for the first manned exploration of Venus a quarter of a century ago. Both of the giant steel bugs had landed successfully on the planet in tubby shuttles, and both had been retrieved. But when they were opened the occupants of one of them—this one—had been found baked alive.
That lesson sank in: remote-controlled robots had taken over the exploration and exploitation of Venus. This was the first mission in two decades that had warranted a human presence on the surface. Most of the past three months had been spent overhauling and refurbishing the two rovers and outfitting a shuttle to accommodate humans.
All known problems had been corrected. Which left only Murphy’s Law.
Her titanium arm pulled loose another boulder and on the next stroke hooked into Rover One’s aft port strut. The rock fall had crushed the bug’s hind legs as well as its wings. The men inside were alive by courtesy of a superconducting refrigerating system that kept liquid metal coursing through the white-hot coils belting the pressure sphere.
Cautiously, as quickly as she could, she removed the overlying rubble from the front of the rover, exposing one side of the pressure bell’s shining sphere. The refrigerator coils were still functioning, but the rover’s antennas had been sheered by falling rock. Sparta fixed acoustic couplers to the outside of the bell to establish communication.
The visual scene changed as sharply as a cut in a holo viddie. Rover One’s pressure bell was suddenly sheared open, as if she were peering directly into it from where she sat. There were three men inside the bell: the pilot, hunched forward and completely sheathed in a shiny black AR suit and helmet like her own, and two men in overalls behind him. They were obviously cramped, but they all appeared healthy.
“Ohayo gozaimas’, Yoshi. Dewa ojama itashimasu.”
The pilot chuckled. “Don’t mention it, Ellen. Drop in any old time.” Because he was wearing the AR helmet he was the only one of the three who could see her, but all of them could hear her through the acoustic links.
“You’re here at last,” said the shorter of the two passengers, peering peevishly in Sparta’s direction. He was a tiny bright-eyed fellow in his mid-fifties, a banty rooster caught in a crowded cage—Professor J. Q. R. Forster. A believer in natural authority, he did not hesitate to speak for the three of them. “It’s vital we communicate our records to Port Hesperus without further delay.”
Sorry I’m late, Sparta thought, but she said, “Sorry your work was interrupted, Professor.” To the pilot Sparta said, “Your frame is crushed aft of the bell, Yoshi. To get you out of there we’re going to have to drag you back to the shuttle. We’d better sit tight and wait for the HDVMs.”
“I think we have a coolant leak. The temperature in here has gone up a couple of degrees in the last ten minutes.” Only Yoshimitsu’s husky voice indicated his appreciation of their fix.
It reminded her of her own discomfort. “give me a moment.” She opened her helmet and sniffed the air inside the pressure bell. Ozone. If she hadn’t been wearing the sealed suit she would have smelled it earlier.
“I’m going to reset the couples.” Sparta deliberately disengaged the acoustic couplers, breaking the sound and video links. From her point of view and Yoshimitsu’s, both pressure spheres became opaque again.
Ozone accounted for her extra body heat, but what accounted for the ozone? She peeled the orthotactic glove from her right hand. From beneath her close-trimmed fingernails, chitinous polymer-insert spines emerged. She slid them into the auxiliary I/O port of her rover’s master computer.
PIN spines were not standard among Space Board inspectors. Hers were another of her secrets, like the name she called herself that no one else knew.
Her data search of the rover’s internal sensor net took a fraction of a second, much less than the rover’s own outdated diagnostics. She pulled her spines from the console and retracted them, then replaced her orthotactic glove. With her rover’s good titanium foreleg she refastened the acoustic links: Rover Two’s bell became transparent again.
“I can see you better now,” she said; it was a white lie. “Seems I’ve got a problem too—sparking in a compressor, and for some reason the scrubbers aren’t handling the ozone. At this rate I’m going to poison myself in twenty minutes. I think I’d better pull you out of there and make a run for it.”
“Rover Two, please hear this.” The shuttle controller’s voice sounded urgently in both rovers. Port Hesperus was now directly overhead to the south, passing through the same longitude as the Lakshmi Plateau. “Your vehicle is handicapped. We urge you to leave the scene immediately and get back to the shuttle. HDVMs will arrive in an estimated ten minutes to assist Rover One.”
“Your passengers are dripping sweat,” Sparta said to Yoshimitsu.
“Right,” he said. “HDVMs are good for eating rocks, and that’s about all.”
“We’d better start now,” she said.
“You would make life easier on everybody if you’d play by the rules,” Azure Dragon’s radio voice said petulantly.
“Lend me a hand, Yoshi,” Sparta said.
“How about a whole arm?”
Rover One’s second passenger, the tall man with the fine blond hair and bushy brows, had listened patiently to the exchange without comment until now. “Perhaps this is not a good time,” he suggested diffidently, “but if someone could kindly—”
“Don’t interfere, Merck,” Forster snapped at him. “They’re replacing her rover’s handicapped limb with one of our own.”
Forster’s guess was accurate. Sparta and Yoshimitsu were inserting the good right foreleg from his crushed Rover into her empty socket. It was a dry socket incorporating only control connections and requiring no lubrication, designed for just such emergency limb transplants as this, in dessicating temperatures and the driest imaginable atmosphere.
The two pilots had an excellent view of each other, as clear as if they had been a couple of surgeons standing across an operating table. But an outside observer would have seen the two rovers squatting head to head like a pair of blind mantises. One glowing bug was half crushed, nervously offering the other a jointed foreleg, perhaps hoping its vital parts would be spared—
“Okay, the leg’s in and Working. Pull your locking pin and I’ll lift you out.”
“Pin’s clear.”
—but the sacrifice was in vain, for the mantis that now had two good forelegs suddenly reached out and grasped the head of the other bug and tugged upward. The second bug’s round head came entirely away.
“I’ve got you,” Sparta said.
When the locking pin in the floor of the bell was pulled, all connections to Rover One’s motive power, external sensors, and long-term life-support systems were severed and sealed. Yoshimitsu was blind now, his AR suit rendered useless. With the aid of recirculating filters the three inhabitants of the bell would normally have six hours to live, maybe a little more.
Sparta backed cautiously out of the trench she had dug in the mound, holding the sphere aloft until they were clear of the landslide. Then, as fast as she could, she turned and scuttled back the way she had come, holding the survivors egglike in front of her.
Sparta’s decision not to wait was proven sound when a few seconds later the ground began to shake, and a thousand tonnes of fresh rock poured down the cliff to dam the canyon behind them. Sparta didn’t bother to radio an I-told-you-so to Port Hesperus.
Her burden did not obscure her view. Artificial Reality is more easily adjusted than the other kind, so Sparta merely tuned her sensors to peer through and around the pressure sphere in front of her, leaving only a kind of double exposure, or ghost presence, to reassure her of the health of the bell’s inhabitants.
Cannon-fire crashes of distant lightning pursued her as she scurried down the twisting channel between walls of slickrock. When the ground waves arrived seconds later stones plunged through the thick atmosphere all around her, but she reached the canyon mouth safely. The final dash across the plain should have been easy.
Halfway to the shuttle, a massive tremor set the ground to flapping like a sheet in the wind. The sudden upward movement of rock against the crush of atmosphere flattened the rover. Sparta’s midlegs took most of the force; one bent beneath her. An instant later the trough of the wave passed, and atmospheric suction yanked the pressure sphere out of Sparta’s grasp.
She jettisoned the useless midleg and ran forward over the heaving ground. The bell bounced ahead of her, bounding over a ledge, over a broad shelf, down another ledge. Leaping, she caught it. She rolled the sphere upright and steadied it. As she was reattaching the communication couples, she noted the spurt of molten lithium from a rupture in the refrigerating coils—
She discovered that her left hindleg was also useless. She dropped it where she stood.
The bell’s passengers were piled on the floor behind the pilot’s chair. Merck’s blond hair was stained with bright blood from a cut across the top of his high forehead. Forster looked seriously perturbed, though not visibly damaged; he was massaging his chin. Yoshimitsu had been strapped in; he seemed unaffected.
“Your coils are ruptured,” she said. “We’ve got maybe ten minutes left before your coolant’s gone. Tie yourselves down. I’m going to drag you to the shuttle.”
Merck looked up, befuddled, holding his bleeding scalp. “Is this really essen…?”
“Do it, Albers, if you want to save yourself!” Forster snapped at him. Forster had stripped the belt from his coveralls and was using it to tie himself to the back of the pilot’s chair.
Merck, after a moment of confused indecision, did likewise. The two passengers huddled against the floor as Sparta circled the bell, gripped it with her forearms, and started dragging it backwards across the eroded landscape.
She radioed a terse message to Azure Dragon. The space station was already sliding over the curve of the planet; when the delayed reply came back it was a simple acknowledgment.
Sparta’s progress was slow. She was short two legs and had to keep the sphere from rolling over, further crushing its refrigerating coils. The egg left a bloody track as it was pulled along—a thin bright stream of metal jetting from the ruptured coil, emerging red hot, then quickly cooling to splashes of liquid silver on the rock.
Watching the rate of loss, Sparta could estimate with great precision when the volume of lithium in the coils would drop too low to carry off the heat of the atmosphere. When that moment came, the bell’s internal temperature would rise catastrophically, baking the inhabitants black in minutes.
“We’re doing fine. We’ll be inside the shuttle in five minutes,” she told the quiet men inside the sphere.
She had less than two minutes left when the squat shuttle became visible over the short horizon behind her. She knew she wasn’t going to make it, not at this dragging pace. She had to maneuver the bell over the ledge that partially blocked the shuttle’s hangar doors, close and seal the doors behind them, refrigerate and depressurize the hangar…
Sparta fell into a trance, but it passed so quickly no observer would have noticed. Within a millisecond her brain proposed and analyzed half a dozen possibilities and chose the least unlikely. She came out of her trance and acted upon her decision without hesitation—and without warning.
She spun violently, wrenching the sphere into position in front of her. Bracing herself on a tripod of her remaining legs, she used her fourth leg to shove the bell away from her. It rolled toward the open hangar like a massive soccer ball—
—but with a slowness that was exaggerated by Sparta’s slowed time-sense. She knew how little time they all had, but within that brief span there was leisure to do whatever could be done. She directed a tight beam of radio waves toward the waiting shuttle, instructing it to close the hangar doors and initiate emergency refrigeration and depressurization. She saw the bounding sphere’s own refrigeration coils burst and spew glowing lithium over the ground just as it sailed over the lip of the low ledge and smashed into the shuttle’s still-open maw. The doors were already beginning to close, slamming shut as an explosion of steam spewed out of the hangar—the reaction product of emergency coolant cascading from the shuttle’s tanks into the hot, dry atmosphere.
The shuttle continued to vent high-pressure steam for half a minute after the hangar doors sealed themselves. Sparta studied the scene with the senses remaining to her. Sight could tell her little, and radar bounced off the curved metal skin of the blunt cone; while she had radio contact with the shuttle’s robot systems, she had none with the men inside the bell. Sonar was her only good source of information, and she listened carefully to the bangings and hissings, the whistles and pump-throbbings that would tell her whether any of the shuttle’s vital systems had been ruptured, whether the men inside the bell were alive and conscious and able to release themselves from their cramped prison…
Finally she heard the unmistakable sound of the pressure bell’s hatch opening.
“Shuttle, this is Rover Two. Put me on commlink, please.”
“Done,” the shuttle’s robot voice replied.
“Yoshi, can you hear me?”
“Mr. Yoshimitsu is momentarily indisposed,” replied a gruff voice, unmistakable by its British accent; Professor Forster was still firmly in charge—of himself, if not of events. “You may be interested to learn that all of us have survived without serious injury.”
“Glad to hear it, Professor. Now would you and your companions clear the hangar so that I can come aboard—before another earthquake does me in?”
“We’ll see to it.”
 
When the hatch of her rover opened into the steaming, repressurized hold of the shuttle, Sparta found the kindly-sad face of Albers Merck peering down at her. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” she said, hoisting herself through the narrow hatchway with the aid of his helping hand. Standing next to him on the catwalk, she studied his mournful face and noted the dried blood in his hair and the purple bruise along one cheekbone. “Is there more?”
“Besides this?” He touched long fingers to his scalp and cheek. “Some very sore ribs, but nothing broken, I think. Mr. Yoshimitsu had the worst of it. His wrist is badly sprained. I’m afraid I kicked him. Or perhaps fell on him.”
Sparta looked around the hangar. The remains of the Rover One pressure sphere, scorched and dented, rested against the leg of the overhead crane. Rover Two, its reactor powered down, sagged crookedly on four off-center legs. Pumps were sucking puddles of emergency coolant back into the tanks.
“Quite a mess. It’s a shame we couldn’t salvage anything from your dig.”
“No material artifacts, of course, and that is unfortunate,” Merck said. “But we have chemical analyses and holographic records stored in the rover’s computers. Enough to keep us quite busy.”
“Would you give me a hand locking this machinery down? I’ll feel safer when we’re back in orbit.”
Minutes later they climbed onto the shuttle’s makeshift flight deck. Yoshimitsu lay in his acceleration couch with his left arm in a sling. Forster was bent over the disabled pilot, expertly taping the arm tightly across the man’s chest.
“You okay, Yoshi?”
“Slightly bent,” he said, grinning. His long black hair hung down across his dark eyes. “I scoffed at those stories they tell about your luck, Ellen. Not anymore.”
Forster straightened and studied her. “The inspector does not seem the sort to depend on luck.”
“Only when all else fails,” Sparta answered. “I’d say we’re all lucky.”
“Why did they send you instead of one of the regular pilots?” Forster asked.
“Because I insisted,” she said. “Your expedition is going to owe Azure Dragon a pile of money for this manned-shuttle trip. They figure you can’t pay. They thought it would cost them less to dig you out with HDVMs and bring you up in a robot shuttle.”
“I’ll have to speak to them sternly. Our expenses are underwritten by the Cultural Heritage Committee, not to mention the trustees of the Hesperian Museum…”
“I didn’t argue with them,” Sparta said. “I invoked interplanetary law.”
“I see. But why are you here, Inspector? That is, your job is detection, is it not?”
“In addition to the many other courtesies Azure Dragon has extended to your expedition, they have donated the services of Mr. Yoshimitsu, one of their best shuttle pilots. Neither of the two other persons trained in the use of these old rovers were available for this trip.”
“I think you mean that neither of them volunteered,” Yoshimitsu said quietly. “And the bosses wouldn’t order them.”
“Gomen nasai, Yoshimitsu-san.” She inclined her head sharply in a respectful bow. Strapped into his couch, he tucked his chin to his collar bone, trying to reciprocate.
“I see.” Forster was quiet, ruminating. “And when did you receive your training in the use of these specialized vehicles?”
“For God’s sake, Forster, stop interrogating the woman,” Merck said, his face pink with embarrassment. “She’s just saved our lives.”
“I’m well aware of that,” Forster shot back. “And indeed I am grateful. I simply want to understand what’s going on here, that’s all.”
“I have a … talent for this kind of thing,” Sparta said.
“We ought to discuss it later,” Yoshimitsu suggested. “Our next launch window is coming up fast.”
 
Half an hour later the bullet-nosed shuttle blasted away from the surface of Venus, climbing swiftly into the clouds, forcing its way through hurricane gales of sulfuric-acid rain, sparking vicious lightning bolts by its passage, driving steadily upward through thinning layers of sulfur-dioxide smog, until at last it won free into clear space and closed on the shining rings and green-gleaming garden sphere of Port Hesperus.
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It came swirling out of the darkness, a catherine wheel of shadow, not fire, and with it the voices:
She could be the greatest of us
She resists our authority
William, she’s a child
To resist us is to resist the Knowledge
As the wheel spun, the voices reverberated upon themselves, increasing to a howl. Sparta’s heart thudded violently, shaking her ribs and the mattress beneath her.
Her face was crushed into the pillow; she opened an eye. A peculiar stench filled her nostrils, a bold vegetable smell turning sour, becoming the odor of a cat.
Bits of black curve, bits of black slash, bits of black spot, moving and changing … a tiger moving through the tall grass
She sat up, terrified, and opened her mouth to call out, then choked back the unvoiced cry. Her skin was slick with sweat. Her heart chugged like a dry pump.
She got control of her breathing; her pulse rate slowed. The vision in her right eye stopped zooming dizzily in and out, and the spinning catherine wheel collapsed in on itself. Then the imaginary stench vanished, and she was left with the familiar odors of her cabin. Overlaying the ubiquitous space-station stink of rustcoat, lubricating oil, and human sweat was the perfume of hoya flowers.
The hoya flower, a pompon of pink velvet stars, emitted its odor only at night. Night was arbitrary here, but for Sparta, now was the middle of the night. The hoya vine clung to the ceiling above her in intricate whorls, a product of the weightless topiary for which Port Hesperus was famous; the vine had been grown in microgravity under a constantly moving, programmed light source.
In her A-ring cabin the vine’s weight, and Sparta’s, was Earth normal. If the heart of Port Hesperus was a fantastic garden, the rest of the space station had about as much charm as a battleship. Main ring A, starside of the garden sphere, housed most of the station’s maintenance workers, dock hands, interplanetary traffic controllers, and other service personnel. Sparta’s temporary quarters were in the Visiting Officer’s Quarters of the patrol barracks. Barring another emergency like the one that had drawn her to the surface of Venus, this would be her last night in the cheerless room of plastic and steel.
With that realization came another, unbidden, one that had come often in the past months. She missed Blake Redfield, missed him with something bordering on obsession, missed even more because she had not heard from him for so long. And then a trivial, teasing message, unsigned and enclosing no hint of deep affection. “Let’s play hide-and-seek again…”
Exhausted, but with no hope of sleeping, she threw back the tangled sheet and walked to the center of the windowless room. Something had happened; the nightmare had not come out of nowhere. For a moment she stood and listened…
The vibration of the steel walls brought her the electric hum, the metallic screech, the hydraulic plunge and suck of the endlessly turning station; her inner ear easily filtered these to retrieve the human coughs and moans and chuckles, the voices raised in complaint or enthusiasm. The life of Port Hesperus was stumbling along normally. Most of the workers who bunked in Sparta’s sector were sound asleep; their day shifts did not begin for three more hours. The rest were working as efficiently as they ever did.
Close overhead, the spacecraft controllers in the traffic control dome kept track of the hundreds of small craft and robot satellites that crowded surrounding space. Only one interplanetary vessel was nearby, a Space Board cutter due to reach the radiation perimeter in six hours. Sparta’s replacement was aboard it, and she herself would be on it when it burned for Earth.
At the other end of the station, two kilometers away—the end that always pointed straight down toward the center of Venus—the Ishtar Mining Corporation and the Azure Dragon Mutual Prosperity Mineral Endeavor were busily conducting business as usual. The rival companies were the station’s economic base, its reason for existence. Twenty-four hours each station day they dispatched and received the big ore shuttles and directed the hives of metal beetles that scoured the surface of Venus for precious metals.
Still Sparta listened…
She heard no one in the corridor near her cabin. Tuning her visual cortex to infrared, she scanned the darkness of the low apartment. She saw nothing but the glowing wall circuits—no living thing had passed this way in the last hour.
Her chemical senses reported nothing out of the ordinary.
She willed herself to relax. She was in no danger. Nothing external had awakened her, nothing external had triggered the falling dream. Another fragment of her wrecked and submerged memory had broken off and floated to the surface.
The signs … the stripes of the dream-tiger were made of signs. Sometime not long ago she had dreamed of signs, but she couldn’t remember where, or what she had dreamed.
She went to the room’s single big window. The heavy steel shutter was the old-fashioned kind, operated by a handcrank. Slowly she cranked it back. As the shutter folded upon itself, Venus light flooded her cabin, and the starside bulge of the green garden sphere swelled before her, ending in an artificial horizon a kilometer away.
As she gazed upon the tiny world of glass and steel, she felt the headache that had been plaguing her in recent weeks coming on again. She set her thumbs into the corners of her jaw and reached behind her neck, massaging the back of her skull with her fingertips. It helped a little. She went to the closet and began to dress.
She pulled on sleek black pants that hugged her legs and gave them the look of machined plastic; she sealed their ankle seams over ribbed black boots. Her top was tight and high, of banded black vinyl. She wore her clothes like armor.
She looked toward her wall screen, fixing it with her dark blue gaze. The screen’s remote-control unit lay on her bedside table, two meters away. She stretched her arms and curved her hands in an ancient symbol of benediction, but this was no blessing: under her heart, the structures built into her diaphragm sparked into life. The odd web of doped ceramic “wires” that looped around her bones coursed with electric current. Her belly burned—
—and the wall screen brightened with an image.
Good trick, making things work at a distance—she was learning to do it more easily. With her arms still raised, she aimed another silent burst of intention at the screen; the image skipped forward, then steadied. Sparta lowered her arms to her sides. The recorded image was one of those Forster and Merck had brought back from the surface, one of the best.
The picture that unscrolled on the wallscreen looked like an aerial reconnaisance film from a low-flying aircraft, an aircraft that was buzzing columns of tanks or maybe rows of factory buildings—intricate structures at a uniform height above the plain. Sparta heard the voice and watched the picture out of the corner of her eye and imagined it playing to an audience of bomber pilots in a Quonset hut, receiving their final mission briefing. It was the lighting of the recorded image—a single strong light from below—that tricked the brain into switching depth for height and misreading the scale. The columns and rows were inscriptions, scanned by a wide-angle lens, lines upon lines of characters deeply incised in metal plate.
These were the signs painted on the dream-tiger’s hide.
From the screen a voice boomed in the shadows, Professor Forster’s voice, hearty with menace, reciting facts that had to be faced. “It will be conceded by my colleague Professor Merck, I think, that in every example found at this locus we have now firmly established the run of the writing—not strictly left to right, as Birbor has insisted on the basis of the Martian fragment, nor strictly right to left, as Suali has surmised on grounds known only to himself—nor even, for those of you who have just jumped to the conclusion, boustrophedon, as the ox plows, back and forth. It is none of those. Anyone care to venture a guess as to what it is?”
Offscreen there was nervous rustling; the unseen audience, not of bomber pilots but of media-hounds, had gathered to watch the pictures on wallscreens in the comfort of a Port Hesperus lounge. Sparta had been there, as interested as the others in seeing what she’d helped to salvage. Someone said, “Up and down?”
Forster’s reply was mocking. “If you can find any three marks in either these texts or the Martian plaque which are vertically aligned, young man, you will confound a generation of scholars.” A nervous laugh started, but Forster squelched it. “No other suggestions? Look again, people.”
Sparta glanced at her own screen as she reached for her jacket. The image had been recorded by a remote-control lens operated from inside the archaeologist’s rover; the low-flying camera was wheeling and diving, strafing the columns of signs. Sparta had seen it instantly, the first time she’d watched the recording: the script alternated by column…
“The run of the writing in all these inscriptions alternates by column—the left column invariably reads left to right, the right column invariably reads right to left,” Forster said. “What’s more interesting, the opposing columns bear virtually identical texts. Some of you may see this as unfortunate, in that it cuts in half the amount of unique text we have to work with, but let’s look on the bright side. Redundancy is a hedge against error and will help us fill lacunae.”
Sparta closed the flap of her shiny white jacket, broad in the shoulders and tight at the waist; its high collar protected the back of her neck. She pulled open a drawer and started to push the rest of her clothes into the duffel bag. It would be eight hours until the cutter pulled into the starside docking bay, another few hours of debriefing before she could say goodbye to Venus. She’d be ready and waiting.
Packing should have been easy, but her anxious nature made it hard. She traveled light, carrying only a small polycanvas duffle which made it difficult to fold her clothes. And—because she had eidetic memory of each earlier failure of topological perfection, of each resulting ugly wrinkle—where another finicky person would have spent a minute refolding each garment, she spent five.
Behind her, the scene switched to Forster at the podium of the lecture hall, his bewhiskered face rendered fierce by the yellow light of the lectern’s dim bulb. “Now I should like to outline what statistical analysis of the recent finds has revealed about the sign system of Culture X.”
Sparta concentrated on her packing; she remembered Forster’s speech perfectly. Statistical analysis of undeciphered texts—how many characters and combinations of characters appear how often, and in what context—had been an exact but laborious science since the 19th century. Since the invention of electronic computers in the middle of the 20th century it had become ever more exact and ever less laborious, and now, in that late 21st century, the machinery was so compact, the algorithms so precise and quick, that statistical analysis could be performed even as the texts were unearthed from the rock and sand in which they had lain hidden for millenniums.
“Whoever inscribed these tablets wrote with forty-two distinct signs—three more than were previously known from the Martian fragment. In a moment Professor Merck will present his interpretation of the data. For now, I will say that I am convinced that twenty-four of these signs are alphabetical letters—representing sounds. Of the remaining eighteen, at least thirteen are simple numerals. Of course it is impossible to know whether any of the alphabetical signs correspond to ‘vowels’ or ‘consonants,’ as we understand these terms, because no one can responsibly guess at the speech-producing anatomy of the beings who made this writing.”
An alphabet? A system of numerals? Statistical analysis could reveal a few things, but it could not by itself reveal the existence of an alphabet. Forster was operating on faith.
“In conclusion, let me note that the nature of the site remains an enigma. We had only a few hours there, enough to see that the cave complex was extensive and artificial. The beings who built it packed it with hundreds of objects. Many were reconstructions—or possibly perfectly preserved specimens, mummies—of animals utterly alien to us, as you have seen. But the collectors left us no representations of themselves—no paintings, no sculptures, no recordings. Certainly none that we have recognized as such.” Forster fussed with his notes, then abruptly turned away. “My distinguished colleague, Professor Merck, will now present his views.”
On the screen Merck’s pleasant face, with its slightly distracted expression, replaced Forster’s in the podium light. Sparta liked Merck; he seemed much less the raging egotist than feisty little Forster. A man as tall as Merck might find it easier to be polite, never having strained to assert himself.
As diffident and even as indecisive as his manner suggested he was, Merck’s ideas about the so-called Culture X texts were fixed: the signs were not alphabetic, they were ideographic, although some probably doubled as syllables. Merck had written extensively on the probable meaning of the signs and had even attempted a partial content analysis—the media had instantly dubbed it a “translation”—of the Martian plaque, which had been the subject of much controversy. But no matter how vociferously the small community of xeno-archaeologists might dispute the merits of Merck’s content analysis, most of them sided with him on the question of the nature of the signs: they were ideographs.
None of these matters were of urgent interest to Sparta. Why had she dreamed of the signs? Because she’d risked her life to recover them, probably. It didn’t have to be more complicated than that.
She frowned at the wallscreen, lifted her arms, and signalled it to go dark, blanking Merck’s image.
She concentrated on her packing for another ten minutes. When she’d convinced herself that she would not get it any better, she sealed the duffle’s fabric seals. Her right eye zoomed in on the micro-mechanical links of the seal, a miniaturized zipper made of microbe-generated polymer chains.
Each hook and eye was a black squiggle: linked, they produced closure, hid meaning. Unlinked, they opened on … what? Laundry archaeology. The evidence of her lifestyle. In this dig the evidence was meager, the lifestyle sparse.
An odd thought came to her then. She believed—she couldn’t be sure—that she had dreamed of the alien signs before she had seen them. Odder yet was the irrational conviction that she knew how to pronounce the letters of that unearthly alphabet, if only she could bring its sounds to consciousness.
 
Eight hours later the warning siren for launch was hooting as Sparta arrived at the security lock. The cutter’s gleaming prow dominated the view outside the lock’s wide black-glass port.
A mere dozen graceful white ships, bearing the blue band and gold star of the Board of Space Control, were the fragile links in the slim chains of authority from Earth to the isolated settlements of the planets, moons, asteroids, and space stations. Powered by fusion torches, cutters went when and where they had to go, at whatever acceleration they had to pour on to get there. Every Space Board outpost hoarded torch fuel in massive tanks of frozen lithium and deuterium, and a cutter could turn around in the time it took to replenish its own propellant tanks.
The cutter that had brought replacements to Port Hesperus was needed back on Earth. Four hours after it slid gently into the high-security side of Port Hesperus’s docking bay it had loaded the consumables it needed for the return trip.
Sparta had a few minutes more to say goodbye to the one friend she’d made during her assignment. They floated in the lock, weightless in microgravity. “I’m going to miss you, Vik.”
“That’s what you said the last time,” the tall blond Slav said sourly. “Before the commlink caught you.”
“I took out my commlink, in case somebody tried that again. This time I’m really getting out of here.”
“If you should get to Leningrad…”
“I’ll beam you a holo. More likely they’ll send me back to the Newark docks.”
“Save the false modesty.”
“You’re a tough cop, Proboda.’
He thrust out his square hand and she offered her fine strong fingers to his grip. “If you don’t keep in touch, I’ll know you for the running dog lackey of the capitalist-imperialists I always suspected you were,” he grumbled.
Still holding his hand, she pulled him to her and squeezed him gingerly. “I will miss you”—affection and caution balanced neatly—“you atheistic totalitarian commie.” Abruptly, she let go and floated away. “Don’t let Kitamuki get your goat.”
“She’s going to be a real pain in the zhopa. She certainly thought she was going to make captain.”
“The new guy looks competent. He’ll keep her in line.” Sparta saw him shrug and said, “Sorry. Talking shop.”
The launch siren wailed again.
“Get out of here,” Proboda said.
She nodded, then turned and dived toward the airlock’s tube.
Just before she disappeared into the long passage, Proboda called after her, “And give my very best wishes to our friend Blake.”
She cast a quizzical glance over her shoulder. Were her feelings for Blake really that transparent?
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Paris, four months earlier: behind the beveled plate glass of a brass-framed window, warm light caressed yellowing fragments of papyrus. The Egyptian scroll unrolled upon the brown velvet was much deteriorated, with shredded edges and jagged lacunae, but hieratic script painted in glossy black and wine-red ink flowed across it with calligraphic grace. Its borders were painted with miniatures of musicians and naked dancing girls, at once stylized and animated.
A hand-written card pinned to the velvet identified the scroll as a XIIth-Dynasty variant of the Song of the Harper: “Life is brief, O beautiful Nefer. Do not resist, but let us seize the fleeting hour…” The papyrus was not rare as such things go, not sufficiently unusual for a museum, but certainly special enough to be worth the steep price the dealer was asking.
Odd, then, that the man who studied it so intently through the glass was not one of the richly dressed tourists or silk-suited businessmen strolling this street of galleries and decorators’ salons in the blue summer evening. He was not one of the leaner, hungrier-looking students from the nearby technical schools and outlying classrooms of the Sorbonne; he was hungrier even than these.
His cheeks were hollow below the high bones of what must once have been a handsome Eurasian face. His jaw was darkly fuzzed and his auburn-tinged black hair was greasy-bright, of an odd length, not quite long enough for the pigtail that sprouted from the back of his dirty neck. His shirt was in shreds and his plastic pants were too tight and too short, more badly glued patches than original fabric, with holes in the wrong places. His antic figure—teetering on high-heeled, high-topped shoes, its gaunt waist cinched in by a strip of yellow neoprene tubing—was that of a dilapidated jester.
The proprietor of the Librairie de l’Egypte did not seem amused. Several times he had looked up from his bits of stone and scroll, his cases of scarabs and amulets, to find the eyes of the starving fellow staring at him, while well-dressed men and women, quite possibly potential customers, looked askance and walked too quickly past the shop’s open door. And this had been going on every night at this time for the past three days. The proprietor decided enough was enough.
“Get along,” he said. “Go, go.”
The bum looked ostentatiously around. “This your sidewalk, mon cher?”
“Want to sit on it? Come on, move. Quick, quick.”
“Trou de balle, toi.” He resumed his calm inspection of the papyrus.
The proprietor’s beefy face reddened; his fists clenched. He had no doubt he could have knocked the fellow off his ridiculous high heels with a swift backhanded slap, but the mockery on the bum’s face gave him pause. Why risk a lawsuit? In five minutes the flics would hustle this type off to work-shelter without wasting breath on him.
He turned abruptly and walked into his shop, closing the door behind him. He put his hand to the commlink in his ear.
The bum watched and grinned; then his dark-eyed glance darted sidelong to the woman who had been watching the show from the corner of the rue Bonaparte. She’d been watching his show for two days now, she and her friend. He was a long-haired guy in a black plastic jacket who looked like he’d be at home in a prize ring.
The evening promenade filled the narrow rue Jacob from sidewalk to sidewalk, a tide of stylish humanity. Aside from the occasional bleat of a superped’s horn no vehicular noise interrupted the soft babble, so it was easy to hear the burp of the police van’s oscillator while it was still around the corner a block away, clearing a path for itself. Inside the Librairie de l’Egypte the proprietor took his hand from his ear and sneered at the bum.
A hand touched his sleeve; he jerked it away and stumbled back, his face twisting in a snarl. “Don’t touch.”
“Don’t be frightened. All is well.” It was the woman. Up close, her height was impressive. Her face was tan and round, with high Slavic cheekbones and gray almond-shaped eyes under invisibly fine brows. White-blond hair, straight and unfettered, fell to the waist of her white cotton dress. She was muscular, leggy, with a predatory beauty emphasized by lips that seemed swollen from sucking at her slightly protruding incisors. “We can help you.”
“I don’t need your…”
“They’re almost here.” She pointed her round chin at the blue light bouncing off the street’s stucco walls and shuttered windows; the police oscillator burped again, closer, impatient with the crowds. “We can help you better than they can.”
“So? How?”
“All is ours to give,” she said. Her voice was pitched low; she spoke urgently and intimately, only to him. “Food, a place to live, friends if you want them—other things. Don’t be afraid.”
She touched his sleeve, grasped the soiled fabric with her colorless fingertips. She tugged gently, and he took an awkward step forward.
“Don’t let them take you,” she said. “You were meant to be free.”
“Where are we going?”
Her companion had watched expressionlessly until now. He said, “With me. Stay close.”
They turned and pushed into the crowded street. The man opened the way and the woman followed, holding the bum’s arm in a tighter grip, her fingers surprisingly strong around his elbow as she steered him.
As the police van halted in front of the Librairie de l’Egypte it was immediately surrounded by curious onlookers. Meanwhile, half a block away, the fugitive and his rescuers ducked into a courtyard off the rue Bonaparte and hurried across the cobbles to a black-enameled door. A brass plaque identified the offices of Editions Lequeu. The man pushed it open and they went quickly in.
The narrow hall was paved with gray marble. To the right were tall double doors, firmly closed; on one, an engraved card in a small brass frame bore the words “Societé des Athanasians.” To the left, a warped staircase wound around the shaft of a caged elevator, which stood open.
They got in, pulled the grille closed, and waited silently as the two-hundred-year-old car ascended; it sang softly as it passed each floor, its squeaking electrical contacts sounding like the call of a dove.
“Where’s this?” the bum demanded edgily.
“We’re going to the registrar,” said the woman. “Then we’ll get you something to eat.”
“Rather have something to drink,” he said.
“We don’t mind that. Let us feed you first.”
They stopped at the top floor. The black-jacketed man pulled back the grille and let the other two off, then closed it and rode the elevator down, his chores apparently complete.
The woman led her charge to the end of the hall, where a doorway stood open. They entered a high-ceilinged office lined with bookshelves. Tall windows opened onto a balcony; the tower of Saint Germain des Pres was prettily framed by lace curtains.
“Ah, here is our scholar.” The man lounged comfortably against the corner of an Empire desk, swinging a polished slipper at the end of a corduroy-clad leg. He was fifty-ish, sun-tanned, elegant in a white knit shirt. “And what would his name be?”
The woman said, “I’m afraid we didn’t have time to become acquainted.”
The bum stared at the man. “You call me a scholar?”
“You are a student of Egyptian antiquities, are you not? You have been studying the poor objects in our friend Monsieur Bovinet’s window with such passion these several evenings now.”
The bum blinked. A perplexed look crossed his face, wiping off the belligerence. “There’s something about them,” he mumbled.
“They speak to you, perhaps?”
“I don’t read that writing.”
“But you would like to,” the older man said, confirming what had been left unspoken. “Because you believe some secret is hidden there, some secret that might save your life, set you free.”
The bum’s expression hardened. “What do you know? You don’t know me.”
“Well…” The man’s smile was very alluring and very cool. “You are right, of course”—he leaned back across the desk and tapped the keys of a filescreen—“I don’t know your name. And if we are to enroll you we will need that, won’t we?”
The bum stared at him suspiciously. The woman, whose hand had never left his arm, leaned close, encouraging him. “I’m Catherine. This is Monsieur Lequeu. What is your name?”
He blurted it out: “My name is Guy.”
“Don’t worry, Guy,” said Lequeu. “All will be well.”
 
Unlike the purse-seining tactics that other fishers of men have employed since antiquity, Lequeu and the Athanasians were highly selective. They were uninterested in anyone over thirty, anyone badly sick, anyone with an apparent physical or mental disability, or anyone so far gone into drugs or drink that organic damage was likely. They cared nothing for repentance, and hardly more for need. The Athanasians proselytized not so much as a fisherman fishes but as a rancher buys calves. Had Blake’s derelict disguise been too persuasive, they might have passed him over completely, and Monsieur Bovinet of the Librairie de l’Egypte might not have bothered to alert Lequeu before calling in the police—a move that had the desired effect of forcing Blake into a quick choice, or so the Athanasians thought.
The first thing “Guy’s” saviors did for him, after they fed him and gave him a glass of rather good red wine and showed him to a room in the limestone-walled basement with a bed, a locker, and a change of clothes, was to escort him to a nearby clinic for a thorough physical examination. The technicians treated him with that special Parisian hauteur Blake had to get reaccustomed to every time he visited Paris, but they quickly declared him grade-A beef.
Then came long days as a pampered guest of the Athanasians, spent getting to know the staff and his fellow inmates, who were also referred to as “guests.” There were five other guests in the basement dormitory, two women and three men. One had been there for six weeks, one for only a few days. Blake gathered that the basement was a staging area; after a period of time one passed on to greater things—or went back to the streets.
Each guest had a separate cubicle in the low-ceilinged basement. There was a shower and water closet at one end of the narrow hall, and at the other end, a kitchen and laundry. Guests were invited to volunteer to help with the work. Blake refused at first; he wanted to see what would happen if he didn’t try to ingratiate himself. No one seemed bothered. Starting the second week, he began doing his share in the laundry. This too was apparently normal, and the only remarks were simple thank-you’s.
Meals were served in the big room on the ground floor, whose windows overlooked the courtyard. The food was good and simple: vegetables, breads, fish, eggs, occasionally meat. People with business in the other buildings that fronted the court were thus assured by a glance inside that the Athanasians were going about their meritorious work of feeding the hungry.
In the same room each morning and afternoon, after the dishes were cleared away, there were “discussions” led by members of the staff—discussions very like group therapy sessions, except that their only stated purpose was to let the guests get to know each other. Blake was not pressed to tell more about himself than he wanted to.
Catherine was never far from Blake’s side in the first days, although the suave Lequeu had vanished from sight. Blake counted three other staff members, the big man who had effected his rescue from the police, whose name was Pierre, and two other men, Jacques and Jean, who along with Catherine led the discussions or sat in to keep one or more of the guests company. All were in their late twenties. Blake had no doubt that all were using assumed names.
Perhaps the guests were, too. Certainly “Guy” was.
Vincent had been there the longest; he was an Austrian, a self-styled troubador who scraped along by playing classical guitar and nine-stringed karroo at various restaurants in the Quarter, singing whatever he thought the patrons were hoping to hear but specializing in the folk songs of the workers who had built the great space stations. “My dream someday is to go into space,” Vincent said, “but the corporations will not take me.”
“Have you applied for the programs?” someone asked.
“As I have explained, I do not dare. Because of things, you know, in my past…”
“We don’t know, Vincent, you haven’t explained.”
Blake listened to Vincent speak about his dreams and realized that he was a seducer, so well armored behind his charm that no amount of mere talk would reach him. Which is probably why he was still in the anteroom of the program. Blake wondered how much more time the Athanasians were willing to give him.
Salome came from a farm near Verdun. She was a dark, tough girl who had borne her first child at fourteen, married at sixteen, and had three more children but never found enough time for an education. Her mama had the children now; Salome, twenty-one, was making her way in the streets of Paris.
“How?”
“Doing what I have to do.”
“Stealing?”
“When I have to.”
“Sleeping with men?”
“Only if it feels like the right thing to do.”
And dreaming of joining the theater. Salome was writing a play; she had a manuscript of ragged pages she offered to read. Her aggressive, intelligent style in conversation did not transfer to the page. No one criticized her work, but as the days passed, Salome described a change in her goals, from playwriting (she admitted that her writing was hampered because she did not read that well) to helping spread the good work of the Athanasians.
Salome had arrived in the program only a few days before Blake. He was not surprised when, two weeks after he arrived, she was gone; he knew she’d already been promoted.
“I admit that when you approached me, I hadn’t eaten for four days. I was beginning to hallucinate.” The speaker was Leo, a thin, quick Dane, a wanderer and diarist who sent long letters by radioing to his friends around the world whenever he could scrape up the tolls, and who had washed ashore in Paris after crossing North Africa on foot. “I should worry that I’m not worried, but what can I do?” He gave everyone a sunny smile.
Blake saw that Leo had an ego problem—his ego wasn’t as big as he pretended it was, and he depended absolutely on constantly being rescued. Leo would probably respond quickly to the processes of the group, but whether he was the sort of material the Athanasians were looking for was yet to be seen. Of all the guests, Leo was the only one who did not profess a goal beyond the present. He maintained that he was happy with his life the way it was.
Lokele was muscular and tall, a West African black who’d been brought to the Paris suburbs as an infant. His parents had died in the influenza epidemic of 2075—“And then I met many, many nice people, but never did they stay long enough to let me get to know them,” he said, smiling, “so I began to hit them to keep them from running away”—until at last he ended in a rehabilitation camp after being convicted of robbery and assault. The Athanasians had picked him up a week after his release, after a week of fruitless job hunting, just as his hunger and despair and determination to stay out of work-shelter were tempting him to rob again.
Of wit and deftness Lokele had plenty. He needed education. He needed socialization. His family and his culture had been destroyed; the bureaucracy had failed him. Blake wondered if and how the Athanasians would pick up the pieces.
Bruni was German, broad-shouldered and blond. She’d been living in Amsterdam for the past two years because work-shelter there involved little or no work, but she’d become bored and moved to Paris.
“Would you like to tell the other guests how we met you, Bruni?”
“That pimp tried to force me to work for him, but I refused.
“You said, ‘No thank you’?”
“I broke his arm.”
“And when his big friends tried to help him?”
“I broke their knees.” She said it without humor, her arms crossed, staring at the floor.
In fact the Athanasians had whisked her out of the way of the police, who thought they were responding to a riot.
Bruni’s anger was held on a spring catch, and in discussion it sometimes exploded into insults and obscenities. But it was clear enough what Bruni wanted; she wanted simple love. Blake wondered how the Athanasians were going to give her that.
And when it was Guy’s turn…
“I am from Bayonne, the Pays Basque. My parents speak the ancient tongue, but I did not learn it. I was not home much because I was with the circus.” The circus, as subsequent confession revealed, was a cheap carnival that worked northern Spain, and while with it, Guy had learned a great many ways to cheat. “I was very good at telling fortunes, but they arrested me for that in Pamplona and I had to spend a week in their filthy jail before they sent me back.” His post-deportation adventures, getting from the border to Paris, were intricate but not interesting, he claimed, but he expressed a confused desire, inspired by the pseudo-Egyptian hocus-pocus of his fortune-telling act, “to learn the true language of the ancient Egyptians. For I have heard that the Basques are the descendants of a colony of Egyptians…”
At which earnest pronouncement, everyone nodded politely.
In the few days Blake had spent in the Basque country before coming back to Paris, he had prepared this cover story as carefully as he could. If the Athanasians bothered to check, they’d find that there really was a disreputable little carnival with a clandestine “Egyptian” fortune-teller—Blake had encountered it on a previous trip to the continent—presently in Catalonia, if it had kept to its flexible itinerary. Blake hoped that denials of Guy’s existence on the part of the carnies would be taken by any interrogator as convenient lapses of memory.
Blake sat through two weeks of these discussions, playing his role with as much skill as he could muster, watching the others play theirs, observing the techniques of Jean and Jacques and Catherine. Group leaders have their agendas, and Blake was impressed by the united purpose of these three, their skill in shaping the eclectic talents and temperaments of the guests toward acknowledgement of a common goal—the goal Jack Noble had expressed to Blake a year ago as “service.”
Each night after supper there were classes. Three nights a week these involved the entire group, and one of the leaders would talk about the aims and methods of the Athanasians. The language was mild, the message as radical as it had been for centuries: humans were perfectible, sin did not exist, the just society—“or Utopia, or Paradise as we sometimes call it”—was a matter of inspiration and will. Hunger would be eradicated, war was a fading nightmare. What was needed was Inspiration. Will. Service. The reward was Freedom, Ecstasy, Unity. Light. These principles were embodied in the ancient wisdom of many cultures, but one source was most ancient…
Other nights of the week there were private instructions, held in the guests’ own cubicles or in one of the empty offices of Editions Lequeu upstairs. During Blake’s second week, Lequeu himself reappeared and casually offered to teach Blake to read hieroglyphics. An offer that may have been made out of idle curiosity quickly turned serious when Lequeu discovered a ready and gifted pupil.
They worked in a small conference room, spreading out the beautiful hand-colored codexes and the holo reproductions of wall carvings on a well-worn table. Lequeu not only knew the sounds, the syllables, the idiograms—he spoke the language. But he cautioned Blake that no one knew how it really sounded. “The last native speakers of ancient Egyptian were the Copts, the Christians of Egypt,” he told Blake. “I am very much afraid that by the end of the 19th century they all had died. Who can say what transformations their language had already undergone?”
Under Lequeu’s tutelage Blake quickly learned to sound out texts in hieroglyphs, in the corresponding hieratic script, and in the later, bastard-Greek demotic. “Guy, you have a gift,” he said, smiling, “and perhaps you will soon find in the texts the secrets you have mystically divined must be there.”
Lequeu disappointed him in only one matter: “I regret that there is no connection whatever between the Egyptians and the Basques—your ancestors were living in the Pyrenees ten thousand years, maybe more, before the first pyramid rose beside the Nile.”
Thus the Athanasians tangled Guy and the others in a net of dependencies: food, clothing, shelter, friendship, cooperative labor, the gentle stripping away of ego defenses, the subtle substitution of a common goal. They neglected nothing. Before Lequeu began his lessons in hieroglyphics, Blake’s evenings had been administered by Catherine; he’d been there only a week when she announced that the night’s lesson would be held in his cubicle. She brought no books.
The yellow reading lamp beside the bunk emphasized the pitted blocks of raw limestone that were the basement’s outer wall. Catherine’s hair was liquid in the light; her clinging dress molded her bold figure, until she began to pull the dress away.
Blake could not pretend aversion or even surprise. But as Catherine’s gray eyes and swollen lips descended toward him, as her cool and expert body joined his, Blake felt a passing shiver of anger, dissolving into sadness. There was another woman he loved, who cared deeply for him, but who had never allowed him more than a child’s kiss.
After Guy had spent three weeks as a guest of the Athanasians, Catherine told him he had been chosen to learn the deeper mysteries.
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Suddenly “Guy” was on the street again. They’d fixed him up with an ID sliver and enough credit to buy clothes and rent a room of his own. They’d even arranged a job for him, as a superped messenger. He was expected to show up at weekly discussion groups, held in the same room on the courtyard, but beyond that he was free.
It was a test, of course. What would he do with his freedom? How thoroughly had they managed to bind him to them?
Blake made Guy into a model apprentice. He aped Pierre’s style and wore a high-collared black jacket and tight black pants. He lived in a tiny chambre de bonne in Issy and went to work conscientiously every day, moving swiftly through the crowded streets on his electric bike like a black shadow, silent except for frequent horn-bleats. He spent his spare time in bookstores and museums, pursuing a new hobby. He was always early to the weekly discussions. He avoided contact with anyone outside the Athanasians, in person or by phonelink.
At the first weekly meeting, Salome’s face was familiar, and Lokele’s, but the rest were strangers. He didn’t know what had become of his other fellow guests, and he thought it better not to ask.
“Hello, Guy,” Catherine murmured that first night, but she did not look at him. She waited until he sat down, and then she sat far away. When she repeated this behavior at the next meeting, he asked her why she was avoiding him.
“Be patient,” she said. “Soon you will be called to a great undertaking”—she smiled thinly—“and if you succeed, I promise we will be united forever…”
One evening two months after he’d arrived in Paris, Blake delivered a package of drugs to a pharmacy in the Sixteenth. The stern pharmacist told him to wait, went into his office a moment, then emerged with an envelope. “For you.”
Blake took the envelope without comment and waited to open it until he’d ridden his superped a few blocks. The note inside said, “500 hrs. demain matin, La Menagerie, Jardins des Plantes. Seul.”
 
In late summer the light creeps into Paris long before sunrise, and the sky to the east was a clear, pale apple-green behind Sacre Coeur’s ugly goat’s-udder dome. In the west, the edge of the full moon was creeping down behind the dark foliage of the Jardin des Plantes’ huge old trees.
The gates of the Menagerie were closed, but as Blake was chaining his superped to the iron fence he saw a man emerge from the tiny gate-house; judging by his size and walk, it was Pierre. The gates swung open with a screech and Blake went inside.
The zoo was old and small, built by kings in a romanticizing past; the cages were of fanciful wrought iron and the animal houses were built of imitation rubble and mud piled up between unshaped tree branches. The effect was supposed to be primitive, exotic. Low brick buildings with tile roofs squatted in the shadows of huge chestnuts and planes.
Blake followed his shadowy guide past a bronze statue of a leaping black youth, dressed like an Indian, playing the panpipes to charm a snake. The statue was inscribed “Age de Pierre.” The Stone Age. Perhaps taciturn Pierre had been inspired by it—certainly the name suited him. Pierre stopped beside the statue and handed Blake what looked like a velvet bag. “Put this on.”
It was a hood. Blake dragged it awkwardly over his head and Pierre pulled it straight down over his shoulders. In the pitch darkness Blake was instantly sensitized to the sounds and smells of the zoo. Nearby, birds were screaming in an awesome cacophony of barnyard and jungle. Growling cats stalked in their cages, impatient for their morning meal.
Blake thought of Rilke’s panther, its will benumbed behind a thousand bars—and beyond the bars, no world.
Pierre took Blake by the arm and urged him forward. Blake stepped out as boldly as he dared. They walked a long time, silently. The asphalt path gently sloped, down and up and down again. The temperature of the air dropped as they walked among groves of trees. Blake felt a slight breeze. The path turned to gravel underfoot, and he could picture crumbled yellow limestone. The animal smells drifted away. There was a scent of herbs—he recognized sage and thyme, but the rest was a fragrant sachet—and a little later the heavy perfume of Mediterranean pines.
“Get in.”
An electric car, parked somewhere on the grounds … Blake slid in, and it started with a quiet hum and drove off slowly. The ride lasted perhaps twenty minutes. Blake didn’t know if Pierre was still with him or not.
The car stopped. “Get out.” Pierre was still with him. “Step down. Steep stairs. Keep walking down until I tell you.”
The steps were of brick or possibly stone, something smooth and cool. Pierre let go of Blake’s arm, but his footsteps stayed close behind. Two sets of shuffling footsteps echoed from the walls of a tunnel, as if they were descending into an old Metro station.
At first the air was cool, but after a hundred or so treads on this seemingly endless stair, Blake felt the air stirring and growing warmer. Somewhere far away, a heavy door closed.
The heat was dry; the air got hotter. A distant whisper became a steady sigh, and then a fluttering roar. Blake kept walking down at a steady pace, but he suddenly stumbled as he tried to drop his weight onto a flat floor. Pierre had failed to warn him that the stairs were ending.
Blake waited a moment, expecting to feel Pierre’s hand on his arm, but there was nothing. The oppressive heat and the blast-furnace roar had covered Pierre’s silent departure.
Blake tugged off the hood and dropped it at his feet.
He stood in blue light at the base of a round cement tower, as big as a silo. Its upper reaches were invisible in the darkness far above. Behind him were the stairs down which he’d come, a dark passage now barred by an iron gate.
The silo was an air shaft. Warm wind, sucked down from above, blew toward the massive stone portal in front of him; through it, orange light flickered in a hypostyle hall of columns shaped like bundles of papyrus reeds. On either side of the opening stood massive seated statues. They were in the Egyptian manner, but each had three jackal heads—an 18th century conflation of Anubis and Cerberus, fanciful, anachronistic, yet imposing.
By the dim blue light that seeped into the shaft he could make out hieroglyphs carved in the stone lintel. With his new skill at reading Egyptian he recognized that they were meaningless, or at best arcane. Centered below the hieroglyphs, however, was a short inscription in French: Ne regardez pas en arrière. Don’t look back.
He walked slowly forward. As he approached the threshold, flame belched from the jaws of the jackals, and a booming bass voice made the air tremble: “He who follows this route alone and without looking back will be purified by fire, by water, and by air; and if he can master the fear of death, he will leave the Earth’s bosom, will again see light, and will be worthy of admission to the society of the wisest and bravest.”
Blake heard this solemn invocation with a mixture of apprehension and amusement—apprehension because he wondered just how far the Athanasians were prepared to go to “purify” him, amusement that they had the humor to mock themselves. The sentiments and flowery phrases, like the architecture, were straight out of the Age of Enlightenment.
Ostentatiously he marched forward into the hall of columns. His steps were bold, but his nerves were jangling.
The heat and the roar increased. At the far end of the hall was a double-doored gate of wrought iron, the decorative work so thick with spikes and curlicues that little could be seen in the interstices except a bright, wavering gleam of orange. The hot gates smelled of the forge; as Blake approached he could make out a word, shaped in the voids of the iron strapwork, radiant with an orange light he realized was a distant wall of flame: Tartarus.
Another step. The gates groaned and swung open and Blake, forgetting his pose, gasped at what he saw. He was looking into an enormous domed pit, filled with flames. Its floor was a circular lake of fire, twenty meters in diameter; in the center of the lake stood a bronze statue, the figure of a bearded man caught in mid-stride with legs apart, left arm forward, right arm upraised. In each fist he held a forked thunderbolt. Fire jetted in spurts from his eyes and mouth; his face was stretched in a horrid grimace. This, surely, was the god Baal.
The immense chamber was filled with smoke and flames. Flames licked up the brick walls, in-curving like the walls of a kiln, which rose fifteen meters to a wide circular balcony. Billows of black smoke poured upward, past a ring of fire on the balcony rim; at the apex of the higher dome above, a chimney sucked out the smoke and kept the flames leaping.
Blake stood watching the scene for a long minute. Then the gates of Tartarus screeched again, and began to close. Hastily, he stepped through them.
The heat was withering. From the smell, Blake judged that the flames were fed by highly volatile kerosene. The hot wind at his back constantly fed oxygen to the bottom of the furnace, and most of the heat was carried to the upper chamber and out the chimney, but he knew he could not stay here for long before dropping of heatstroke.
There was no path around the walls, which were a wall of fire right down to the edge of the fiery lake. There was no bridge across the lake. There were only the six wide brick steps before him, leading down into the floating flames.
The plastic fabric of Blake’s clothes was already softening in the heat. He stripped them off.
Naked, he walked down the first two steps. The heat was punishing. He knew he could go no further. He backed away, ran forward and jumped—
—as high and as far as he could, wrapping his arms around his pulled-up knees, ducking his head. He cannon-balled into the flames.
The pool was deep, and the splash scattered the flames; immediately he swam up for air. Using the technique that, of necessity, had long been practiced by wrecked sailors and ditched fliers, he swam through the fire—taking a breath, diving, swimming underwater, pushing the floating, burning liquid aside as he came up for air. He knew he could get across the fiery lake. He could only assume there was a way out.
The light below the surface was a weird dance of rippling orange shadows, barely bright enough to see the underwater brick walls. Blake made a circuit of the pool as quickly as he could without exhausting himself and found himself back where he’d entered; he hadn’t seen a hint of an opening in the wall, not even a drain.
There remained the island in the center, the pedestal of the fire god’s statue. Blake moved toward it, his body writhing in the flickering submarine light, gasping harder for air each time he resurfaced. As he neared the towering statue, he felt a light current pushing outward at the surface and a stronger current running toward it a meter below. He surfaced again. Pipes at the rim of the brick pedestal poured fresh water into the lake, creating a zone of clear water. He could wait here and catch his breath, although burning drops of fuel fell from the statue’s flame-spurting mouth, singeing his hair and blistering his shoulders.
He gulped and dove. A meter down, there were grilled drains in the brickwork, wide enough to admit his shoulders. He tried two of them, but they were set fast in mortar. The third gate swung open at his touch.
He surfaced behind the statue, avoiding the rain of fire. He breathed long and deep, considering what he had to do.
At the very best, it was a ten-meter swim under water before he reached the edge of the pool. He wondered if the drain was big enough to swim in for the entire distance, if it was blocked or barred inside. If he swam all the way to the edge and ran into a barrier there, would he have enough strength to return?
Blake took a long look around the fiery furnace, soot-blackened with the smoke of centuries. His gaze traveled up past the bronze statue, up to the cathedral-high dome filled with oily smoke and flame. All this had not been built to drown would-be initiates miserably, invisibly. If he was to be sacrificed, some more spectacular end must await him. With that line of reasoning, he made up his mind.
When his head was ringing from hyperventilation and his lungs were filled with air, he dived.
The current pulled him into the drain. He bashed his head painfully where the drain took a sharp turn and leveled off. He grabbed at the sides but found them slick with algae. He couldn’t even use his arms, for the brick tube was too narrow. He thrashed his feet like fins and kept his hands to the sides, streamlining himself as much as he could. In moments he was in utter blackness. His lungs were aching unbearably, but he knew he had long minutes remaining before he really began to get short of oxygen. He put his fingers out to trail along the wall of the drain, hoping to measure his progress.
To his surprise, he was darting through the drain like a dolphin through the sea. He had been unable to feel the swift current that sucked him forward, faster and faster. The water became cooler—
—then cold, then painfully cold, almost freezing. His ankles and wrists throbbed with pain. His teeth were so many frozen stones in his aching jaw.
His shoulder slammed into the wall as he encountered another turn in the pipe. A rush of bubbles overtook him. Blue light speared down from above.
He was expelled into air, only to fall flailing back into cold water.
He was in another pool, this one icy blue. Slick irregular blue-white walls surrounded him, their tops lost in bright clouds of thickly condensing vapor. The opening of the fountain that had spewed him out was in the form of a great bronze jar, held in the arms of another colossal statue, a naiad carved of marble—enough bigger than the god of fire to drench him thoroughly: La Source.
Blake was so cold he could not keep still. He sidestroked swiftly around the base of the statue, examining his new prison. There seemed no way out except, possibly, to climb the walls, and the tops of those were invisible. But he knew he must get out of the water before the last of his strength ebbed away.
He swam to the side and hauled himself out. The walls were wet concrete, shaped and painted to look like the face of a glacier, hardly warmer than the ice they mimicked. But there were ledges and crevices in the concrete, enough to let him climb into the clouds.
As he started up the cliff he heard a trembling groan and the sound of great engines rhythmically throbbing, slowly at first, then with an increasing tempo. The sound was reminiscent of something, but Blake couldn’t place it. Then he realized that the sound was of an old-fashioned steam engine. The technology of this chamber, the chamber of waters, was a century more advanced than that of the chamber of fire.
At the same moment he recalled that the steam engines were first used as pumps to suck water out of flooded mines…
A rivulet of water ran down the wall beside him. He was perhaps three meters above the surface of the icy pool. He looked up and got a splat of cold water in the face. As he was clinging to the wall with one hand and wiping the water from his eyes with the other, he was drenched with bucketsful of water falling from above. He looked up again, in time to see torrents of white water erupt from the tops of the walls on every side. He barely had time to thrust his fist into a crack and twist it there, to jam himself fast. Then he was deluged. The water was pounding his shoulders, pounding the top of his head, thundering in his brain. All his weight was dependant on his right arm and fist and the bare toes of his left foot, which clung to a tiny ledge. He had to get out of the waterfall or give up and fall back into the pool. Bracing himself against the tons of water that descended every minute, he blindly felt for another handhold. His hand found a rough nob of cement, his toes reached another ledge. Carefully he transferred his weight sideways. The falling water was dense and blinding. He repeated the cautious process, moving sideways another half a meter. The sting of falling water on his head and shoulders seemed to lessen.
Another slow lateral move and he was in a dancing mist of water droplets, no longer absorbing the full force of the spillway. For the next few meters above him a vertical ridge of cement like a ship’s prow cut through the cascading water on either side. He glanced around and saw tumbling water everywhere, streaming out of the glowing clouds under the roof. The pool was a seething, freezing caldron below.
Oddly, its level remained constant. Blake felt a shiver of respect for the designers of the ingenious hydraulic system of this labyrinth, which functioned as well as it had centuries ago when it was built.
He continued his climb, moving slowly from one finger-and toehold to the next. More than once he clung precariously to the wet cement after his foot slipped or his hooked fingers threatened to lose their grip. After half an hour’s shivering climb he was twenty meters above the pool; even the huge central statue seemed tiny and far away.
He moved into the bright swirling mist. White light was everywhere, filtering through the blowing fog, but he could no longer see farther than the end of his arm. Fumbling in the mist, he came to the last of the bare concrete; the ridge he had been climbing tapered to a knife edge. Above it a smooth sheet of water spilled over the wall’s unseen rim.
He felt for the wall under the falling water. His right hand found a crevice; he wedged his hand in and flexed his arm. His left hand found a knob; he lifted himself. The water poured thickly over his arms and shoulders. He was almost swimming vertically, an oversized salmon headed upstream without a running start. His feet found tiny ledges, enough to lift him to another handhold, and one more—
Then, suddenly, he was over the lip of the falls, lying flat. The force of the water threatened to roll him back, but he felt along the bottom for hand-and footholds and pulled himself along as the water sheeted over his face and forced itself into his eyes and nostrils.
The gasp and shudder of the great pumps ceased. Water drained swiftly away. He was lying in a channel of fitted stone, smoothly eroded by centuries of these artificial flash floods. The channel ran the circumference of the cylindrical room, under a corbeled ceiling slotted with great skylights which infused the mist with light. Somewhere above, the sun was shining.
He heard a rising whistle, and a lower, breathier, fluty sound. The wind came up. The mist stirred and formed into tendrils in which for a moment he fancied he saw human shapes. He stood. On both sides of the curving wall were enormous open drain spouts from which the floods had poured. Now they were exhausting warm air. The moving air was balmy after the freezing water; soon Blake’s skin was dry, although his hair still dripped with moisture. The last of the bright mist cleared away.
The bare vertical ridge had debouched him near the only exit from the chamber of waters, an arched tunnel big enough to stand in. He climbed into the tunnel and clambered up its short, steep slope. The going was easy for a few meters. Then it ended abruptly.
He had entered the chamber of air.
He had been inside the clouds, and now he was above them. Unlike the other rooms, this “room” had no walls except those immediately beside him, glassy smooth, curving away beneath him into invisibility like the interior of a giant bell jar. A few meters down, the cloudscape unfurled, moving layers of cirrus and alto-cumulus stretching everywhere to a far horizon. In the east, if it were the true east, the sun had risen clear and was sending rosy streams of light to illuminate dark towers of cumulo-nimbus.
The illusion of limitless space was perfect; the technology of this chamber had leapfrogged to the early 21st century.
Lightning forked through a far-off thunderhead. Distant thunder pealed and crumpled. The wind freshened. Blake stood naked on the threshold of a door into the storm, a diver on the highest of platforms. He wondered what was expected of him now. Unless some flying machine or great bird were to rise through the clouds, he could think of no way forward.
The wind continued to rise. It whipped at his hair and pushed him staggering away from the edge. He got to his hands and knees and crept back, pushing his face into the wind. It was a hard, steady wind, as steady as the blast from a giant wind tunnel.
Once, when Blake was little and a late summer hurricane had whipped New York, he had been taken outside on the top of the skyscraper tower to feel eighty-knot winds from the safety of his father’s arms. This wind was stronger.
The cloudscape continued to move serenely and majestically; its projected clouds were insubstantial creatures of light, unaffected by the fast-rising column of material air. The words of the invocation echoed in Blake’s mind—“…if he can master the fear of death, he will leave the Earth’s bosom…”
Then he knew what he was supposed to do.
He crept back from the edge. Once more he tried to reassure himself of his hosts’ sanity, or at least practicality. He raised his arms and ran forward. He dived away from the ledge as far as he could.
Skydiving was not one of his hobbies. He found himself tumbling and struggling, vainly beating the air with his arms and legs. The wind roared in his ears and the clouds rose past him at a terrifying rate—he fell through a layer of cirrus, plummeted haphazardly toward hazy stratus, saw himself drifting toward the skirts of a mushroom-capped thunderhead.
His athletic instincts came to his rescue, and he got his arms out and curved, his legs straightened and parted. Suddenly he found himself gliding like that great bird he had hoped would come to save him, although the roar of the wind reminded him that his speed through the vertical wind was still well over a hundred knots.
He scanned the clouds below. They were rising more slowly now—but it was all illusory. How far had he really fallen? How far down was the floor? What was down there, beside the whirling blades of a giant turbine?
A great canyon of cloud opened beneath him, its walls black with rain. As he gently descended into the airy canyon, he saw what he thought were birds spiraling on updrafts. But the shapes were not birdlike. With a start he realized they were human. They soared toward him, arms outstretched.
These were the initiates who had gone before him. They climbed and dived past him, grinning gleefully. He recognized Bruni, Lokele, Salome, Leo, others, swooping and circling and tumbling naked in the air.
Blake caught himself smiling back. This wasn’t so bad after all: in fact it was fun. He steered himself toward Lokele, who was climbing fast. At the last moment Blake veered and make a grab for Lokele’s outstretched hand, but he miscalculated—and flew right through the man’s body. Lokele kept grinning.
The fliers were as illusory as the clouds. Blake reminded himself of his true situation. He was suspended in a vast wind tunnel. He didn’t know where the walls or floor were, and he had no idea how he was going to get out.
Another naked figure swooped down out of the clouds above him—not an initiate this time, an adept. It was Catherine. She flew toward him, smiling, her hands outstretched. He watched her image impassively, noting its realism.
She touched his hand. A palpable touch. She was real indeed. Still smiling, she gestured to Blake to follow her. She turned and dived away, into the black flanks of the nearest thunderhead.
He dived after her. As he flew into the cloud, rain brushed his skin and the light failed. A moment later he collided with a billowing surface that gave under him like an enormous breast. He bounced off it, into the air, but the roar of the wind dropped a notch and he fell back onto the fabric. Blake realized he was clinging to a huge, finemeshed net. In the darkness he scrambled over its collapsing folds. He felt firmer air cushions underfoot, and then a hard surface. The sound of the wind faded with a dying whine of great rotors.
He was standing in virtual darkness, his ears still ringing from the wind. As his eyes grew accustomed to the dark he saw Catherine’s figure ahead, rimmed in faint blue light. She beckoned, then turned and walked away.
His eyes straining, he followed her. As his hearing recovered he became conscious of another sound, the tremolo of a single note played on the organ.
As he walked, points of light appeared in the darkness, infinitely far away, above and below and on every side. The hard smooth surface on which he walked was invisible, giving off no reflection. Catherine’s figure ahead of him was a black silhouette against the stars. The celestial sphere was no random sprinkle of lights, but a true map of the sky; constellations of the galactic plane arched overhead, Vela, Crux, Centaurus…
The organ note increased in volume, became a swelling chord, was underlined by throbbing strings and woodwinds, all holding to the single dominant. The sound filled all space, so rich and wide that Blake’s chest reverberated as to the prolonged blast of a ship’s whistle.
A figure in flowing white robes emerged from the distant darkness, walking slowly toward them on a floor of empty space. A dozen or more people in simple white robes appeared behind the leader, and behind them a dozen more, and then a hundred more.
The ethereal symphony burst into melody. Blake smiled at the cliché and the rightness of the choice; perhaps they had a sense of humor after all. It was the final movement of Saint-Saëns’ Symphony No. 3, the organ symphony—a joyful hymn, militant in its joy. The trumpets blazed, the piano rippled like falling water, the strings soared in triumph.
The white-robed man in the lead nodded to Catherine and walked on past her; she joined the line behind him and was handed a robe to slip around her body.
The man in the lead was Lequeu. He drew near and halted. His dark eyes regarded Blake sympathetically; a smile played at the corners of his refined mouth. Without speaking he lifted a folded robe from his arm and held it out wordlessly. Blake stepped to him and let him fold the robe around his shoulders.
“Welcome, my young friend,” Lequeu said then. Someone behind him handed him a bronze chalice surrounding a cup of carved amethyst, and he held it out with both hands. “Mnemosyne’s potion. To help you forget your former life. Here all is well.”
Blake took it and drank without hesitation. It tasted of nothing but cold water.
“Welcome to the sanctuary of the initiated, the content,” Lequeu announced, loud enough for all to hear; his rich voice was warm with praise.
A star burst overhead, flooding space with a shell of light. In the moment of ensuing brightness, all the stars vanished. Hundreds of voices laughed and cheered, and Blake felt himself surrounded and pummeled by encouraging hands. When the lights came on again he saw that they were inside a modest and rather plain neoclassical hall, its sandstone walls relieved only by Doric pilasters. One feature made of the hall something unusual: the far end of it was dominated by a statue of helmeted Athena, enthroned, towering almost to the roof ten meters above. Blake peered at the bronze giantess in momentary confusion before he confirmed that the pedestal on which the goddess of wisdom sat really was a pipe organ. Into this 18th-century hall the 21st century had briefly imported the Galaxy, but the supreme technology of the past maintained its place.
He looked at the laughing faces closing in on him. Here were the real Leo, the real Salome, the real Lokele, the real Bruni, all showering him with congratulations, sincerely happy to see him—perhaps even a little madly happy to see him. Someone pressed a glass of wine into his hand.
His senses were already buzzing. The water in the cup had been more than water, and something more than alcohol had fired his nervous system. He grinned madly back at those who grinned madly at him. His fellow initiates talked about old times. Old-timers talked about older times, their own experiences and what the records revealed of the initiation rites when the secret society’s subterranean palace was new. Blake gathered that he had done no more or less than was expected of him—the society’s pre-screening was that thorough. He was fascinated by the legends of novel solutions, tales of drastic errors.
The time passed in a blur. He retained a vague memory of encountering Catherine in a darkened room, with nothing between them but linen robes, and then nothing at all.
 
Later Blake could hardly recall coming up into the twilight air of the deserted Jardin des Plantes, whose gates had been closed when he had entered and were closed again. How many hours, days, had he been underground? Much less could he remember steering himself home to his rented room in Issy on his superped. He remembered only being summoned to Lequeu’s office when he woke from what must have been a long sleep.
“Ah, Guy, good of you to be so prompt. Please have a seat.” Lequeu, elegant as ever in gray summer-weight wool slacks and fine-checked cotton shirt, was seated on the edge of his desk, his customary casual perch. He pressed a finger lightly to his ear. “Join us, will you, Catherine?”
She entered from the adjacent office, demure in a floor-length green plastic skirt. She carried a large, thin portfolio.
“Guy, every initiate is honored to serve as he or she is best qualified,” Lequeu continued. “You have a unique combination of talents—physical ability, quickness, and daring, of course, like all of us—but you also have a knack for ancient languages, as I’ve been privileged to observe. The progress you’ve made with hieroglyphics is quite remarkable. And you are also an excellent … actor.” Lequeu held up a deprecating hand. “Meant as a compliment. I want you to join Catherine and me in one of our special projects.”
“Sure, how can I help you?” said Blake.
“There are thousands of papyri in the basement of the Louvre which have been seen once or twice by scholars but never published,” Lequeu said. “Some do not appear in the catalogues of Napoleon’s expedition or any later expedition. Some, like this one”—he gestured to a hand-drawn reproduction of a papyrus scroll that Catherine had withdrawn from her portfolio—“are vital to our mission. Our job is to locate them and remove them to safety.”
“Remove?” Guy asked. He peered curiously at the reproduction.
“To save them from mold and rot,” Lequeu said. “And so that they may be returned to their rightful inheritors. I want you to familiarize yourself with this reproduction so that you will recognize the original when you see it. We can give you an approximate idea of its location, but you will have to find it yourself.”
Blake bent over the engraving that Catherine had laid on the desk. It consisted of numerous triangular drawings together with lengthy notation. “What’s that supposed to be? It almost looks like instructions for building a pyramid.”
“You are partly right,” said Lequeu. “Pyramids were actually models of the heavens, and one of their functions was to act as observatories. This papyrus apparently gives instructions for a model pyramid that could be used to locate a particular place in the Egyptian sky.”
“What place?”
“We’re uncertain,” Catherine said, speaking for the first time. “This copy contains many errors, but if the original is intact, I’ll be able to reconstruct a star map from the information it contains.”
Blake looked at her curiously. “You’re a mathematician?”
She glanced at Lequeu, who smiled suavely. “As I said, Guy, we all have multiple talents. You will have to exercise several of yours in locating the original of this papyrus.”
“And when I find it?” Blake asked.
“Why then,” Lequeu said, “you will steal it.”
Blake hardly hesitated before he nodded. “I’ll be honored to help any way I can, sir.”
“Good man,” Lequeu said, and he began to give Blake the details of how the theft was to be accomplished.
 
The very next afternoon Blake walked across the Ponts des Arts, dressed as an ordinary tourist, intending to visit the Louvre. His purpose was to scout the place for the mission he would undertake within the next few weeks. Inside the famous museum’s crowded anteroom he stopped at a public information booth and made a quick transmission to his home in London. It had to be quick—any lengthy use of his home computer required cooling its central processor, and there was no way he could do that remotely.
There was a book in Blake’s private collection, and yesterday he’d found a chip copy of it in the Bibliothèque Nationale. From it he derived a list of numbers. What he transmitted to his computer was that list.
Then he asked his computer to send a one-sentence faxgram to Port Hesperus, return code encrypted: “Let’s play hide-and-seek…”
Blake thought he had been discreet. He also assumed that he was no longer under surveillance by the Athanasians. He was mistaken on both counts.



 
7
 
Two weeks later: after a fortnight’s fast trip on a Space Board cutter, Sparta rode a shrieking shuttle into the atmosphere of Earth. The space plane winged out of its hot ionization blanket into a sky like a clear blue ballroom paved with veined marble.
Sparta peered out the passenger window. You could say a few things for Earth, she mused. It was bigger than Port Hesperus and had more trees, if less good living space per capita. It was cooler than Venus and warmer than most other places in the solar system, and it had air you could breathe—most of the time. But as the shuttle swiftly descended toward the cloud deck, the clouds that looked like milky marble came to resemble clotted cream, floating on weak coffee; the smog layer rose quickly, cutting off visibility.
Sparta’s badge and her orders took her swiftly through customs. In twenty minutes she was on a magneplane, heading across the smoking Jersey marshes toward Manhattan. Its towers gleamed through the murk like the Emerald City.
Manhattan in August would test any space-wondering human’s affection for the home world. Not that North America’s premier demonstration city was dirty or inefficient; that would no more have been tolerated in 21st century Manhattan than in 20th century Disney World. It was the season, the latitude, the natural climate of the place that turned it into a late-summer steam bath.
Civilization made it worse: on the east coast of North America, as all over the globe, air pollution continued unabated into the fourth century of the industrial revolution, despite “clean” power from fusion reactors and orbiting solar-microwave stations. Many small nations were still dependent on coal and oil, and everywhere factory smoke-stacks continued to mainline carbon into the atmosphere. Light from the sun streamed in, but reradiant heat from the Earth was trapped; global temperatures inched upward, in a planetary greenhouse not unlike that which had melted and seared Venus a billion years ago.
There weren’t many people in the canyons of midtown this afternoon; everybody was staying inside, where the climate was quite unnatural, and the temperature—traditional for summer in Manhattan—was near freezing. Calculate the power loss from all that heat exchange, convert it to its waste carbon equivalent, and observe the positive feedback loop: watch Earth trying to imitate Venus.
Sparta, stepping fresh from the air-conditioned magneplane, was sweat-soaked and giddy before she had made it through the revolving doors into the marble reception hall of the Board of Space Control’s Earth Central headquarters. Inside, she shivered involuntarily. She had been in this building—the old United Nations building, overlooking the East River—just once before, the day the commander had packed her off to Port Hesperus.
That time too she’d come straight from Newark, where she’d been working undercover on the shuttleport docks as an agent for C & I branch—customs and immigration. That time, when she’d finally tracked down the commander, he’d been wearing his dress blues; she’d been wearing a dock rat’s overalls. She hadn’t been able to climb out of them until she was on her way to Venus. This time she was wearing her dress blues, determined to meet him on more nearly equal terms—even though the armpits of her blue worsted jacket were showing wet black patches.
She rode an elevator to the fortieth floor. She flashed her badge at the sergeant who guarded the commander’s door. “Troy to see the commander.”
“He’s in the sports hall,” said the sergeant, a rawboned Russian woman with a blond haystack hairdo. “Forty-four floors down. Ask at the desk.”
“I’ll wait here until he’s through,” Sparta said.
“Troy, yes? He specially wants to see you, as soon as you enter—‘no matter what I am doing,’ he said.” The sergeant smirked at her. She was the type who enjoyed other people’s troubles. “You had better go down now, Inspector.”
 
When she got off the elevator in the basement, Sparta had to pause a moment to quell her rebellious stomach. The underground gym was rank with the odor of sweat and fungus, and the air was full of steam where the cold of the air conditioner met the heat of the saunas and pool and steam room.
The locker attendant pointed her in the direction of the pool. She walked down the corridor past dripping glass-walled handball and squash courts, where men and women were hurling themselves at the walls, trying to keep little black and blue rubber balls in the air. The tiled passageway turned a right angle and opened on the pool.
The far walls of the enormous room were obscured in mist; its pillars and terraces were opulently paved with blue and gold mosaics. Bare male and female bodies splashed in the chemical-blue water; their voices echoed from the hard walls. Sparta paced the poolside, peering into the mist. The blue-gold light was diffuse, coming out of the fog from everywhere at once, and her enhanced vision was useless.
She heard wet barefoot footsteps behind her and turned to find a lifeguard, dressed only in a white towel cinched around his muscular waist. “Can’t be in here like that, Inspector. Dressing room’s back and to your right.”
“Would you find Commander…”
“We don’t page people,” he said, cutting her off. “Outside.”
The big locker room was full of athletic men and women changing in and out of their clothes, using their lunch hour for exercise instead of food. Sparta found an unoccupied locker. Her dress uniform had already melted in the steam, surrendering its every carefully arranged crease. She stripped, hung up her clothes, and reprogrammed the locker’s lock.
Back at the pool, she dove into the water, as bare as the rest of the lunch-hour crew but aware of herself as they were not, even though she knew her body’s strangeness was not visible on its surface. She paddled slowly through the fog, keeping her nose a millimeter or two above water, searching for the commander. She moved the entire length of the Olympic pool in the slow lane, not exerting herself beyond a lazy dog paddle. As she neared the far end, she saw his blue eyes glint in the mist. His hands were clasped behind his head; his elbows were hooked on the ledge at waterline to keep him from sinking.
She swam within a meter of him, then back-paddled. “Commander.”
“Troy. Took your time.” His Canadian-accented voice was so hoarse it was almost a whisper, and his lean face was creased beyond his years. His skin was two-tone, burned mahogany at the wrists and from the neck up, a ruddy tan everywhere else she could see, even underwater. He’d been using the ultraviolet lamps in an attempt to even out his color, but it was hard to disguise that deep-space burn.
“What am I going to do with you, Troy?”
Uh, oh, she thought, that sounds like it’s back to Newark after all. “That’s what I’m here to find out, sir.”
“You’re not playing straight with me.”
“Sir?”
“Think I kept you on Port Hesperus just to babysit a couple of archaeologists?”
“No, because the Space Board office was understaffed.”
“Surprised you bought that phony excuse.”
Sparta paddled to the wall and hooked an elbow on the ledge. “It seems that you’re not playing straight with me either, sir.”
“I sent you to Port Hesperus to look into the Star Queen incident. By the time you got through we had a couple of extra bodies, a wrecked ship, a hole in the station, and one of our own people turned into a human vegetable. After all the ruckus, I thought it was time I did a little investigation of my own. Without you around to edit the files for me.” He looked at her sidelong. “One of your many peculiar talents.”
She said nothing. To deny that she had frequently rewritten her own biography, keeping one step ahead of security checks and other inquiries, would be foolish.
The commander ran his hand through a brush of gray hair; each upright hair gleamed with a bead of condensed moisture. “So I interviewed your old bosses, your old teachers at business school, high school. None of them recognized your holo.”
“I wasn’t a memorable student.”
“Although some of them recovered their memories when I showed them your transcripts. Or claimed they did. Then I tried your family.”
“They’re dead.”
“Yes, that’s what the death certificates say. I went to that funeral home out on Long Island. Nobody could really remember, but sure enough, they had records too. And the urns are in the niche.”
“Cremations are routine, I believe.” Sparta was staring at the water. Her memories were different than she pretended, but not very different: her parents really had been cremated, in a manner of speaking, if what she’d been told was the truth.
“I had a chemical analysis done on the ashes,” the commander said. “Some people would apologize for that, but I think you understand why I had to do it.”
“I could say I understand,” she said, “or I could say it makes me ill.” But not, she thought, as sick as it made me to acquire those authentic human ashes. “You did all this investigation personally?”
“That’s right. Got me out of the office for hours at a time.”
“May I see your results?”
“Would it stop you if I said no?” His seamed face twisted in a predatory smile. “As a matter of fact you won’t have access to my results, because they’re not in the system. They’re in here.” He tapped his skull.
Neither of them said anything for half a minute. They both seemed intent on the plash and ripple of the pool, the grunts and splashes of the lap swimmers passing in adjacent lanes.
“Ever hear of the SPARTA project?” he asked.
“Yes, I’ve heard of it,” Sparta said, “I read some things about it a few years ago, when I was in I.P. branch.”
“What’s your understanding of SPARTA?”
“Well, it stands for SPecified Aptitude Resource Training and Assessment. It was an educational program that was supposed to develop multiple intelligences—languages, math, music, social skills, so on. On Port Hesperus I met a guy who was actually in the project himself—”
“Blake Redfield.”
“That’s right.”
“The expert on old books.”
“That’s right.”
“You’d never met Blake Redfield before?”
Sparta expelled her breath, making the water ripple under her nose. “I have a good memory, Commander—”
“An extraordinary memory,” he said.
“—and yes, when I saw him on Port Hesperus, I knew I’d seen him before. Two years ago he tried to pick me up on a street corner, here in Manhattan. He followed me for a couple of blocks. I lost him.”
“What happened to SPARTA?”
“I heard it went out of business. The people who ran it died in a chopper crash.”
“About the same time as Mr. and Mrs. Troy of West Quogue, New York, died in a car crash.”
“I don’t give much thought to meaningless coincidences,” she said. “Why did you really bring me down here, sir?”
“I wanted to see if you were a real woman. You look like one, anyway.” He appeared to be studying his toes, a meter and a half under the water. “Okay, here’s what I want you to do. I want you to get a physical from the clinic here. I’ve set it up already—results for my eyes only. Then I want you to take some time off. R & R. Go anywhere you want. I’ll reach you when I need you.”
“Anywhere?”
“On Earth, I mean.”
“Thanks. On my salary, I’ll tour lower Manhattan.”
“Expenses paid—within reason. Save your receipts.”
“I’ll have a ball.”
“I thought maybe you’d like to check in with Blake Redfield in London.”
“Why would I want to do that?” She stared at him with the blankest expression she could muster.
Sapphire blue eyes set in a weathered mahogany face stared back at her. “Because I think you like the guy, that’s why.” He drew up his knees and pushed his feet against the wall of the pool, launching himself outward, plowing the water in a fast, inelegant Australian crawl.
She watched him disappear in the mist. What was he up to, with his private investigations, with all those disingenuous questions about SPARTA, about Blake?
She resists our authority
William, she’s a child
He could be one of them. He could have set her up for the Star Queen investigation—a setup it certainly had been. But if he knew who she was, why warn her? Why have her tested? If he knew who she was, he knew everything.
So he wasn’t one of them—but maybe he was onto them. He could suspect that she was one of them. Or that Blake was. Or he could be merely curious.
Sparta was an anomaly, no doubt of that, despite her intention to maintain a low profile. Whatever was on the commander’s mind, she had no doubt that she would be followed wherever she went on her “R & R.”
 
Half an hour later she presented herself at the clinic on the thirty-fifth floor. What the commander was looking for, she didn’t know; she herself didn’t know everything she might have to hide. But she’d gotten used to medical examinations.
Clinics were friendlier than they had been once, a bit more civilized. You checked in at the little window and took a seat in the waiting room and skimmed the latest Smithsonian on the tabletop videoplate. When they called your name, you spent twenty minutes walking from one room to another, never taking your clothes off, never getting stuck with a needle, and then you were through. The data they got painlessly, had it been a century earlier, would have needed a week of insult and embarrassment at the Harvard Medical School.
Technicians still collected various bodily fluids for analysis, but most tests, and most treatments, involved no big machines, no nauseating drugs, no painful injections or traumatic incisions. Diagnostic gadgets that had weighed tons when they were invented were now hardly bigger than a dentist’s chair, thanks to room-temperature superconductors and high-field-density magnets. Thanks to miniaturized supercomputers, they were also highly accurate.
In one room a magnetic imager made a couple of passes at your body showing your anatomical structures in detail and revealing your internal chemistries as well. In another room a nurse handed you a tasty radio-opaque cocktail; it entered your bloodstream in seconds and displayed the fine structure of your circulatory system—everywhere, even in the brain—to stimulated X-ray beams from a radiation-pipe the technician played over you. In a third room you were served another cocktail; the kicker in it was a mix of isotopes hooked to tailored enzymes that, once they got into you, swarmed to outline your nervous system before they died in a burst of radio emission. Your blood chemistry could be determined without drawing a visible amount of blood—but you still had to pee in a jar.
The supercomputers went to work on the data instantly, constructing layer upon layer of fine-grain images, columns of numbers, graphic curves—pictures of structures, functions, and purposes … and pathologies, if any.
The machines could not be completely fooled, but some tests could be avoided. Unless a person complains of arthritis, or has some other specific problem, the fingertips are not usually subject to inspection. Sparta had never mentioned her PIN spines; if they were discovered, she had a story ready—its cover already planted—about cut-rate cosmetic surgery. After all, PIN spines had actually become fashionable in certain circles; they weren’t as easy to lose as standard I.D. slivers.
More to the point, Sparta had a degree of control over her metabolism that would have astounded her examiners. She was convincingly allergic to the more sensitive chemical probes, and as for the rest, the trick was to understand what the technicians were expecting to find and give it to them, with just enough variation from the norm to persuade them that they weren’t inspecting a practice dummy.
Not all of Sparta’s nonstandard anatomy needed hiding. Her right eye was a functional macrozoom not because of any detectable change in the structure of the eye itself, but because of cellular manipulations of her optic nerve and visual-association cortex. Her analytical sense of smell, her infrared vision, her tunable hearing were similarly due to neuronal “rewiring,” not to detectable rebuilding. Her eidetic memory involved only changes in the neurochemical transmitters of the hippocampus, which were not accessible to standard diagnostics.
Only her raw number-crunching abilities involved a noticeable change in the density of forebrain tissue. Time after time, fascinated doctors had been convinced that the lump just beneath Sparta’s forehead, just to the right of where Hindus and Buddhists locate the soul’s eye, was a tumor. But repeated neurological tests had revealed no apparent effect on her perception, higher processes, or behavior, and the “tumor” had shown no change in several years; if it was a tumor, it was evidently benign.
On a grosser scale, the sheets of polymer structures under her diaphragm could not be hidden, only explained away. The “accident” she’d had when she was sixteen served that purpose. The polymer sheets were experimental tissue replacements, necessitated by abdominal trauma, and she had the scars to prove it. There was a steel staple in her breastbone, holding her once-crushed chest together. Her ribs and arms were threaded with grafts of artificial bone, of an experimental ceramic type.
Who, after all, would even have thought to ask if these crude structures were really batteries, an oscillator, a dipole microwave antennae…?
Sparta suspected that one reason her explanations were persuasive was because the people who had implanted the real systems had taken care to disguise them. She had adopted the sort of cover story she was meant to have, although she couldn’t recall ever have been rehearsed in it.
A half-hour after she entered the clinic, she walked out. She could have had the results an hour after that, if the commander hadn’t put them under embargo. Sparta wouldn’t know whether she’d gotten away with the deception again unless he chose to tell her.
She took an old-fashioned subway train to within a couple of blocks of the NoHo condo-apt she shared with two other women. She hadn’t seen either of them in months, and rarely before that. When she let herself into the place neither of them was home. She barely glanced around before going straight to her own bedroom. It was as severely neat as she had left it, plantless, walls bare, bed made; only a fine coat of dust on every hard surface and a small stack of fax mail under the reader on her bureau hinted that she had been gone for months. The mail was advertising—she tossed the whole pile in the chute.
Five minutes later she had repacked her duffle and left the apartment. She had no idea when she would return.
 
Back on the subway platform, wilting in the heat, packed for the transatlantic supersonic jitney, on her way to London…
She wanted to see Blake. But she didn’t want to see Blake. She liked Blake. She was afraid of Blake. Maybe she was in love with Blake.
She hated herself like this, when her brain went nothing but blah, blah, blah. She was hung on a cusp. She wanted to find out what had become of her parents, and Blake could have learned something. She wanted revenge for what had been done to her—or did she? She also wanted to survive. A few months on Port Hesperus, just being a cop, and her conviction had begun to dissolve.
Maybe the commander was right. Maybe she really needed a rest.
The antique subway train clattered into the station, glistening with bright yellow paint. She stepped onto the squeaky-clean car. It was empty except for a stylishly dressed young couple—on their way home from classes at NYU, to judge by the shiny black datapads they balanced on their knees.
Or they could be a tail.
Sparta sat by herself, beside the doors at the far end of the car. She pulled her jacket closer about her shoulders and brooded. The commander had boxed her in. She hardly had a choice but to go to Blake, to find out what Blake had to tell her. To be with him.
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Sparta cautiously climbed the narrow, smelly stairs to Blake Redfield’s flat in the City of London. In her trip from Manhattan she had taken every precaution to evade pursuit that was consistent with her pose of innocence. She had not tried to call Blake, either by personal commlink or public phonelink. She had made her travel arrangements as discreetly as she could, then changed them at the last minute, spending two days on a trip that could have been completed in an afternoon. All this would be child’s play for the commander’s people if they were tailing her, but she didn’t dare try any fancy stuff.
London in the late summer was hardly better than Manhattan. Today the air was so saturated with humidity it had begun to rain. Drenched from within and without, she rapped on Blake’s door.
There was no answer. She listened, then ran her hand lightly over the jambs. Her palm hovered above the alphanumeric keypad of his outdated magnetic lock, parsing its field patterns. In moments, guided by intuition, she had decoded its lengthy combination, CH3C6H2N023246. Which was very like Blake, thus predictable, and therefore rather stupid of him: minus subscripts, parentheses, and commas, it was the chemical formula of TNT.
Sparta’s fingers danced on the keypad. Before she pushed the door open she hesitated. Blake wasn’t stupid, of course. Blake was the sort to warn unexpected guests and, should they ignore his warning, leave them a little greeting card. A grain or two of TNT, or more likely nitroglycerin, that sort of thing. She bent her nose close to the strike plate and sniffed.
There was no sign of any chemical more unusual than light machine oil. There was no sign that the door had been used recently; in the infrared, it was cooler than the ambient air.
But the last person who had touched this doorknob was not Blake. Blake’s unmistakably spicy aroma was overlaid by that of someone Sparta didn’t recognize. A female.
Perhaps it was his landlady. Whoever she was, she was not inside now. Her prints were stone cold—more than a week old, Sparta guessed—and the lingering odor of perfume that came through the crack where the heavy door badly fitted its ancient frame was stale and so faint only someone with Sparta’s sensitivity could have detected it. Nevertheless Sparta slipped her hands into her pockets and withdrew a pair of transparently thin polymer gloves. Someone had been in Blake’s flat since he’d been there, and she could come back. Sparta had no intention of leaving traces of her own visit.
She pushed gently on the door and stepped back as it sprang open. There were no fireworks.
She peered cautiously into Blake’s sitting room. She had never been here before. Her eager curiosity threatened to overwhelm her caution. But she sensed the current of the pressure-sensor wires under the kilim on the varnished oak floor, and she noted, mounted in the corners of the ceiling moldings, the movement detectors, invisibly small to anyone else.
She raised her arms, feeling for their wave patterns. Her belly burned for an instant, and three quick bursts disarmed Blake’s alarms. Leaving her duffel bag in the hall, she stepped tentatively into the room.
There was a mullioned bay window to her left, shadowed by a big elm outside. Heavy rain continually rustled the elm leaves. The pallid green light of late afternoon filtered through the rain-streaked panes and gave the interior of the flat the watery feel of an aquarium.
The walls of the room were lined with bookshelves; the books were stacked on their shelves like vertical irregular bricks, their spines a faded spectrum from ruddy brown to slate-blue. There were albums of recent book chips and older books recorded on disk and tape, and an impressive number of real books made of paper and cloth and leather, many crumbling inside their clear plastic envelopes, others in pristine condition.
Where the walls were not obscured by bookshelves they were painted with creamy enamel and hung with framed manuscript pages and early 20th-century European oils.
Sparta retrieved her duffel and left it inside the door, which she closed carefully behind her. She moved through the quiet rooms. Blake lived well on his consulting fees, not to mention the income from a sizable trust fund; these gave ample play to his collector’s passion and his taste in Chinese furniture and Oriental weavings.
Her eye zoomed in on surfaces and textures, probing shadowed crevices. Her ears listened beyond the human frequency range, below the human threshold of audibility. Her nose sniffed for chemical hints. If there were booby traps or hidden transmitters or receivers in the room, she would home in on them.
Blake had left his apartment at least two weeks ago, perhaps much longer. There was no sign that the circumstances of his leaving were unusual. But everywhere the prints of his woman visitor were more recent, if only by a few days; nowhere did his prints overlay hers.
Sparta looked into the bedroom. His bed was made with fresh sheets, and his closet was full of suits and shirts and shoes, everything from black leather pumps to red high-top moon boots. Blake was quite a dandy, but if anything was missing from this extensive wardrobe, Sparta would not know. She noted that the woman had pawed through his things.
His bathroom cabinet was fully stocked: Blake’s cordless toothbrush was there, and a chemosonic shaver, and shelves full of deodorants and aftershaves and other nostrums. The woman had been here too, since Blake had left.
The refrigerator in the kitchen alcove held a six-pack of Czechoslovakian lager—his taste for cold beer confirmed that Blake was, after all, American—but it held no eggs or milk or vegetables or other perishables, only a few hard cheeses and a jar of mustard. The stove was spotless. There were no dirty dishes in the sink. The recycling chute hadn’t been used for a week. Either Blake had planned his departure, or someone had cleaned up after him.
His back porch—a tiny enclosed landing, really—had been converted to a workshop; through its single window she could make out a row of brick-walled back gardens, trim and middle class. Rows of neatly labeled bottles of chemicals lined the wall above a table that was anything but neat; its surface was crowded with scraps of microlectronic substrate. There were traces of numerous nitrogen-based compounds and splashes of solified metal on the carbon-fiber work surface. All of the debris was cold.
The copper pipes of the kitchen plumbing to Blake’s flat and the ones above and below his were exposed in one corner of the little workroom, next to a small laundry sink. But Blake didn’t do his laundry here. The round metal gadget stuck on the end of the faucet was a mainframe computer, a micro-super smaller than the water filter it was packaged in. The computer worked through complexification and decomplexification of artificial enzymes; the thing got so hot when it was working at capacity that it needed a steady flow of coolant.
Blake’s woman visitor had twisted the faucet handle, and she’d played with the remote keyboard on Blake’s desk. Sparta wondered if she’d gained access to its memory.
Sparta turned on the cold water. She slipped the glove off her right hand and thrust her spines into the ports on the back of the keyboard. She got past the computer’s quite competent security in a split second, and its informational guts started to spill faster than the steaming water that was already pouring into the sink. From one sprung booby trap in Blake’s security—and several yet unsprung—Sparta knew that no snoopers had gained entry.
The flatscreen glowed. Anyone watching Sparta would have seen a woman staring as if hypnotized at a meaningless jumble of alphanumerics and scrambled graphics spilling across the flatscreen, but she was not seeing it; the data was flowing directly into her neural structures.
The little computer was so capacious that it took Sparta several seconds just to read the directory of its stored programs and files. There were knowledge based programs for chemical analysis, some having to do with explosives, corrosives, incendiaries, poison gases, and other such pleasantries, others having to do with the analysis of papers and inks. There were powerful programs for modeling the complex interactions of shockwaves, programs so intricate they showed that Blake’s interest in making things go boom was more than a mischievous hobby.
Of the files, the biggest were bibliographies. Sparta would not have been surprised if every edition of every book known to have been printed in English for the past three hundred years was listed here.
But one miniscule file called attention to itself. Its name was README.
She smiled. Blake knew Sparta as few others did. One thing he knew about her was that she could crack any computer almost effortlessly, although he didn’t know how she did it, and she had no intention of telling him. She had no doubt that README was meant for her.
README, however, turned out to be unreadable. Not that it was inaccessible, but it contained nothing except an apparently meaningless list of numbers. The numbers were arranged in groups: 311, 314, 3222, 3325, 3447, 3519 … a total of 102 such groups in all, none with less than three numbers or more than six, and none repeated. The first few groups began with the numeral 3, the next few began with 4, and so on, in increasing numerical order. The last groups all began with 10.
Sparta smiled. She recognized the list for what it was and instantly committed it to memory.
So Blake wanted to play hide-and-seek, did he? She replaced her glove, turned off his computer, and left his workshop precisely as she had found it. She slipped quickly and quietly into the main room of the flat, moving like a shadow in the deepening shadows, grinning a cat’s satisfied smile.
Outside, the rain still drummed on the elm leaves. The light was greener.
By pushing her nostrils close to the books on their shelves, she could inhale the residual odor of the hands that had touched them, the amino acids and other chemicals that were as distinctive to individuals as their fingerprints. Only Blake had handled the plastic sleeves in which they were protected—Blake and, in a few cases, the mysterious woman.
The woman had handled only a few books. She’d pulled books from the shelves here and there, apparently at random—unlike Sparta, she had evidently had no idea what she was looking for.
Sparta was looking for a specific book. Blake had left Sparta a message hidden in a book, a book he knew Sparta would recognize as unique in a way that one else could. The list of numbers in README was a book cipher.
A book had drawn them both to Port Hesperus and had served to reintroduce them, a copy of the fabulously valuable privately printed first edition of The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, by T. E. Lawrence. There were no copies of any version of The Seven Pillars of Wisdom on Blake’s shelves, but they had shared many other books in the past, when both of them had been children in SPARTA. Among Blake’s collection of 19th- and 20th-century fiction, memoirs, travel journals, essays, and other literary letters, one book was an anomaly, an anomaly only someone who knew Blake’s collection intimately—or someone who had been part of SPARTA—would recognize.
She pulled it from the shelf and looked at it. The eye printed on the jacket stared back at her. In the more than one hundred years since it had been published, the bright red of its dust jacket had faded to pale pink, but its bold title was clearly visible through the plastic: Frames of Mind, The Theory of Multiple Intelligences, by Howard Gardner. It was a gifted psychologist’s exposition of what he called “a new theory of intellectual competences,” and it had been a major influence on Sparta’s parents when they conceived the SPARTA project.
Sparta removed the book from its plastic sleeve, studied its cover a moment, then carefully opened it. She smiled at the dedication, “For Ellen.” That was a different Ellen in a different century—a real Ellen, unlike the fictitious Ellen Troy—but she had no doubt that Blake meant her to take it personally.
Yes, she was now “in the mood”—the right frame of mind.
She turned to the first chapter, “The Idea of Multiple Intelligences.” It began, “A young girl spends an hour with an examiner…” Sparta knew the passage well, a brief parable of a youngster whose diverse gifts are summed up in a single round number, an I.Q. The thrust of Gardner’s argument, and of the program Sparta’s parents had created, was to lift the dead hand of I.Q.
The first page of this chapter was numbered 3 in the book. And the first letter of the first line was A. It was the letter to which README had directed her. The first group of numbers in README was 311, indicating page 3, line 1, letter 1. The next group of numbers in README was 314; it directed her to the fourth letter in the same line, which was u.
README’s next group was 3222, which could be read as page 3, line 2, letter 22, but could also be read as page 3, line 22, letter 2, or even as page 32, line 2, letter 2. The steady increase of the initial digits told Sparta that Blake had used the simplest form of the cipher, taking each letter serially. Thus the first digit or two would always be the page number, from page 3 to page 10. The second one or two digits would count down the lines of the page, and the remaining digit or two would indicate the placement of the letter on the line.
There was little chance of ambiguity in this system—but it was bad cipher practice, the kind of regularity that instantly reveals the existence of a book cipher even to an amateur cryptanalyst. If the hidden message had been in plain language, the cipher could have been largely solved without even knowing which book was the key.
The message was not in plain language. When, after a few seconds of concentration and page flipping, Sparta had deciphered the last group, 102749, the entire message of 102 letters read thus:
 
aukcfkucaqnsrtgaldxqzlhofaiktbhobodkupkcdutsekavtvrbkqholskcdltpaudzdlybekybjtalqorvqmxhjzhudyfesiqzef.
 
Sparta was not surprised. In fact, this is what she had expected. Blake’s invitation to play hide-and-seek had enjoined her to “play fair.” The Playfair cipher was one of the most famous in history.
Even if a cryptanalyst knew that a message was enciphered in Playfair, the text was exceedingly difficult to decipher without the key. But Sparta already had the key. The key to Blake’s every move in this game of hide-and-seek was their shared experience of SPARTA.
With this key she mentally constructed a Playfair alphabet square:
 
	S 	P 	A 	R 	T 
	B 	C 	D 	E 	F 
	G 	H 	IJ 	K 	L 
	M 	N 	O 	Q 	U 
	V 	W 	X 	Y 	Z 

She broke the string of book-cipher letters into pairs and swiftly performed the transformation. The first pair in the cipher was au. The line in the square that contained A intersected with the column containing U: the letter at the intersection was T. The line containing U intersected with the column containing A: the letter at the intersection was O. The first pair of letters in Blake’s message was TO.
Pairs of cipher letters in the same line of the square were exchanged for the letters to their left. Pairs of cipher letters in the same column were exchanged for the letters above them. Soon Sparta had Blake’s prepared plain text: TO HE LE NF RO MP AR IS IF YO UF IN DT HI SF IN DM EI NT HE FO RT RE SX SZ SE EK IN GT HE FI RS TO FX FI VE RE VE LA TI ON SY OU WI LX LN EX ED AG UY DE.
With the extra letters eliminated, the message read, TO HELEN FROM PARIS IF YOU FIND THIS FIND ME IN THE FORTRESS SEEKING THE FIRST OF FIVE REVELATIONS YOU WILL NEED A GUYDE.*
She laughed with delight. Blake was indeed leading her on a merry chase, and this time the clues were a little less obvious. She slipped Frames of Mind back into its protective envelope and replaced it on the shelf. She curled up in Blake’s big red leather armchair and stared out the window at the falling rain, and the perpetually moving leaves and the shadows pooling in the branches of the elm, while she pondered the riddle.
TO HELEN FROM PARIS. Why Helen instead of Ellen? Because Helen of Troy was from Sparta—and Paris was her lover.
Where was this FORTRESS in which she was supposed to find him? Surely not Troy itself, the mound of Hissarlik on the Asian shore of the Dardanelles; two centuries after Heinrich Schliemann had devastated the ruins of ancient Troy, leaving what he found exposed to the elements, the towers of Ilium had melted to a featureless pile of mud. In this they shared the fate of almost every ancient site that eager archaeologists had laid bare in the 19th and 20th centuries.
The myth of Troy had nothing to do with it. Blake was not referring to himself as Paris, he was in Paris.
The Bastille having been torn down, the fortress of Paris, begun in the late 12th century, must be the Louvre. Blake was at the Louvre, SEEKING THE FIRST OF FIVE REVELATIONS. Sparta had heard of people seeking revelations, or enlightenment, or whatever, but it seemed odd to seek five of them. And in order?
Her eye sought out the antique Bibles that rested on a bottom shelf of Blake’s bookcase. In a moment she was out of the chair and had one of the weighty books open, turning the pages until she had found the Book of Revelation, chapter five, verse one. In the translation she had selected, the Jerusalem Bible, the verse read, “I saw that in the right hand of the One sitting on the throne there was a scroll that had writing on back and front and was sealed with seven seals.” A footnote explained that the scroll was “a roll of papyrus in which God’s hitherto secret decrees are written.” It seemed doubtful that Blake was on the trail of God’s secret decrees, but he might well be looking for a papyrus in the Louvre’s vast collection of Egyptian antiquities.
But if Blake was in Paris, working in the Louvre’s Egyptian collection, why would she NEED A GUYDE to find him? Why was GUYDE misspelled?
Perhaps somewhere in the process of switching one letter for another, tediously counting tiny letters in a big book, writing down all those numbers, Blake had made a mistake. But the Playfair system rendered an accidental substitution unlikely in this case, for in the alphabetical square based on the keyword SPARTA, the letter Y and the letter I are not in the same row or in the same column: moreover, one lies above and one lies below the other member of the plaintext pair, the letter U. Thus they could not have been mistaken for each other under any of the rules of transformation, which change the pair UY to qz, as found by Sparta, but would have changed the pair UI to lo.
So either Blake was being cute and fake-medieval, or he was telling her something. She knew she would not be able to push the last bit of the jigsaw puzzle into place just by sitting here and armchairing it. Sparta jumped up. She spent three minutes insuring that everything in Blake’s apartment was exactly where she’d found it, then picked up her duffel, reset the alarms, and went out the door, hurrying to catch the next magneplane to Paris.
She had no way of knowing that she was already a week too late.
 
A week before Sparta left London, Blake spent the night in a Paris closet…
Dawn seeped under the closet door in a thin gray plane of light. Through the thin wood panel Blake heard footsteps, a grumbled curse. He yawned and shook his head vigorously. He’d been awake for two hours, and before that he’d dozed fitfully among the mops and brooms. He was hungry and sleepy and stiff. He wished he had a cup of espresso, rank and black.
He was also nervous. He’d half-hoped Ellen would show up and extricate him from this fix, but it looked like he was going to have to go through with it.
He opened the door and backed carefully out of the closet, carrying a bucket of varnish remover and a fistful of rags and brushes. His long blue dustcoat was covered with paint smears. With his head down, fiddling with his grip on his thinner can, he fell in with the other painters and carpenters on their way down to the repository.
It was a Monday morning; the Louvre was closed to all but scholars, workers, and staff.
“Bon matin, Monsieur Guy,” someone said to him.
“Matin,” he grumbled. He didn’t look at the man. Presumably he was the foreman with whom things had been “arranged,” the man who’d been bribed—or blackmailed, or terrorized—not to notice the extra man on his crew.
The workers went down the broad sandstone stairs. There were five men and women ahead of him, all dressed as he was in blue smocks. A security guard followed, a gray-haired gentleman in an old-fashioned black uniform that was shiny with age. They walked down an echoing basement hall, three of them continuing toward rooms where stacks of stored paintings gathered dust, Blake and the others turning into a long, low-ceiling room, fitted with ancient incandescent light bulbs that burned yellow on the low current. Rows of heavy wooden cabinets stood in the center of the room. Fading lithographs of Egyptian ruins hung on the dingy walls.
After a few minutes of grumbling and stalling, the workers set about their task of removing three centuries of blackened varnish from the woodwork. Blake let his companions work their way away from him, toward the distant dark corners of the file room. The foreman ignored him.
An hour went by this way, and Blake fell further and further behind. No one really cared about the work; no one really thought it necessary. The government had provided authorization, and some bureaucrat had seen to it that the funds kept flowing, even into the deepest crypts of the Louvre.
The others were concentrating their effort at the end of the room, and Blake was down on the floor, half-hidden by the rows of massive oak cabinets. Blake looked up from the dirty baseboard. The bored security guard was somewhere in the hall.
Blake crept down an aisle between the cabinets. He found the drawer Lequeu had suggested, second from the top. He pulled it open. There, lying on cotton batting in crumbling cardboard trays, without other protection, lay a dozen scrolls of papyrus. Working as swiftly and as carefully as he could, he unrolled each of them far enough to determine if they matched the reproduction he had committed to memory.
None did. He closed that drawer and tried the next. He worked his way through the entire cabinet without success.
Blake peered nervously over the top of the cabinet. His fellow workers were still blithely ignoring him. He ducked down again, and pondered whether to try the cabinet to the right or the one to the left. Or had Lequeu gotten the wrong aisle entirely? It was like wondering what to do with a wrong phone number—probably only one digit was wrong, but which one?
For no good reason, Blake picked the cabinet to the left and started with the same drawer. Pinned to the cotton beside one of the scrolls, third from the left, was a faded notation in steel-point script, identifying its provenance: “près de Heliopolis, 1799.” Blake’s hopes revived.
In 1801 the English army, after a three-year blockade, had at last landed troops on the coast of Egypt and forced the surrender of Napoleon’s forces. The Man of Destiny himself had long departed, leaving among the old ruins the ruins of his dream of a new Egyptian empire under the flag of the French Revolution. He also left behind the magnificent Institut d’Egypte, its ranks of scholars, and its magnificent collection of antiquities, gathered in the course of three years of intense acquisition in the valley of the Nile. By the terms of the surrender the English took the lot, including the crown jewel, the as yet undeciphered Rosetta Stone.
The French tried to keep the Stone by claiming that it was the personal property of their commander, General Menou, and not subject to the terms of surrender, but the English would have none of it. The Rosetta Stone and much other booty was shipped off to the British Museum, where it still resides, “a glorious trophy of British arms,” as the British commander phrased it.
Yet there were bits of carved and painted stone and a lot of fragmented old scrolls the British magnanimously allowed the French to keep. The fate of these cast-off treasures was also to be removed from the land where they had been made, some to be exhibited in that hoard of glorious trophies, the Louvre, some to languish in basement drawers, accessible only to determined scholars and to termites.
Blake carefully unrolled the brittle scroll, and immediately knew he had found what he’d come for. The scroll would not have recommended itself to a casual researcher. There were geometric sketches on it, but it was not a geometry text. There were references to Re, the god of the sun, but it was not a religious text. There were fragments of what surely were traveller’s tales, but it was not a work of geography. The scroll was full of lacunae, and the surviving text was a puzzle.
Only a member of the prophetae would have recognized it for what it was. Blake was no professional mathematician or astronomer, but his visual and spatial intelligences were highly developed. Following Catherine’s hint, he had spent private hours studying maps of the night sky, and he had deduced that the pyramid outlined in this scroll, if constructed during the era when the papyrus had been painted, would have pointed to a constellation in the southern hemisphere of the sky, not far above the horizon, a region which the Egyptians could only have seen in late summer.
Blake plucked the papyrus from its bed of cotton, opened his smock and lifted his thin pullover, and slid the scroll into the custom-sewn canvas sack that hung like a shoulder holster under his left armpit. He buttoned his smock, then slid the drawer closed. He crept back to his work.
At ten o’clock the workers took a break. Blake went to the toilet, which was down the hall, its door visible from the door of the papyrus room. The guard paid him no attention. Blake kept walking past the W.C. and turned and walked quietly up the stairs.
He walked past the closet in which he’d spent the night. He walked up another flight of stairs, across parqueted floors, past brooding sphinxes and stone sarcophagi, past painted limestone statues of scribes like the one whose black-inked brush had painted the scroll that rested against his side.
He walked into the palace’s tall-windowed galleries and cast a glance over his shoulder, up the grand staircase, at Nike—the real stone Nike spreading her stone wings, striding forward upon a fiberglass cast of the stone trireme beak that resided where she herself should have resided, on Samothrace.
The black iron grille that barred the tall doors bore the laurel-wreathed imperial “N,” but it had been placed there by a later, more bourgeois Napoleon. A mustached guard who could have been the brother of the one in the basement was talking into his commlink: trouble en famille.
“Open up, will you? I’ve got to get something from my ’ped.”
The guard looked at him in irritation and went on talking while he keyed open the iron gate. The main doors already stood open on this humid summer morning. Blake walked through them and paused. He turned and stared at the guard, perplexed. It really wasn’t supposed to have been this easy—why, he could just walk right out of here and nobody would ever know that anything was missing!
Which may have sat well with Lequeu and the rest of the Athanasians, but it was not part of Blake’s plan. For a moment he stood still. Then he shouted at the guard, who was still on the commlink: “Toi! Stupide!”
The guard turned angrily. Blake let him get a good look and then shot him in the neck with a dart from the miniature tranquilizer gun that was strapped to his right wrist.
He walked quickly away, toward the leafy avenues of the Tuilleries. Around the corner, out of sight, he stripped off his smock and tossed it in a waste can.
Blake took his time crossing the river. He made a couple of lazy circuits around St. Germain des Pres before he returned to the rue Bonaparte and mounted the stairs to the offices of Editions Lequeu. He rapped twice, sharply.
“Entrez.”
Blake twisted the handle and walked into the airy room. Lequeu watched him from behind his desk, elegant as ever in a light blue polo short and linen slacks. Lequeu seemed distracted. His eyes were focusing on something outside the window.
“I have it,” Blake said.
“Superb,” said Lequeu, indifferently.
Blake lifted his sweat-stained shirt and carefully pulled the papyrus from its holster. Lequeu made no move in his direction so Blake stepped forward and laid the scroll upon Lequeu’s desk with as much ceremony and decorum as he could muster.
Lequeu looked at it for a moment, then fingered the commlink. “Catherine, would you like to come in, please?” He looked at Blake. “While I’m thinking about it, I’d better have that dart gun back.”
Blake unstrapped the gun and put it on the table. Lequeu picked it up and fingered it idly as Catherine entered. She came straight to the desk. Blake stepped away, watching her.
As she leaned over the papyrus she was silhouetted against the diffuse light from the tall windows. Deftly and cautiously she unrolled the first few centimeters of the scroll. She looked up at Lequeu. “Can you read it?”
He glanced down and began to recite: “It is mighty pharoah’s wish that his scribe set down the conversation of the veiled god-messengers … to do him honor. In the morning, while the warmth of Re stimulated our hearts to reason, the veiled god-messengers … from the home of Re … the gracious invitation of pharaoh approached his divine person, bringing gifts of god-metal and fine cloth, and oil and wine in great jars of glass, clear as water and hard as basalt—this part is rather broken up—at the gracious invitation of pharaoh … beyond the pillars of the sky. And they demonstrated with many demonstrations of the surveyor’s art … stars steered by … journey to do honor to pharaoh … and so forth and so on. It is the true papyrus,” Lequeu said. “Take it. Go.”
Without further discussion, Catherine rolled up the papyrus and swiftly left the room. Blake felt a twinge of alarm. “What’s she…?” he began, but Lequeu interrupted him.
“I was certain that my faith in you was not misplaced,” said Lequeu, looking straight at him for the very first time. “But then no one possessed of your many and various fields of expertise could have gone wrong. Eh, Monsieur Blake Redfield?”
Someone else had come into the room as Catherine had left. Blake turned. Pierre, of course, hulking and impassive. There were several maneuvers Blake could have used to resist the inevitable, but he thought it better to save his strength in hopes of better odds.
“It is time we had a long talk, Blake, my friend,” said Lequeu.
Blake turned back to him and smiled sunnily. “Certainly.”
They took him down in the elevator. Pierre had him by the arm; Lequeu warily kept his distance. The contacts whistled softly as the car descended.
The basement was empty. Staff and “guests” had been ordered to find something to do for the day.
Pierre led Blake to his old cubicle and thrust him roughly inside. The door slammed behind him.
Blake knew the place well; he’d studied it in detail when he was living here. But he’d never thought to see the inside of this room again, and he knew that this time he would not be getting out until they decided to let him out.
* The Playfair cipher system is explained in the appendix.
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Ninety percent of the way from Earth to the moon, at the L-1 transfer station, an agronomist named Clifford Leyland was beginning the final leg of his trip from the L-5 space settlement down to Farside Base. Cliff had one last stop before he could board the automated shuttle that would take him to the moon’s surface.
Outside the station’s docking bay there was a little booth, big enough for one person at a time. You went in there and took your clothes off and let the sensors sniff you and poke you and snap pictures of you in about four different wavelengths of radiation. Meanwhile you blew into the tube, a gas chromatograph mass spectrometer. The whole thing, not counting the time it took you to get undressed, lasted about five seconds. If you were clean, they let you put your spacesuit back on.
Drugs were a problem on L-1. Not a health problem but an administrative problem. Eighty per cent of all travellers to and from the moon went through the L-1 transfer station. So did half the freight. Drugs were very popular on the moon, especially among miners and the radiotelescope technicians stationed at Farside Base. Boredom had something to do with it. As a British wag once suggested—and it was as true of the moon’s ice mines as it was of English coal mines—if you were searching for a word to describe the conversation that went on down in the mines, boring would spring to your lips.
The top ten on the moon’s hit parade of drugs constantly changed as newer and more clever designs for inducing euphoria in the suggestible human brain were invented by free lance chemists. The space settlement at L-5 had taken a commanding lead in the invention and manufacture of homebrew chemicals, partly because of local demand and partly because there was only one bottleneck between L-5 and the moon, L-1, whereas anything shipped from Earth had to make two or more transfers.
As for the authorities at Farside and Cayley, the major moon bases, there were some who said that they were less than diligent in policing the traffic. It was argued, off the record, that some illicit substances increased productivity, at least in the short run, and certainly stimulated the local economy—and how many people did they really harm? So the burden of enforcement fell on the security staff at L-1.
It was a staff of one, a man named Brick. He tended to be irritable, and today he was suffering from lack of sleep. “Go on through,” he muttered to Cliff, and waved him past security check without bothering to look at the scans. Cliff, who’d made frequent trips to and from L-5 in the last few months, had always been clean.
Inside the docking bay, clothes in hand, Cliff encountered the other passenger he’d been told was accompanying him in the capsule to Farside, a Russian astronomer returning from leave in the Transcaucasus.
“You are Cliff?” she asked. “I’m Katrina. I’m glad to be meeting you—if you will excuse me just a moment.” Katrina had just been through the inspection booth and was still getting dressed. She didn’t bother to turn away as Cliff hastily struggled to get into his trousers and shirt. She took her time closing the seam of her coveralls over her own bare skin, then thrust out her hand and smiled.
He shook her hand. For a moment they rolled awkwardly in midair in the weightless bay. He cleared his throat and finally whispered, “Pleased, I’m sure.”
Most men would have been delighted at their first sight of Katrina Balakian—she was a tall, leggy blonde with arresting gray eyes that twinkled with mischief—but she made Cliff instantly nervous. It was not only that she was an inch taller than the slight Englishman; it had more to do with the fact that Cliff had been away from his wife too long, and that the glimpse of Katrina’s tan skin, that frank gaze of hers, were an unexpected challenge to his conscience. He was barely able to mumble the appropriate pleasantries as they climbed into the little capsule and strapped themselves down.
Launch came minutes later, and for thirty hours their capsule fell toward the moon in a long, smooth parabola. As it neared the end of its journey Cliff climbed out of the acceleration couch in which he’d spent most of his time since leaving L-1, sound asleep. Katrina was drowsily stirring in her couch.
Their sleep had been aided by prescription, for it seemed that only self-administered medication was objectionable to the authorities; drugging space travellers was standard practice, being ostensibly for their own good.
Cliff peered out the capsule’s little triangular window and watched the splattered landscape come up fast.
“This part I always hate,” said his colleague, lying rigid in her couch, her eyes now wide open. The two of them and their baggage took up most of the space in the capsule, though it was nominally designed to accommodate up to three passengers. “I watched once. It starts coming up fast like a big mud pie in the face. Always I’m sure we are going to miss the base.”
A visual-rules shuttle jockey trying to see his way to a landing on the moon might do all right on the Nearside, whose great dark plains and twisted, cratered uplands had long since imprinted an indelible image on the human memory, but the Farside was a featureless maze to all but the most experienced pilots. Farside had spectacular craters, to be sure, but they were more or less evenly scattered over the hemisphere, and all the space between was filled with other craters, craters within craters, right down to the limit of visibility.
“You were up here long before me. I should have thought you would have gotten used to it,” Cliff said.
“Yes, but you travel more. I was not made for adventuring.”
This was Cliff’s sixth trip to the lunar surface in the past half year, and for the first time he managed to spot his destination before the automatic shuttle put him right on top of it. “I can see Mount Tereshkova now. On the horizon, just to the left.”
“If you say. But how can you tell?”
It was near the end of a long lunar day. At night Farside Base’s lights would have given it away; by day, unless the sun glinted off the field of metal sunflowers that was the telescope antenna farm, or the row upon row of solar panels that provided most of the power for the base, Farside was almost lost in a monotony of craters. Yet the base was inside one of the few recognizable landmarks in the terrain, the big lava-filled, mountain-ringed basin known as the Mare Moscoviense, the Sea of Moscow, whose existence was first hinted at in the smudged photos returned to Earth in 1959 by Luna 3. The base itself lay against the mountain walls to the west of the 200-kilometer-wide dark circular plain, at twenty-eight degrees north latitude and 156 degrees west longitude.
The other major outpost on the moon, Cayley Base, was near the dead center of the Nearside. In the early days its equatorial location had been vital for saving precious fuel; most traffic in the Earth-moon system still lay on the plane that sliced through both bodies and extended to the great space settlements.
Fifty years earlier Cayley Base had been built as an open-pit mine. The miners dug the metal-rich lunar dirt, compacted it into blocks, then shot it off the moon with an electromagnetic catapult to a transfer station at L-2 behind the moon and thence to the growing space settlement at L-5.
Farside Base was different, and its off-center position on the back of the moon was a compromise between competing demands. The dark lava of the floor of Mare Moscoviense concealed caves of frozen water—ice mines—the moon’s most precious resource. The high ringwalls of the huge crater and the bulk of the moon itself isolated the base from radio pollution in near-Earth space, and a hundred radio telescopes lifted their dishes toward the uncluttered sky in an ongoing search for extraterrestrial intelligence.
As Cliff felt the solid thump of retrorockets under his feet, Katrina squealed, a little girl’s squeal that issued incongruously from her Amazon’s body, and at that moment they both felt their weight for the first time in days. The automated capsule slowed as it swept out over the plain, homing on the base. Cliff stayed on his feet, peering out the window.
Farside’s most noticeable feature was the circular array of 200-meter radiotelescope dishes, more than a hundred of them covering thirty square kilometers of crater floor. Toward the edge of this perfect circle ran a tangent line, the base’s forty-kilometer electromagnetic catapult; Katrina and Cliff were flying almost parallel to the launcher as they came in. Two white points marked the domes that were the inhabited center of the base, and beside them was the landing field. Beyond the field stretched a square plain of solar panels.
Farside’s launcher had been built to throw entire space vehicles off the moon, not just ten-kilogram blocks of dirt—vehicles like the one in which Cliff and Katrina rode, capsules big enough to squeeze in three people with baggage and life-support or, stripped, a tonne of freight. After a lazy two-day trip to L-1, the capsules were outfitted with strap-on fuel tanks and sent back, braking their fall by burning abundant oxygen from the moon with rarer, more expensive hydrogen.
As the retrorocket lowered them onto the bare dirt landing pad, their cabin radio crackled: “Unit forty-two, that’s Leyland and Balakian, right? The crummy’s held up twenty minutes, Leyland, so you may as well plug into the bulkhead unit and save your suit O-two. Balakian, that tractor on the pad is for you.”
The retrorockets cut and the shuttle fell the last half meter to the soft ground. Katrina sighed melodramatically and released her straps. “Want a lift? There’s plenty of room in the big tractor.”
Cliff tugged a large plastic case from the cargo net. “Thanks, I…”
“I’m such a sweety, yes?” Katrina batted her eyelashes.
Cliff smiled. “Indeed. I wouldn’t mind getting these into some soil—or what passes for soil up here.”
“What do you have in there, another bouquet of bird of paradise for the Grand Mall?”
“Rice shoots. L-5’s best low-gee strain. Since the arrival of the new contingent from China, seems there’s been an increased demand.”
A yellow caution light came on, warning them to seal their helmets. The capsule’s simple design wasted nothing on an airlock; when both passengers had sealed their helmets, Katrina keyed the computer and a pump pulled the cabin air into holding bottles. When the vacuum inside was as good as it could get, the little pressure hatch sprang open. Katrina squeezed through the circular hatch and Cliff slipped through after her.
The lower section of the capsule was surrounded by a doughnut-shaped strap-on fuel module; the capsule’s retrorocket poked through the doughnut hole. Cliff and Katrina slid down the narrow ladder to the ground three meters below.
The loose moondust of the landing field was plowed in crazy waves of tire-tracks, crossing and recrossing in loops and tangles. A big-tired tractor from the antenna array was bounding over them like a motorboat over ships’ wakes, leaving a wake of its own. The tractor skidded to a stop beside the shuttle in a cloud of quick-settling dust.
When the ready light came on over the tractor’s rear hatch, Katrina pulled it open and shoved Cliff in ahead of her. She climbed in and pulled the hatch shut behind them.
“Ho, Piet,” Katrina said on the suitcomm. “Did they demote you to tractor driving during my leave-taking?”
“Most amusing,” the driver grumbled.
“This is Cliff,” Katrina said. “I told him you’d drop him by Maintenance.”
“Why not? As you point out, I’m simply a chauffeur.”
“Piet is a signal analyst, actually,” she said cheerfully. “My new chum Cliff here is in Agro. Cliff Leyland, Piet Gress.”
Gress twisted in his seat to extend a gloved right hand. Cliff shook it. “Pleasure,” Cliff said.
Gress grunted agreement. He shoved the throttle forward and the tractor bounded off again, throwing Cliff and Katrina against each other in the unpadded back of the tractor.
“I notice that your famous uncle’s in the news again, Piet,” said Katrina, when she’d recovered her poise.
“Really?”
“You of course never waste time watching the viddie.” She turned to Cliff. “His uncle is Albers Merck.”
Cliff was politely interested. “The archaeologist? The one they pulled off the surface of Venus a few weeks ago?”
“The very Merck. Him with the most definite ideas about extraterrestrial beings.”
Cliff said, “He translated the thing they found on Mars?”
“Translated!” Katrina hooted. The suitcomms transmitted with equal volume in everyone’s ears, painfully. “Certainly he did. And a most full and large translation it was. As you say, the ‘last will and testament’ of a dying civilization.”
“You may save the irony, Katrina,” said Gress. “That was a long time ago. He made a beginning. Several useful hypotheses.”
Katrina laughed. “Translating a text in an unknown—not to mention an alien—language needs something more than a hypothesis. But far be it from those of us who actually know something about frequency analysis…”
“Who know rather less about natural languages, perhaps.”
“Please do not misunderstand me, Piet. I’m glad they saved your uncle’s life.” She turned her helmet to look at Cliff. “It is a family tradition, you see. Piet’s uncle digs up the past and imagines he reads messages in old bottles, while Piet looks to the future, eager to decipher the first message from the stars.”
“There will be one,” Gress said simply.
“If your uncle is right, there already was, but you missed it,” Katrina responded. “Your Culture X has been dead a billion years.”
Gress twisted his helmeted head and looked over his shoulder at Cliff. “You mustn’t pay too much attention to her. She’s not the cynic she pretends to be.”
“Not a cynic at all,” Katrina replied. “A realist. Never mind, we are sneaking in some good astronomy on these most expensive telescopes while you waste your time eaves-dropping on a vacant phonelink.”
The tractor was quickly approaching one of the big double-domes of the central base. A ring of vehicle-sized locks surrounded the base of the dome, and Gress headed toward the nearest open door. As the tractor rolled into the dusty lock, the clam-shell hatch automatically closed behind it. A pressure tube trundled out of the wall and fastened its aging polyrubber lips around the rim of the tractor’s back hatch. The tractor spent a few moments stealing air from the dome; sensing pressure, the hatch popped. The riders unsealed their helmets.
“Thanks again,” Cliff said. “See you around the Mall?”
“Me?” Katrina said. “Certainly. Not him, though. He spends all his spare time trying to extract meaning from nova blips and other such things.”
Piet Gress shrugged, as if to say it was hardly worth replying to his colleague’s distortions.
As if on an impulse, Katrina plucked at Cliff’s sleeve. “Before you go…”
“Yes—”
“I am thinking of having some people over to my place later. To celebrate my safe return. Will you come? It is so nice to make new friends.”
“Thanks, I… I’d better say no. I didn’t sleep all that well on the way back.”
“Just drop in. Do me a favor.” She glanced sideways. “You’re invited too, Piet.”
Cliff looked at her. Her pale eyes were quite striking. He’d been trying not to admit that for the past couple of days, ever since chance had thrust them together on the same shuttle. He shrugged. “For you I’ll stay awake a few hours.”
“That’s a promise, Cliff,” she said. “About nineteen hundred, then.” As she leaned away the change in her expression was subtle, carrying a hint of triumph.
Cliff clambered into the tube. He glanced backward. Piet Gress waved a brusque goodbye; Katrina was still staring at him with her soulful eyes.
When Cliff reached the inner door, the creaking mechanism bumped and wheezed and released its sucking grasp on the tractor. Through the thick glass port of the lock, Cliff watched the tractor back out into the lunar day and wheel around, heading for the distant antenna farm. He regretted his mock flirtation. He was, after all, a happily married man.
 
The big tractor sped along beside the linear launcher, toward the distant radiotelescopes.
“Quite a performance you just put on,” Gress muttered. “Watch you don’t overdo it.”
Katrina yawned noisily, ostentatiously ignoring him. “Asleep for a whole day! I’m so full of energy.”
“Did you really want to invite me to this party of yours?” Piet Gress asked.
“Don’t be silly. You had your chance with me. More than once.”
“I don’t know whether to pity the poor man or envy him.”
“If you had any imagination, Piet, you would envy him. But we’ve already established that you don’t know what you’re missing. He’s rather cute, don’t you think?”
Gress grunted gloomily and concentrated on his driving. After a while he asked, “Are you going to keep me in suspense forever?”
“Very well—since you are so impatient.” Her tone became more serious. “The news is not exactly ideal.”
“What sector?”
“As we suspected, the one we are scheduled to search next,” she said. “Crux.”
He drove silently for a moment. “You seem quite cheerful about it,” he burst out bitterly. “Do you really care for the real purpose of this operation? Or is your interest really purely astrophysical, as you keep telling everyone who will listen?”
Katrina said gently, “I care, Piet. Doesn’t it excite you to know we are that much closer to our goal? All of us?”
“Crux, then.” His voice was filled with cool weariness. “I cannot say I was unprepared.”
“Of course you are prepared. Don’t worry, all will be well.”
 
Cliff Leyland pulled his helmet off his head and tucked it under his arm. In his right hand he had a firm grip on the big briefcase he’d brought at considerable cost from L-5. He slid the case into a slot in the wall and waited for passive inspection. A second later the lock’s inner door opened and Cliff stepped into the interior of the dome. That was all there was to it: there were no body searches at Farside.
The two big domes were the oldest structures on the base. Originally they had housed the construction workers and their machinery, but as soon as possible the people moved underground. The dome Cliff was in now was a garage, hangar, and repair shop for big equipment, busy with men and women swarming over broken moon buggies, defective transformers, sections of launcher track that needed repairing. The flash and glare of welding torches cast strange shadows on the curving interior of the dome, a colder place than its twin, which had been converted to a recreation area and garden and was thus filled with plants hardy enough to stand up to surface-level radiation, which could be intense where no atmosphere intercepted the solar wind and the constant bombardment of cosmic rays.
Cliff walked to the nearest trolley stop. In a few seconds one of the open cars rolled up, beeping a monotonous warning, and he climbed aboard, seating himself beside a couple of ice miners he recognized but had not met. Farside Base wasn’t large even by small-town standards, but in a population of almost a thousand, most of them adults, newcomers can stay strangers for a long time.
The trolley hummed along through a low, wide corridor of compacted gray moon gravel, past smaller side corridors leading to dormitories, offices, dining halls, racquetball courts, restaurants, theaters, meeting halls… Most of the base was like this, buried five meters underground, well shielded against the random energies of raw space. People got on and off at every stop, some in spacesuits, most in shirt-sleeves. The ice miners got off near their rooms; Cliff continued on to the agronomy station.
A man in transport technician’s coveralls was waiting for him when he got off the trolley. “You’re Leyland? I’ve got a load of the dry black stuff for you.”
“You do? How’d you know I’d be here?”
“Don’t be funny,” he said. Cliff didn’t recognize the fellow, although as he entered his acknowledgment on the manifest pad the man stared at him intently. He was a young man with thick black hair, carefully smoothed back, and the shadow of a dark beard beneath the transparent skin of his smoothly shaven jaw. He didn’t look much like a low-grade technician.
Cliff handed the manifest back and started to turn away.
“Hey. You’ve got something for me,” the man whispered urgently.
Cliff turned back. “What?”
“You’ve got something.”
“Not that I know of,” Cliff said, puzzled.
“Oh, man… You’re Cliff Leyland, right?”
“Yes, I am.”
The man leaned his head back, open-mouthed, disbelieving. “Leyland, don’t you remember a little conversation we had in the lounge a couple of days before you left for L-5? You were going to look up a friend of some friends of mine.”
“Oh.” Cliff’s face froze. “That was you. You look different when you’re not wearing glitter.”
“Save the comedy, man, just give me the stuff.”
“I thought about the proposition. I decided against.”
The disbelieving mouth threatened to fall open wider this time, before it snapped shut. “You what?”
“You heard me. Tell your friends, whoever they are, that I thought about their proposition and decided against.”
“Do you know what you’re saying, man?”
Cliff’s face brightened with anger. “Yes, I think I do. Man.”
The fellow appeared sincerely concerned. “No, man, do you know what this means?”
Cliff took a step forward. “Look, you, I want you out of here now. Stay away from me. Tell your friends to stay away from me, too. Or I’m turning you in.”
“Oh, man…”
“You don’t have anything to worry about if you just stay out of the way. Nothing that’s been said to me will be repeated. But I want no one, no one at all, ever to bring this subject up to me again.”
“Oh, man, you don’t know what you’re asking for…”
“Get out of here.” Cliff turned back to his rows of plants.
“Oh, man, ohhh…” The words came out almost crooning. The transport worker seemed as upset as if he were mourning the loss of a friend. He gave Cliff one last stricken look and walked slowly away, leaving the shipment of night soil beside the door.
Cliff watched him go, then pushed his way through the double doors of Agro, into the square bright caves of the experimental greenhouses. Someone else could take care of the unsolicited black stuff.
 
By the time he’d planted the delicate shoots of the new rice strain, it was seventeen hundred hours; Cliff discovered he was hungry. He cleaned up and went to the dining hall favored by the other singles and separates. It was a luxurious place by the standards of similar facilities on Earth, with levels and alcoves and indirect lighting, and food superbly prepared even if it was served on a cafeteria line. Cliff ate by himself at a table for four; the linen and candles, the brocade and velvet walls, the deep pile carpet kept meticulously clean, the redwood-textured ceiling and the warm light only served to remind Cliff that he was trapped underground on an alien world.
After the hasty dinner he went to his shared cubicle and tapped out letters to be sent by radiolink to Myra and the children. He would have spoken to them by videolink if he could have afforded to do so, but the family resources were limited. So he painfully wrote out the words that would be transmitted in fragmented bits, bits that would be reassembled on a space-available basis at the fax unit at Cliff and Myra’s apartment in Cairo…
“My dear Myra. I’ve made another successful trip to L-5 and back. They have developed a high-yield strain of rice there that has done well for them and we are going to have a go at it here. The trip was uneventful I suppose although I must admit that after many such trips I have still not got used to the changes. Lonely as ever. I love you and I pray I will be with you soon. Love too to our newest, as only you can give it. With much love from your Clifford…”
And in the second part of the message:
“Hello Brian and Susie! I have some good samples of moondust from many localities, Brian, and many rocks too that I have traded for with people who have been to other parts of the Moon, some of which you can see from where you live when the Moon is full, although you cannot see where I am living just now. Susie, when I can come home which will be soon I am bringing you some moonsilk, which is made by silkworms who live here on the Moon and is different from anything on Earth. I love both of you very much and it will not be as long as it seems until we are together again. Take care of your mother. I love you, your Dad.”
Cliff pressed the send key and pushed his back against his chair. He should get into his bunk now. He was certainly tired enough, if he would admit it to himself. His skin was gray, stretched like parchment from his cheekbones to his chin. But he’d promised Katrina he’d drop in on her party. And truth to tell, as tired as he was, he wasn’t sleepy at all. All this shuttling back and forth between abstract points in space—he really didn’t know what time it was anymore.
Something else was bothering him, too. It bothered him that he felt so very distant from his family. It bothered him that he could not think of his newest born with anything like the feelings a father should have. It bothered him that he was allowing himself to be more than merely cordial with Katrina—that he was allowing himself to be led on. Probably it would be better to stop before he started with her, but…
He slipped out of his chair and went into the tiny bathroom. He splashed his face with lazy water, water that fell slowly and clung to his skin until he pushed it away with the hand blower. He peered at himself in the mirror. He had not bothered to shave during the last day of his long trip from L-5. His skin was as pale as that of most moon-moles, perhaps even a little grayer, since the white skin was overlaid by the year-old faded melanin of a deep Sahara sunburn. Nonetheless he was still a good-looking man of thirty-four, dark haired, slender, precise in his appearance, precise in his movement even to the point of fussiness. He lingered a long time with his shaver, until his skin gleamed.
He took a crisp plastic jacket from his closet, slipped it on, and walked out the door.
 
It was a long underground trolley ride out to the antenna array, where the astronomers lived and worked; Cliff made the trip in silent contemplation. Almost before he knew it he found himself at the door of Katrina Balakian’s apartment. He paused a moment, then took a deep breath and knocked.
The door opened on her wide bright smile. “Cliff.” She was wearing a short black clingy dress, high on her thighs; a necklace of brushed aluminum and obsidian rested on her smooth artificially tan bosom. Her fingernails took his crinkly sleeve and drew him inside.
He found himself in another candlelit room. Candles burned brighter here because the air supply was oxygen-rich—oxygen was cheap and nitrogen was dear—but a room lit by candles was as much an invitation here as it was anywhere. A bottle of Luna Spumante was sweating in a bucket on the sideboard, with only two glasses beside it.
“Where’s everybody?” Cliff asked.
“It’s too early for the gang I am hanging out with. Let me have your jacket.” She was behind him, already slipping it off his shoulders. “May I give you a drink?”
“I’m really quite lagged… Tonight it had better be seltzer.”
“Just try this.” She removed the pressure stopper from the sparkling wine. “Guaranteed to be without hangover.” She poured and handed him a glass. He hesitated but took it.
Gaily she poured her own, lifted it, and clinked it against his. “You see? You can be persuaded,” she said.
He smacked his lips on the acidic sparkling wine. “It’s nice.” He was not used to this bubbly stuff. His habits were simple—not, he had to admit, wholly from choice. He found that he was still gazing into Katrina’s wide gray eyes.
He glanced around her apartment, twice as big as the one he shared with another temporary bachelor. Her walls were hung with big color holos of places she’d worked before. There was a good shot of L-5’s twin cylinders from five kilometers out, with a full Earth rising behind them; there was a shot of the Synthetic Aperture Array in the Khaaki steppes.
What had she done with her chairs? The only place to sit seemed to be the couch. I really shouldn’t be here, Cliff was thinking as he sat down.
A moment later she was beside him, her bare knee not quite touching his, fixing him with those hypnotic eyes. Apparently she was well aware of their effect.
“You were on L-5?” he asked, his voice rising.
She smiled and decided to play her part a little longer. “It was my first assignment out of Novo Aktyubinsk. I helped set up the deep-space ULB antennas. And somehow I managed to get stuck in space.”
“The first ULB antennas?” He tried to act impressed. “That must have been a challenge under those conditions. The station wasn’t even half built, was it?”
For an answer he got her hand on his knee. “Let’s not talk business, Cliff. Thanks for coming.”
“Well, thanks for asking me,” he said, feeling clumsy. He moved to face her, which had the effect of making his knee a barrier between them. Her fingers slipped lightly away.
“Tell me about yourself,” she said. “You say you’ve been popping in and out of here for six months and we’ve never met? I haven’t been gone that long. How were you avoiding me so skillfully?”
“Really, I wasn’t. Honestly, I never saw you.”
Her smile widened. “Am I so easy to ignore, then?”
“Of course not”—he blushed furiously—“Sorry. Frankly I never know what to say. Maybe because I don’t know what I’m doing here, really.”
She let it pass, sipping her champagne. “You miss Earth a lot?”
He nodded. “I miss the Nile…” Cliff wanted to say he missed Myra and their children, but somehow the simple words didn’t come out. “The Sahara project. Simply the scale of it—it’ll be a century or two before we can ever experience that kind of landscape renewal anywhere but on Earth.”
“Mars is as big a desert as all the land on Earth, and reclaiming that… I say that’s where socialist man and woman will come into their own.” She laughed. “See, you’ve got me talking business after all. Or politics, which is worse.” She sipped her drink.
“You’re thinking of moving to Mars.”
“Perhaps I would like that. I said to you I am not an adventurer, but some things are worth adventure. To be an astronomer, yes. Even more, to someday be a pioneer of science in new lands.” Her eyes were bright in the candlelight. “Let me tell you something, Cliff, it’s hard being in the minority all the time. As a woman, I mean. I’m not the housekeeping, mothering type. I’m not one of your Christian nuns either, but the way the men plague a woman in these places—they expect us to pick one of them just to keep the others inside their caves.” She stood up quickly, a practiced move in the low gravity, leaving her glass behind on the back of the couch. “Sorry. I am making you nervous.”
Cliff’s gaze had been captivated by a glimpse of Katrina’s long, firm thighs beneath her floating skirt. “Why do you say that?” He tacked on a little hum to clear his throat.
She stared down at him. “You are not the type of man who likes to be told he is hard to resist.”
Cliff sighed. “Katrina, you know very well that I’ m…”
“You’re married, you have little children, and you love your family. Yes, yes, you have told me. I like that.”
“Well, mmm, you’re really quite attractive too. That is…”
She moved to him and lifted him easily to his feet. She leaned her head against his shoulder. Her breasts gently nudged his chest. “No complications. One of these days I am going to Mars, and you are going back to the Sahara. Meanwhile we are very discreet. And the long nights aren’t as long as they would be.”
“Listen, I…” Cliff reddened. “Your friends will be along.”
Her laugh was a purr. “No friends tonight, Cliff. You are the whole party.”
“You said…”
“Relax, yes? Let’s just talk a minute.”
He took her by the arms and stepped back. “I don’t think I have anything to talk about.”
“Cliff…”
“Sorry. I really am sorry. I’m in love with my wife, I think. I mean, I’m not sorry about that, but… Katrina, you really are a very beautiful woman. It’s simply that I really don’t want to complicate my life—in, uh, the way you’re suggesting.”
She smiled her bright smile. “Okay! I get it—the message. Don’t become strange with me. Sit down, finish your drink. Relax.” She raised both hands. “I am keeping my mitts off.”
“I think… Thanks again. I must go.” He crossed the room and retrieved his jacket from where she’d hung it.
Her smile vanished. “Are you so simple-minded as you pretend?”
“I suppose I must be.” Cliff found himself still holding the wine glass. “Sorry, could you…?” He handed it to her, then struggled awkwardly into his jacket. “Look, well—”
“Become lost, why don’t you?” She threw the glass on the floor as hard as she could, hard enough to lift herself a millimeter or two off the carpet in reaction. Globules of liquid sprayed across the room. The glass hit slowly; unbroken, it sailed back into the air.
By the time the glass had settled gently to the floor, the door was closing behind him. Katrina shrugged and picked up the glass. In a few minutes she had rearranged the apartment; there was no sign she had had a visitor.
 
Cliff’s mind was so full of confusion and guilt, not unmixed with frustrated desire, that he was hardly aware of the two men who followed him toward the main corridor. This sector was far from the busy halls of the central base. The ceilings were low, the walls close, and no one was around.
Except the two men behind him, whose echoing footsteps drew closer.
He turned another corner. They turned with him. His pace quickened until he was walking as fast as he could without actually running. When he heard them break stride and trot toward him, he tried to run.
They were on him in seconds. These men were used to the moon; their movements were quick and precise, unlike Cliff’s overbalanced floundering. One of them grabbed his collar and yanked him back. The other kicked him hard in the back of the knees and he fell. The first pulled his jacket over his head, blinding him. His struggles were feeble, ineffectual; his terrified shouts were muffled. They hauled him, wriggling like a sack of fish, behind the steel doors of a utility substation.
Neither of them said a word at first. They just started hitting him: one held Cliff’s elbows locked behind him while the other drove his fists into his stomach. When the first man got tired, they traded places. They scrupulously avoided hitting him where the bruises were likely to show.
Finally they let Cliff fall to the floor. He lay there retching.
“Next time we ask you to do something for us, don’t say no,” said one of them, between gulps of air. He shook out his arms and shoulders, loosening them; he’d been exercising strenuously. “Or it will be the last time you say anything.”
Cliff lost consciousness, then. But his tormentor’s voice was fixed in his memory.
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Sparta’s magneplane slid silently to a halt deep under the Gare St. Lazare after a brief supersonic trip through the Chunnel, the high-vacuum tunnel that crossed beneath the English Channel to link London with Paris. Sparta’s Space Board credentials had been passed by the electronic douane at the London end, and she was able to step onto the crowded Paris platform with no more ceremony than if she’d been dismounting a Metro car. She rode the long elevator to street level and stepped off under the station’s grandiose 19th-century cast-iron and glass roof.
A big flatscreen was mounted above the high iron arch opening onto the busy street, silently playing newsbites and viddie commercials. Sparta was almost out of the echoing station when a dancing newshead caught her eye:
LOUVRE’S PRECIOUS PAPYRUS STILL MISSING
 POLICE MYSTIFIED
 DRAGNET FOR MYSTERIOUS “GUY” ENTERS
 SECOND WEEK
The flashing newsheads were accompanied by scenes of the crime, including an electronically aided reconstruction of “Guy’s” appearance, presumably based on descriptions from witnesses. Blake Redfield’s mother probably would not have recognized his picture, but Sparta thought she could detect a distant resemblance.
It seemed she wouldn’t need that GUYDE to the Louvre after all. Blake was not in the habit of drawing public attention to himself; he had obviously intended his disguise to be penetrated. He wanted to be recognized. But it was equally obvious that if he had wanted to be caught by the police, he would have been.
Blake had plainly hoped that Sparta would find him while he was still in the Louvre—before he’d been forced to reveal himself so spectacularly. What had he been doing there? Why was he trying to advertise it? And where was he now?
 
The door of Blake’s cubicle banged open. Pierre walked in and grabbed him by the shoulder of his soiled shirt, pulling him roughly erect. Blake staggered and sagged against Pierre’s grip. Half-supported, half-shoved by Pierre, he stumbled into the corridor.
Pierre aimed him toward the laundry at the end of the hall. Blake played his weakness for all it was worth, wishing he didn’t feel almost as feeble as he pretended. The doors of the other cubicles stood ajar and their furnishings had been removed. In the preceding days of solitary confinement and starvation rations, Blake had heard voices and movement in the other rooms of the basement, but he hadn’t been able to tell what was going on. Now it was apparent that the Athanasians had been moving. “Guy’s” mishap could have had nothing to do with the move, which must have been planned in advance of the theft. But the discovery of Blake’s real identity might have set the game afoot.
They reached the end of the hall. The laundry room was piled high with cartons and dirty linens; no one had done any laundry here recently. Over the smell of dirty linen there was the persistent moldy odor of ancient Paris drains.
Blake shook his head groggily. He noticed Lequeu for the first time. The older man sat on a pile of packing boxes beside the door, swinging an elegantly shod foot. He looked at Blake without expression and gave a quick nod to Pierre.
A wooden folding chair stood against one of the steel sinks. “Sit,” Pierre said, pushing Blake toward the chair. Blake managed to bang his shin against the chair seat and stumble against the sink; his head bounced painfully on the edge of a shelve above it, and a big brown bottle of bleach tumbled into the sink, where it splintered with a crash.
Lequeu recoiled, clasping his nose, but Pierre had pinned Blake’s arms and roughly shoved him into the seat.
“Stupid stunt, Redfield,” said Lequeu, moving to the doorway. “You can sit there and breathe it in.”
Blake glared back at him, red-eyed. The odor of sodium hypochlorite was strong near the sink, but Pierre braved it to stand menacingly over Blake.
Lequeu resumed his pose of casual dignity with some effort, then removed a tiny pistol-shaped drug injector from the breast pocket of his silk shirt. He held it up for Blake’s inspection. “This is a neurostimulant cocktail targeted for Broca’s Area and Wernicke’s Area, the speech centers of the brain,” Lequeu said evenly. “Within about five minutes of receiving a subcutaneous injection, you will begin to talk uncontrollably. If no one asks you a question, you will talk about anything I ask you to talk about, with as many details as I ask you to provide. You will be fully conscious of what you are saying, and much of it you will regret. Some of it will be embarrassingly personal. Some of it will be disloyal. Nevertheless, you will withhold nothing.”
Blake said, “It so happens I’m familiar with the technique.”
“Then you know I’m not bluffing.”
“I believe you, Lequeu.”
“Perhaps you would rather talk without the aid of the stimulant?”
“What do you want to know?”
“There was a girl,” Lequeu said casually. “Linda—the first subject of the program known as SPARTA. Where is she now?”
Blake listened carefully to Lequeu’s intonation. He did not sound familiar with the SPARTA project, but perhaps he was being clever. “I don’t know where she is. She looks different now. She calls herself something different.”
“In fact she calls herself Ellen Troy. She is an inspector with the Board of Space Control.”
“If you know, why bother to ask?”
“Come, Blake… When did you last see her?”
“On Port Hesperus, as you surely know. The Star Queen case was exhaustively reported in all the media.”
“And you had no doubt she was Linda?”
“I had seen her once before, in Manhattan. It was quite a surprise—I thought she was dead. At any rate, she clearly did not want to be recognized. I followed her a few blocks, but she lost me.”
“Why did you think she was dead?”
“How much do you know about SPARTA, Lequeu?”
Lequeu’s expression was as bland as ever. “Why don’t you tell me what you think I ought to know?”
“Fine,” said Blake. “I’ll be giving away no secrets. You can read all about this in public records.”
“I’ll give you a chance to tell secrets later,” said Lequeu. “For now, continue.”
“Linda was SPARTA’s only subject when she was an infant, when it was still a private affair between her and her parents. They were psychologists, Hungarian immigrants to North America. Their initial work was successful, they attracted attention, they got enough funding to mount a fullscale educational project at the New School.”
“The New School?”
“The New School for Social Research, in Manhattan-Greenwich Village. It’s about a hundred-and-fifty years old. Not as old as the Pont Neuf.”
Lequeu granted him a wintry smile. “Continue.”
“After Linda, I was one of the first to join. I was eight years old; my parents saw it as a chance to give me a head start on the rest of the world.”
“You hardly needed it.”
“My parents have never been inclined to take chances. In their opinion, if rich is good, smart and rich is better. Anyway, I’m just a year younger than Linda, closer to her age than any of the others. For six or seven years everything was great. Then the government took over SPARTA. Linda was sent away for ‘special training.’ A year later her parents died in a helicopter crash. SPARTA broke up. None of us ever saw Linda again, as far as I know—until that day in Manhattan.”
“What happened to her?”
“When I saw her, I decided to find out. There were rumors that she had lost her mind, that she had died in a fire at the clinic where she was being treated.”
“What else did you find out, Blake?”
Blake stared at Lequeu. If there were secrets Lequeu did not know—or did not know that Blake knew—they were getting to them now. But Blake had to tell the truth. He could not risk an injection that would leave him babbling aimlessly as he went about doing what he was about to do.
“The agency that took over SPARTA had changed its name to the Multiple Intelligences project. They classified it. Frankly, Lequeu, government files in what’s left of the United States are cheesecloth. All it takes is a feel for bureaucratic turf wars. You can get a lot of ‘need to know’ information just from the overlap.”
“What did you learn about this ‘Multiple Intelligences’ project, Blake?” said Lequeu.
“I learned the name of the man who ran it.”
“Which is?”
“William Laird.”
“And where is Laird now?”
Blake heard him say it from deep in his throat, and he knew that this was what Lequeu feared most. “I don’t know,” Blake said. “Shortly after the fire that supposedly killed Linda—and certainly killed someone who looked like her—he vanished. He didn’t even bother to resign. I found his official biography—it was sketchy and vague, but one item caught my attention. As one of his memberships, Laird listed a philanthropic society.”
“Yes?”
“The Tappers.”
“Did you ever meet William Laird, Blake?”
“No.”
“I thought not. If you had…”
But at that moment Blake turned his shoulder into Pierre’s crotch. He twisted off his chair and shoved Pierre as hard as he could against the sink. Pierre bent over in pain, but he was quick enough to bring up his forearm to defend himself against Blake’s thrusting arms. But Blake was not going for Pierre’s face; he reached around and past him and grabbed a bottle of drain opener from the shelf over the steel sink. He brought the fragile plastic bottle down against the edge of the sink with all the strength he could muster, even as Pierre shoved him back. Blake’s eyes and mouth were pursed tight and he was holding his breath; he yanked his shirt up over his face. Pierre swung as Blake ducked and dived. Pierre suddenly screamed.
Lequeu shrieked in pain and clutched at his throat. The bleach and the caustic, reacting in the drain, had expelled a heavy cloud of chlorine gas into the room, burning their eyes, their skin, their mucous membranes, their lungs.
Blake blundered toward the door with his eyes closed. He almost made it—but Lequeu threw out an arm and the injector brushed Blake’s shoulder as he stumbled past, running blind. He left two disabled bodies gasping and writhing on the floor behind him.
The neurostimulant was real. Before he got out on the street Blake was babbling uncontrollably. He ran down the rue Jacob, tears streaming from his eyes, while he blurted an extemporaneous monologue: “…Pierre Pussycat, they ought to call you, all fake muscles from the exercise machine, never saw a day of real work in your life, you type…”
Blake had meant to head straight for police headquarters, but he knew it would be hours before he sounded sane. Until then, he had to go somewhere where no one would pay attention to his sudden attack of logorrhea.
He headed for the quays and riverbanks he had gotten to know well, where on sunny afternoons like this, under the chestnut trees, one or more of his former colleagues among the homeless could be found haranguing passers-by who did their best to pretend they heard nothing at all.
Meanwhile he kept talking nonsense: “…and as for you, Lequeu, who’s your tailor? You ought to tell him to get into some other line of work…”
 
“Frankly, Mademoiselle—”
“I’m an inspector, Lieutenant.”
“Ah, yes,” said the police officer, hooking a forefinger in his high stiff collar. “Inspector… Troy. At any rate, about this ‘precious papyrus’—the director has admitted that the scroll would never have been missed had not the unfortunate incident with the guard forced the museum staff to do a thorough search and inventory of the area where this man Guy was working.”
They were sitting in the lieutenant’s cramped and crowded office at police headquarters on the Île de la Cité. Through the grimy window behind the lieutenant’s head, Sparta could see leafy chestnuts and the mansard roofs of Right Bank apartments on the far side of the Seine.
“How was the guard attacked?” Sparta asked.
“With a minimal dose of tranquilizer, quite expertly applied via hypodermic dart to the neck.”
“A dangerous area.”
“Here is the dart.” He held up a plastic package that contained a tiny glittering filament of metal. “Almost microscopic. It could have punctured the carotid artery without severe damage, although in fact it struck nowhere near the artery. In my estimation, Monsieur ‘Guy’ knew precisely what he was doing. What we don’t know is why he was doing it. Can you help us, Inspector?”
“I can only tell you that ‘Guy’ is an agent engaged in research on a group known as the prophetae of the Free Spirit—at least, that is the name they were known by several centuries ago. We don’t know what they call themselves these days. We’ve heard nothing from Guy in over four months.”
“But here you are,” the lieutenant remarked dryly.
“I received a coded message requesting me to meet… Guy … at the Louvre.”
“He was engaged in research, you say?” The crisp, gray-haired Frenchman regarded her with professional suspicion and what she had learned to recognize as the endemic jaundice of the Paris flic. “What was the nature of this research? Who are these so-called Free Spirits?”
“I deeply regret that as a representative of the Board of Space Control, I am not at liberty to say more,” Sparta remarked cooly. “I came to you because our man obviously intended to draw attention to himself. Otherwise the guard would not have been given an opportunity to recognize him.”
“Possibly,” said the lieutenant. He did not mention that the position of the guard’s sleeping body indicated he had been shot after the thief had already escaped.
“And because I had hoped you would be able to provide some clue as to the importance of this papyrus.”
“As to that, I can only repeat: the papyrus has little intrinsic value.”
“Would you object to my visiting the Louvre personally?”
“Official Space Board business naturally takes precedence over our merely local concerns,” the lieutenant replied, calling her bluff.
“Very well, if you would be so kind as to arrange a link with Earth Central,” she said, calling his.
They watched each other from opposite sides of his cluttered desk. Then, with an almost imperceptible sigh, the lieutenant reached for his old-fashioned phonelink console.
Before his fingers reached the pad, however, the console chimed. He hesitated, then keyed the link. “Qu’est-ce que c’est?”
“Pour l’Inspecteur, Monsieur. De la Terre Centrale.”
He looked up at Sparta. “They are saving us the trouble, it seems.” He handed her the link’s hand unit.
“Troy here,” said Sparta.
“Troy,” said a gravelly voice.
“Commander,” she said, surprised. “How did…?”
“Never mind that. I’m calling from an infobooth on the Quai d’Orsay.”
“Out of the office again,” she said dryly. “Anyway, I have important information concerning our friend that…”
“It will have to wait, Troy. Sorry to cut your fun and games short—whatever line you’ve been feeding that French cop—but I just got a commwhistle from Central. Something’s come up.”
“Yes? Where?”
“On the moon.”
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He was not the first man, Cliff Leyland told himself bitterly, to know the exact second and the precise manner of his death. Times beyond number, condemned criminals had waited for their last dawn. Yet until the very end they could hope for a reprieve; human judges can show mercy. But against the laws of nature, there is no appeal.
Only six hours ago he had been whistling happily while he packed his ten kilos of personal baggage for the long fall home. Blessed surprise! He’d been released early from his tour of duty on the Moon: he was needed back on the Sahara project, as quickly as possible. He reserved his place on the first available manned capsule from Farside and sincerely hoped he would never be coming back.
He could still remember (even now, after all that had happened) how he had dreamed that Myra was already in his arms, that he was taking Brian and Sue on that promised cruise down the Nile. In a few minutes, as Earth rose above the horizon, he might see the Nile again; but memory alone could bring back the faces of his wife and children.
He’d had the usual moment of nervousness as he climbed aboard, of course; he’d never really gotten used to living on the moon, or to traveling in space. He was one of those people who would have been delighted to stay on Earth his whole life. Nevertheless, in the course of his frequent business trips between Farside and L-5, he’d gotten used to the automatic capsules that shuttled him back and forth from the transfer station at L-1. He still didn’t trust the heavy modular tugs that worked the traffic trajectories between the libration points and low-Earth orbit. And he’d long been inwardly terrified at the prospect of re-entering Earth’s atmosphere on one of the fiery winged shuttles.
Cliff had ridden the catapult often enough, in fact, that people like Katrina considered him something of an expert. The first time, having heard many tall tales of electromagnetic “bumpiness,” he’d expected the launch to be rough. But so rigidly was the capsule suspended by the magnetic fields surrounding its own on-board superconducting magnets that in fact he felt no lateral movement at all as he was whipped along thirty kilometers of so-called “rough acceleration” track.
Nor had he been looking forward to the ten gees of acceleration he would have to endure for twenty-four long seconds before the capsule reached the Moon’s escape velocity of some 2,400 meters per second. Yet when the acceleration had gripped the capsule, he had hardly been aware of the immense forces acting upon him. At its worst it was like lying under a pile of mattresses on the floor of a swiftly ascending elevator.
The only sound had been a faint creaking from the metal walls: to anyone who had endured the thunder of a rocket launch from Earth, the silence was uncanny. And when the weary voice of the launch director came over his helmet radio to announce, “T plus five seconds; velocity 500 meters per second,” he could scarcely believe it. In the traditional English units still natural to Cliff, he was going over a thousand miles an hour!
A thousand miles an hour in five seconds from a standing start—with nineteen seconds still to go as the generators smashed their thunderbolts of power into the launcher. He was riding the lightning across the face of the moon. And when the acceleration finally ceased and Cliff was suddenly weightless, it was as if a giant hand had opened and released him gently into space.
He’d ridden the lightning five times in six months, and although he was far from blasé upon this sixth and final occasion, he was resting almost comfortably in the accelerating capsule. But this time, at T plus twenty-two seconds, the lightning failed.
Even in the womblike shelter of his acceleration couch, Cliff knew instantly that something was wrong. The capsule had not ceased hurtling along the track, but in this final kilometer before acceleration was to cease there came a moment of stomach-lifting drag.
He had no time to feel fear or even to wonder what had happened. Free-fall lasted less than half a second, before acceleration resumed with a jolt. A corner of the cargo net tore loose and one of his bags walloped onto the floor beside him. The final burst of acceleration lasted only one more second, and then he was weightless again. Through the little triangular windows forward, which were no longer “overhead,” Cliff saw the peaks of the ring-wall of Mare Moscoviense flicker past in a wink. Was it his imagination? They had never seemed so close.
“Launch control,” he said urgently into his radiolink, “what the devil happened?”
The launch director’s midwestern American voice held no hint of boredom. “Still checking. Call you back in half a minute.” Then he added belatedly, “Glad you’re okay.”
Cliff yanked at the buckles of the webbing that held him to his seat and stood up, weightless, peering through the windows. Was the moonscape really significantly closer, or did it just seem that way? Through the window the surface of the moon was falling smoothly away, and the field of view was filling with stars. At least he had taken off with most of his planned speed, and there was no danger he would crash back to the surface immediately.
But he would crash back sooner or later. He could not possibly have reached escape velocity. He was rising into space along a great ellipse—and in a few hours he would be back at his starting point. Or would be except that he’d never get through that last little bit of solid rock.
“Hello Cliff, Frank Penney talking to you.” The launch controller sounded almost cheerful. “We’ve got a first fix on it—we got a transient phase reversal in the fine acceleration sector, God knows why. It put enough drag on you to lop about a thousand klicks off your final velocity. That orbit would bring you right back down on top of us in a little under five hours if you couldn’t change it, but no sweat. Your onboard retro’s got enough delta-vees stored to kick you into a stable orbit—heck, you could even make it on verniers alone. Your consumables are fat, you’ve got air enough in there for three people plus safety margins. All you’ll have to do is sit tight until we can get a tug from L-1 into your neighborhood.”
“Yes of course … that doesn’t sound too complicated.”
Slowly Cliff allowed himself to relax. In his panic he’d forgotten all about the retrorocket, although he didn’t intend to admit that to launch control. Low-powered as they were, even the maneuvering rockets could easily put him into a rounder orbit that would clear the moon by a comfortable margin. Though he might fall back closer to the surface than he’d ever flown—except when landing—the view as he skimmed over the mountains and plains would be breathtaking. He’d be perfectly safe. He just had to keep telling himself that.
“So if you’ve got nothing better to do, why don’t you let us talk you through the procedure,” said Penney cheerily. “You see a panel marked B-2 on the left of the main instrument board?”
“Yes.”
“Find the big T-bar toggle in the middle of it, which is in the down position, ENG, engaged that is, and push it to the up position, which is DISENG, disengaged. A red light should come on.”
Cliff found the chrome handle and pushed it up. It went smoothly but with a reassuring firmness of action. “All right, I have a red light in the disengage position.”
“Good, that means whatever we do here is off-line. Nothing’s gonna go boom before we’re ready. Now I want you to find the toggle marked MAN/AUTO, at the top right of the panel, and confirm that it’s on AUTO. The toggle’s got a light in it, and that light should be yellow.”
“Yes, I’ve got it. It’s on AUTO and the light is yellow.”
“Right next to it is a similar toggle labeled LOC/REM, which should be yellow and in the REM position, the remote position.”
“That’s confirmed.”
“Good. What we’re going to do here is insert a new program so that when we engage again, the maneuver-control system will initiate a burn at our command. We’re looking at sort of a minimax situation here, Cliff. The later we burn, the better we can fine-tune your orbit. But at the same time we prefer to do this by line-of-sight transmission rather than routing through the transfer stations—I won’t bore you with the technicalities. So anyway, let’s first confirm that the MCS is receiving our transmissions as it should. Is the BC narrowband flat-screen showing a green light? That’s a little square liquid crystal window down at the lower left of the panel, and it’s labeled BC NARROW.”
“Yes, the light’s green.”
“Okay, we’re going to squirt up a little harmless information here, and that should show up on the flat-screen as a bunch of squiggles followed by a message, just the word RECEIVED. You got that?”
Cliff said, “Yes, I understand. I’m standing by.”
There was a pause. “What do you have on the LC, Cliff?”
“Nothing. Go ahead when you’re ready.”
This time the pause was longer. “How about now?”
“There’s no change,” said Cliff.
“Okay, Cliff…” The air was dead a moment. “Looks like we’ll be going to manual on this. The narrowband does not seem to be fully up to snuff.”
“Please say again,” Cliff requested.
“Well, we sent our test message three times and apparently you did not get it. We’ve queried your narrowband with telemetry and we are not getting anything but noise—sounds like the sizzling rice dish in the dining hall last night. So tell you what, just shove that REM/LOC toggle over to LOC, would you, buddy?”
Cliff did so. “It’s on LOC. Now the light is red.”
“Great, don’t worry about it, we’re still disengaged. Now just find that PROG button on row three, second from the left, and tell me if you get a little blue light.”
“It’s blue.”
“Good, that means the computer is ready for instructions. So I’m going to read you a list of numbers, not too long, and you will key them in by hand, okay?”
“Okay. Yes.” Let’s get on with it, Cliff thought, beginning to get a bit irritated. The launch controller was acting so calm he almost seemed condescending.
“Okay, Cliff, here they come.”
Penney read off a list of coordinates in three axes, plus specifications for the intensity and duration of the burn. Cliff read them back as he punched them in.
“Right, Cliff, now just press ENTER and you’re all set. That blue light will flicker and turn green.”
“I just pressed ENTER. The light flickered, but it’s still blue.”
“That rascal… So, just confirming that we have the T-bar in DISENGAGE, the pilot on AUTO, and the control LOCAL…”
“That’s all confirmed.”
“Give us a sec.”
For a long time Cliff stared out the window as the horizon rolled away beneath him.
“I’ll tell you what, Cliff”—Penney’s voice was, if anything, cheerier yet—“why don’t we stick this thing in MAN and ENGAGE and see if we can’t just go around the barn. I mean, cut the computer out of the command loop.”
“Right now?”
“Sure, buddy. Let’s blow you into a higher orbit right now—what the hell, we’ll figure the trajectory later. Won’t take but a few seconds once we get a couple of Dopplers on you.”
“If I’m off will the tug be able to reach me?” Cliff hoped his voice didn’t betray the depth of his fear.
“Hell, you’re not going anywhere near that far out. Trajectory might not be ideal, but you can afford to wait a little longer to rendezvous.”
Better than not being able to wait any longer at all, Cliff thought. “What do I do?”
“Just flip her into manual…”
He pushed the toggle to red. “Done.”
“Now engage the controls.”
He pulled the T-bar down and the light went green. “Done.”
“Okay, Cliff, now grab something and hold on. The acceleration’s going to be the usual retrofire, about half a gee, but we don’t want you barking a shin or something.” By now Frank Penney was positively jovial.
Cliff twisted his left hand in a firm grip on the cargo net. “Right, then,” he croaked.
“Look over to panel B-1, Cliff. There’s a big red button with a safety cover on it. Flip up the cover and push the button. Do it now.”
The safety cover was painted in diagonal black and yellow stripes; the stenciled label beneath said MAIN ENG. With his right hand Cliff reached out and flipped it up. His left hand gripped the cargo net harder. The fingers of his right were trembling when he pushed the big red button.
Nothing happened.
“Nothing happened,” Cliff whispered.
“Ain’t that somethin’, buddy?” Penney whooped. “Ya know, Cliff…” Then the controller’s glee suddenly drained away. “You’re just going to have to give us a few minutes with this. We’ll get back to you.”
Cliff barely restrained himself from screaming, begging the controller not to go away. But the man wasn’t going anywhere, and there wasn’t anything for them to talk about. For whatever reason the capsule’s rockets, which a moment ago Cliff had believed would carry him to safety, were utterly useless. In five hours he would complete his orbit—and return to his launching point.
Cliff floated weightless in the tiny tin can, peering out its window as the moon receded. I wonder if they’ll name the new crater after me, thought Cliff. I suppose I could ask them to. My last request: “Crater Leyland: diameter…” What diameter? Better not exaggerate—I don’t suppose it will be more than a couple of hundred meters across. Hardly worth putting on the map.
Launch control was still silent, but that was not surprising. They clearly didn’t have any bright ideas, and what do you say to a man who’s already as good as dead? And yet, though he knew that nothing could alter his trajectory; even now Cliff could not believe that he would soon be scattered over most of Farside. If that were true, they would have more to be worried about than he did. He was still soaring away from the moon, snug and comfortable in this little cabin. The idea of death was incongruous—as it is to all men, even those who seek it, until the final second.
For a moment Cliff forgot his own problem. The horizon ahead was no longer a mottled curve of cratered rock. Something more brilliant even than the blazing sunlit lunar landscape was lifting itself against the stars. As the capsule curved around the edge of the moon, it was creating the only kind of earthrise possible, an artificial one, no less beautiful for being a product of human technology. In a minute it was all over, such was Cliff’s speed in orbit. As his capsule climbed above the moon, the Earth leaped clear of the horizon and swam swiftly up the sky.
It was three-quarters full and almost too bright to look upon. Here was a cosmic mirror made not of dull rocks and dusty plains but of snow and cloud and sea. Indeed it was almost all sea, for the Pacific Ocean was turned toward Cliff, and the blinding reflection of the sun covered the Hawaiian Islands. The haze of the atmosphere—that soft blanket that was to have uplifted the wings of the atmospheric shuttle bringing him home—obliterated all geographic details; perhaps that darker patch emerging from night was New Guinea, but he could not be sure.
There was bitter irony in the knowledge that he was heading straight toward that lovely, gleaming apparition. Another thousand kilometers an hour and he would have made it. One thousand kilometers per hour—that was all. He might as well ask for a billion.
The sight of the rising Earth brought home to him with irresistible force the duty he feared but could postpone no longer. “Launch control,” he said, holding his voice steady with great effort, “please give me a circuit to Earth.”
“You’ve got it, buddy.”
Cliff told launch control whom he wanted to talk to. For a moment the aether was filled with echoes and clicks.
This was one of the stranger things he had done in his life: to sit here above the moon and listen to the ringing of the phonelink in his own home, 400 thousand kilometers away on the opposite side of Earth. To save money he’d only written faxgrams before; a direct phonelink was an expensive luxury.
The phone kept ringing. It was near midnight down there in Africa, and it would be sometime before there would be any answer. Myra would stir sleepily; then, because she’d been on edge ever since he’d gone into space, she’d wake instantly, fearing disaster.
But they both hated to have a phone in the bedroom, much less wear an earlink like half the self-important people in the world did these days. So it would be at least fifteen seconds before she could switch on the light, pull a wrapper around her bare shoulders, close the nursery door to avoid disturbing the baby, get to the end of the hall, and…
“Hello?”
Her voice came clear and sweet across the emptiness of space; he would recognize it anywhere in the universe. He detected at once the undertone of anxiety.
“Mrs. Leyland?” said the Earthside operator. “I have a call from your husband. Please remember the two-second time lag.”
Cliff wondered how many people were listening to this call on the moon, on Earth, or, through the relays, throughout the rest of the inhabited solar system. It was hard to talk to your loved ones for the last time when you didn’t know how many eavesdroppers were listening in, especially the mediahounds who could soon be splashing your dialogue all over tonight’s viddie news.
“Cliff? Are you there?”
As soon as he began to speak, no one else existed but Myra and himself. “Yes darling, this is Cliff. I’m afraid I won’t be coming home as I promised. There’s been a … a technical slip. I’m quite all right at the moment, but I’m in big trouble.”
He swallowed, trying to overcome the dryness in his mouth, then went on quickly, overriding her time-lagged interruption—“Cliff, I don’t know what you…”—before it reached him.
“Myra, listen for a moment. Then we’ll talk.” As briefly as he could he explained the situation. For his own sake as well as hers, he did not abandon all hope. “Everyone’s doing their best,” he said. “Maybe they can get a high-orbit tug to me in time. But in case … well, I wanted to speak to you and the children.”
She took it well, as he’d known she would. He felt pride as well as love when her answer came back from the dark side of Earth.
“Don’t worry, Cliff. I’m sure they’ll get you back, and we’ll have our holiday after all. Exactly the way we planned.”
“I think so too,” he lied. “But just in case, would you wake the children? Don’t tell them that anything’s wrong.”
There was a hiss of aether before she said, “Wait.”
It was an endless half-minute before he heard their sleepy yet excited voices. “Daddy! Daddy!” “Hi, Dad, where are you?”
Cliff would willingly have traded these last few hours of his life to have seen their faces once again, but the capsule was not equipped with such luxuries as a videoplate. Perhaps it was just as well, for he could not have hidden the truth had he looked into their eyes. They would know it soon enough, but not from him. He wanted to give them only happiness in these last moments together.
“Are you in space?”
“When are you going to be here?”
It was hard to answer their questions, to tell them that he would soon be seeing them, to make promises that he could not keep.
“Dad, have you really got the moondust with you? You never sent it.”
“I’ve got it, Brian; it’s right here in my kit.” It needed all his self-control to add, “Soon you’ll be able to show it to your friends.” (No, soon it will be back on the world from which it came.) “And Susie—be a good girl and do everyth—”
“Yes, Daddy?”
“And do everything that Mummy tells you. Your last school report…”
“I will, Daddy, I promise. I promise.”
“…wasn’t too good, you know, especially those remarks about behavior…”
“Dad,” Brian said.
“But I’ll be better, Daddy,” Susie said, “I promise I will.”
“I know you will, darling…”
“Dad, did you get those holos of the ice caves you said you would?”
“Yes, Brian, I have them. And the piece of rock from Aristarchus. It’s the heaviest thing in my kit…”
He tried to put a smile in his voice. It was hard to die at thirty-five, but it was hard, too, for a boy to lose his father at ten. How would Brian remember him in the years ahead? Perhaps as no more than a fading voice from space. Six months was a long time to be away from a ten-year-old.
In the last few minutes, as he swung outward and then back to the moon, there was little enough that he could do except project his love and his hopes across the emptiness that he would never span again. The rest was up to Myra. “Let me talk to Mom now, will you Brian? I love you, son. I love you, Susie. Goodbye now.”
He waited out the heartbeats until they said, “’Bye, Dad.”
“I love you too, Daddy.”
When the children had gone, happy but puzzled, it was time to do some work—the time to keep one’s head, to be businesslike and practical.
“Cliff?”
“Myra, there are some things we should talk about…”
Myra would have to face the future without him, but at least he could make the transition easier. Whatever happens to the individual, life goes on; and in this century that still involved mortgages and installments due, insurance policies and joint bank accounts. Almost impersonally, as if they concerned someone else—which would soon be true enough—Cliff began to talk about these things. There was a time for the heart and a time for the brain. The heart would have its final say three hours from now, when he began his last approach to the surface of the moon.
No one interrupted them. There must have been silent monitors maintaining the link between two worlds, but the two of them might have been the only people alive. While he was speaking Cliff’s eyes remained fix on the dazzling Earth, now more than halfway up the sky. It was impossible to believe that it was home for seven billion souls. Only three mattered to him now.
It should have been four, but with the best will in the world he could not put the baby on the same footing as the others. He had never seen his younger son; now he never would.
“…I guess I’ve run out of things to say.” For some things a lifetime was not enough, but an hour, was too much.
“I understand, Cliff.”
He felt physically and emotionally exhausted, and the strain on Myra must have been equally great. He wanted to be alone with his thoughts and with the stars, to compose his mind and to make his peace with the universe. “I’d like to sign off for an hour or so, darling,” he said. There was no need for explanations; they understood each other too well. “I’ll call you back—in plenty of time.”
He waited the long seconds until she said, “Goodbye, love.”
“Goodbye for now.” He cut the circuit and stared blankly at the tiny control panel. Quite unexpectedly, without desire or volition, tears sprang from his eyes, and suddenly he was weeping like a child.
He wept for his family, and for himself. He wept for his mistakes and for the second chance he wouldn’t get. He wept for the future that might have been and the hopes that would soon be incandescent vapor, drifting among the stars. And he wept because there was nothing else to do.
After a while he felt much better. Indeed, he realized that he was extremely hungry. Normally he would have saved his hunger by sleeping until the capsule docked at L-1, but there were emergency rations in the capsule and no conceivable reason for dying on an empty stomach. He rummaged in one of the nets and found the food kit. While he was squeezing a tube of chicken-and-ham paste into his mouth, launch control called.
“Leyland, do you read me?”
“I’m here.”
“This is Van Kessel, Chief of Operations.” The voice on the link was a new one—an energetic, competent voice that sounded as if it would brook no nonsense from inanimate machinery. “Listen carefully, Leyland. We think we’ve found a way out. It’s a long shot—but it’s the only chance you have.”
Alternations of hope and despair are hard on the nervous system. Cliff felt a sudden dizziness; if there had been anywhere to fall he might have stumbled. “Go ahead,” he said faintly, when he’d recovered.
“All right, we think there’s still some room for an orbital adjustment when you reach apogee…”
Cliff listened to Van Kessel with an eagerness that slowly changed to incredulity. “I don’t believe it!” he said at last. “It just doesn’t make sense!”
“Can’t argue with the computers,” answered Van Kessel. “We’ve checked the figures about twenty different ways, and it does make sense. You won’t be moving fast at apogee; it doesn’t take much of a kick at that point to change your orbit substantially. You’ve never taken a space walk?”
“No, of course not.”
“Pity—but never mind, it just takes a bit of a psychological adjustment. No real difference from walking around outside on the moon. Safer, really. The main thing is you’ll be on suit oxygen for a while. So go to the emergency locker in the floor and break out a portable oxygen system.”
Cliff found the square hatch stenciled with a blue 02 and a bright red EMERGENCY ONLY. Inside was an oxygen package that clipped into a valve on the front of his suit and augmented his suit’s built-in supply. It was a procedure he had practiced in drills.
“Okay, I’ve got it hooked up.”
“Don’t open the valve now. Just don’t forget to open it once you’re outside. Now let’s go through the procedure for the hatch trigger.”
Cliff’s stomach began floating in a different direction from the rest of him when he confronted the big red double-action handle beside the hatch. DANGER, EXPLOSIVE BOLTS.
“That handle pulls straight out and twists up to the left. The pressure hatch blows away. There’s going to be decompression, so the proper procedure is to brace your feet on either side of the hatch before you blow it, so you don’t bang something vital going out.”
“I understand,” Cliff said softly.
“You’ve got about ten minutes until apogee. We want to keep you on cabin air until then. When we give you the signal, seal your helmet, blow the hatch, climb out there and jump.”
The implications of the word “jump” finally penetrated. Cliff looked around the familiar, comforting little cabin and thought of the lonely emptiness between the stars—the unreverberant abyss through which a man could fall until the end of time. He had never been in free space; there was no reason why he should have been. He was just a farmer’s boy with a master’s degree in agronomy, seconded from the Sahara Reclamation Project and trying to grow crops on the moon. Space was not for him; he belonged to the worlds of soil and rock, of moondust and vacuum-formed pumice. Most of all, he longed for the rich loam of the Nile.
“I can’t do it,” he whispered. “Isn’t there any other way?”
“There’s not,” snapped Van Kessel. “We’re doing our damnedest to save you. This is not the time to go neurotic on us. Dozens of men have been in far worse situations, Leyland—badly injured, trapped in wreckage a million miles from help. You’re not even scratched and already you’re squealing! Pull yourself together right now or we’ll sign off and leave you to stew.”
Cliff slowly turned red. Several seconds passed before he answered. “I’m all right,” he said at last. “Let’s go through the instructions again.”
“That’s better,” said Van Kessel with evident approval. “Ten minutes from now, when you’re at apogee, seal your helmet, clip your safety, brace yourself, blow the hatch, and climb out there. We won’t have communication with you; unfortunately the relay goes through the out-of-commission narrowband. But we’ll be tracking you on radar and we’ll be able to speak to you directly when you pass over us again. Now remember, when you’re out there…”
The ten minutes went quickly enough. At the end of that time, Cliff knew exactly what he had to do. He had even come to believe it might work.
“Time to bail out,” said Van Kessel. “The capsule’s still in a nose-up position and it hasn’t rolled-the pressure hatch is pointed pretty much the way you want to go. The precise direction isn’t critical. Speed is what matters. Put everything you’ve got into that jump! And good luck.”
“Thanks,” said Cliff, feeling inadequate. “Sorry that I…”
“Forget it,” Van Kessel interrupted. “Now seal up and get moving.”
Cliff sealed his helmet. For the last time he glanced around the tiny cabin, wondering if there was anything he’d forgotten. All his personal belongings would have to be abandoned, but they could be replaced easily enough. Then he remembered the little package of moondust he had promised Brian.
This time he would not let the boy down. He dived to the cargo net and ripped open the seam of his bag. He pushed aside his clothes and toilet gear until he found the plastic package. The minute mass of the sample—only a few ounces—would make no difference to his fate. He pushed it into his thigh pocket. There was something in the pocket he didn’t remember putting there, but this was not the time to worry about it. He sealed the seam.
He clipped his safety line to the stanchion. He took hold of the emergency handle with both hands and squatted over the hatch, one boot on either side. Before he twisted the lever he craned his helmeted head over his shoulders to see whether there was anything floating loose in the cabin. Everything seemed secure.
He pulled. The lever didn’t budge. He didn’t pause to worry; he yanked with all his might. It popped out and he twisted it. There was a simultaneous blast of six bolts that he felt through his feet. The pressure hatch vanished in a stream of vapor.
Decompression was gentler than he expected. The volume of air in the capsule was small and the hatch relatively large, the outflow of wind dwindled quickly to nothing.
With his gloved fingers, suddenly all thumbs, he hauled himself out of the hatch and carefully stood upright on the steeply curved hull of the little tin can, bracing himself tightly against it with the safety line. The splendor of the scene held him paralyzed. Fear of vertigo vanished; even his insecurity deserted him as he gazed around, his vision no longer constrained by the narrow field of the tiny windows.
The moon was a gigantic crescent, the dividing line between its night and day a jagged arch sweeping across a quarter of the sky. Down there the sun was setting and the long lunar night was beginning, but the summits of isolated peaks were still blazing with the last light of day, defying the darkness that had already encircled them.
That darkness was not complete. Though the sun had gone from the land below, the almost-full Earth flooded it with glory. Cliff could see, faint but clear in the glimmering earthlight, the outlines of “seas” and highlands, the dim stars of mountain peaks, the dark circles of craters. Directly below, its lights pricking cheerily through the gloom, was the tiny outline of Cayley Base. Except for that single sign of humanity, he was flying above a ghostly, sleeping land—a land that was trying to drag him to his death.
And far above his head was the life-ring he could not reach, the spidery L-1 space station, its sunlit struts and cables too far away to be visible against the stars.
Now Cliff was poised at the highest point of his orbit, exactly on the line between moon and Earth. It was time to go.
He bent his legs, crouching against the hull. Then, with every bit of strength he could muster, he launched himself toward the stars and the invisible space station far overhead. His safety line uncoiled swiftly behind him; until the length of polyfiber was completely payed out, he could still change his mind.
The capsule dwindled with surprising speed, until it was a mere shadowy speck against the earthlit moon below. As it receded, Cliff felt a most unexpected sensation. He had anticipated terror, or at least vertigo, but not this unmistakable, haunting sense of déjà vu. All this had happened before. Not to him, of course, but to someone else. He could not pinpoint the memory, and there was no time to hunt for it now.
He flashed a quick glance at Earth, moon, and what he could see of the receding shuttle, and he arrived at a decision without conscious thought. He snapped the quick-release. His safety line whipped away and vanished.
He was alone, more than 3,000 kilometers above the moon, 400 thousand kilometers from the Earth. He could do nothing but wait; it would be two-and-a-half hours before he would know if he could live. If his own muscles had performed the task that rockets had failed to do.
And as the stars slowly revolved around him, he suddenly recalled the origin of that haunting memory. It was many years since he’d encountered the stories of Edgar Allan Poe, but who could ever forget them?
He too was trapped in a maelstrom, being whirled down to his doom; he too hoped to escape by abandoning his vessel. Though the forces involved were totally different, the parallel was striking. Poe’s fisherman had lashed himself to a barrel because stubby, cylindrical objects were sucked down into the great whirlpool more slowly than his ship. It was a brilliant application of the laws of hydrodynamics. Cliff could only hope that his use of celestial mechanics would be equally inspired.
How fast had he jumped away from the capsule? His total delta-vees were a good two meters per second—five miles an hour at most—trivial by astronomical standards, but enough to inject him into a new orbit, one that, Van Kessel had promised him, would clear the Moon by several kilometers. Not much of a margin, but it would be enough on this airless world, where there was no atmosphere to claw him down.
With a sudden spasm of guilt, Cliff remembered that he’d never made that second call to Myra. It was Van Kessel’s fault; the engineer had kept him on the move, made sure he had no time to brood on his own affairs. Van Kessel was right, of course: in a situation like this, a man could think only of himself. All his resources, mental and physical, must be concentrated on survival. This was no time or place for the distracting and weakening ties of love.
He was racing now toward the night side of the moon, and the daylit crescent was shrinking as he watched. The intolerable disk of the sun, at which he dare not look directly, was falling swiftly toward the curved horizon. The crescent moonscape dwindled to a burning line of light, a bow of fire set against the stars. Then the bow fragmented into a dozen shining beads, which one by one winked out as he shot into the shadow of the moon.
With the going of the sun, the earthlight seemed more brilliant than ever, frosting his suit with silver as he slowly rotated front to back along his orbit. It took about ten seconds for him to make each revolution; there was nothing he could do to check his spin, and indeed he welcomed the constantly changing view. Now that his eyes were no longer distracted by occasional glimpses of the sun he could see the stars in thousands, where there had been only hundreds before. The familiar constellations were drowned, and even the brightest of planets was hard to find in the blaze of stellar light.
The dark disk of the lunar-night landscape lay across the star field like an eclipsing shadow, and it was slowly growing as he fell toward it. At every instant some star, bright or faint, would pass behind its edge and wink out of existence. It was almost as if a hole were growing in space, eating up the heavens.
There was no other indication of his movement, or of the passage of time, except for his regular ten-second spin. When he looked at the chronometer display on the forearm of his suit he was astonished to see that a half an hour had already passed since he’d left the capsule. He searched for it among the stars, without success. By now it would be several kilometers behind him. But according to Van Kessel it would presently draw ahead as it moved on its lower orbit, and would be the first to reach the moon.
Cliff was still puzzling over this seeming paradox—the equations of celestial mechanics which physicists found so simple were opaque to him, who was at home with the complexity of diploidy and triploidy and selection principles that the same physicists invariably got inside out—when the strain of the past hours, combined with the euphoria of unending weightlessness, produced a result he would hardly have believed possible. Lulled by the gentle susurration of the air inlet, floating lighter than any feather as he turned beneath the stars, Cliff fell into a dreamless sleep…
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The underground control room of the electromagnetic launcher was a cramped room with two banks of flatscreen consoles facing a wall of larger screens. Half a dozen human controllers could monitor power supply, power control systems, track alignment, cargo loading, space vehicle maintenance—all the other complex subsystems of the launcher.
Topside, work was normally done by radiation-hardened robots and teleoperators; the launcher operated continuously, and radiation from space precluded humans from holding steady jobs on the surface. But for now the launcher had been shut down. The auxiliary reactors that had provided power during the long lunar night were cooling as rapidly as safety permitted. Power from the solar panels, once more flowing in the lunar morning, was shunted to capacitors and banks of monstrous flywheels. The launcher would remain out of commission until its failure was understood and resolved.
On the big wall screens, huge videoplates showed the surface of Farside Base in crisp detail: the launcher track stretched in an uncannily straight line to the east, vanishing at an infinity defined only by the distant peaks of the Mare Moscoviense ringwall. To one side the radio-telescopes were rimmed in the backlight of the low sun, a hundred round ears forming one big ear.
The alarm had gone out by suitlink to everyone working on the surface in the vicinity of Farside Base. Spacesuited men and women dropped what they were doing and trudged away. Tractors and moon buggies turned in their tracks and rolled in stately slow-motion toward the base’s central domes and hangars.
Inside the domes and in the labyrinth of underground facilities, yellow warning lights flashed and low sirens moaned in every bay and corridor. Damage-control crews gathered their equipment and reported to standby positions. Everyone whose work was not essential to life support, communications, and emergency services was ordered to head for the deep shelters that had been established in the ice mines.
The inhabited areas of the base were buried under enough regolith to provide plenty of protection against meteorites, from cosmic dust specks on up to massive, thousand-kilogram giants—the sort of monster that might hit somewhere inside the base perimeter once every ten million years, but would likely miss any important structure even then.
The errant launch capsule was far more massive than even a giant meteorite. A bit more acceleration and the derelict would have sailed safely overhead; a bit less and it would have impacted with the moon well before reaching the Mare Moscoviense. But through a chance so unlikely it had been dismissed as negligible when the linear accelerator was designed and built, it was aimed right for the base. The only shred of optimism in this bleak scenario was that, with very minor uncertainties, the moment of impact was predictable.
Van Kessel and a knot of worried controllers clustered around the duty officer’s desk at the top of the room. Van Kessel’s shiny pate was ringed with unruly gray fuzz, giving him a faintly comic appearance that was flatly contradicted by his hard gray eyes and the firm set of his mouth. He and the others were paying no attention to the base’s emergency drill. They were staring at a computer flat-screen that fed out continuously updated data on the capsule’s trajectory. Wherever radars on the moon could get a fix on the falling object they monitored its progress, comparing projections of its path against its actual track.
“Still doesn’t look very good,” muttered Frank Penney. He was a handsome, athletic young man with a deep artificial tan, incongruous among the pale faces of the other controllers.
“No significant deviation,” Van Kessel agreed. “It’s going to be messy.”
“Does Leyland have any idea what’s actually going to happen to him?” Penny asked.
“Absolutely not,” Van Kessel replied. “I didn’t dare tell him. He almost fainted on us as it was.”
“Let’s hope it wasn’t all for nothing.”
“At least we kept the poor devil busy for a few minutes. Whatever else, it’s going to be a hell of a sightseeing tour.”
 
At some prompting from his subconscious, the “poor devil” woke up. Where was he? Where were the walls of his home? No, of his room on the moon. Of the space capsule. He could see nothing but stars and…
Then Cliff remembered. That was the moon down there. He was flying naked, but for a few layers of canvas, through hard vacuum.
The blue-white Earth was sinking toward the moon’s horizon. The sight almost brought on another wave of self-pity; for a moment Cliff had to fight for control of his emotions. This was the very last he might ever see of Earth, as his orbit took him back over Farside into the land where earthlight never shone. The brilliant antarctic ice caps, the equatorial cloud belts, the scintillation of the sun upon the Pacific—all were sinking swiftly behind the lunar mountains. Then they were gone; he had neither sun nor Earth to light him now, and the invisible land below was so black that his eyes ached when he peered into it.
A cluster of stars had appeared inside the darkened disk where no stars could be. In his still drowsy state, Cliff stared at them puzzled until he realized he was passing above one of the outlying Farside research posts. Down there beneath their portable pressure domes, men and women were waiting out the lunar night—sleeping, working, resting, perhaps quarreling or making love. Did they know that he was speeding like an invisible meteor through their sky, racing above their heads at more than 6,000 kilometers an hour? Almost certainly; for by now the whole moon and the whole Earth must know of his predicament. Already those below must be tracking him on radar, and some might even be searching with telescopes, but they would have little time to find him. Within seconds, the unknown research station had dropped out of sight, and he was once more alone above the dark side of the moon.
It was impossible to judge his altitude above the blank emptiness speeding below, for there was no sense of scale or perspective. Sometimes it seemed that he could reach out and touch the darkness across which he was racing; yet he knew that in reality it must still be many kilometers beneath him.
But he also knew that he was still descending, and that at any moment one of the crater walls or mountain peaks that strained invisibly toward him might claw him from the sky.
In the darkness somewhere ahead was the final obstacle—the hazard he feared most of all. Around the Mare Moscoviense loomed a ringwall of mountains two kilometers high. Those familiar peaks, over which he had passed so often in recent months as automated capsules shuttled him back and forth, were deceptively smooth of surface; like all the hills and valleys of the moon, they had been sanded by countless micrometeorite impacts over billions of years, their defiles filled with the debris. But they were as steep as mountains on Earth, and high enough to snag him at the last instant before he sailed over the base.
The first eruption of dawn took him completely by surprise. Light exploded ahead of him, leaping from peak to peak until the whole arc of the horizon was lined with flame. He was hurtling out of the lunar night, directly into the face of the sun. He would not die in darkness.
The greatest danger was fast approaching. He glanced at his suit chronometer and saw that five full hours had passed: he was almost back where he had started, nearing the lowest point of his orbit. Within moments he would hit the moon—or skim it and pass safely out into space.
As far as he could judge, he was some thirty kilometers above the surface and still descending, though very slowly now. Beneath him the long shadows of the lunar dawn were daggers of blackness, stabbing into the night land. The steeply slanting sunlight exaggerated every rise in the ground, making mountains of the smallest hills.
And now, unmistakably, the ground ahead was wrinkling into the pattern it had taken him so many trips to learn to recognize. Rolling into view, ahead and off to his right, was the deep crater Shatalov, an outlier of the bigger crater Belyaev in the foothills of the mountains. The great western ringwall of the Mare was rising ahead, still more than 150 kilometers away but approaching at well over a kilometer per second. It was a wave of rock, climbing from the face of the moon.
There was nothing he could do to avoid it; his path was fixed, unalterable. All that could be done had already been done, two-and-a-half hours ago.
It became apparent that what had been done was not enough. He was not going to rise above these mountains; they were rising above him. Straight ahead he could make out the distinctive shape of Mount Tereshkova, the highest peak on the crater’s western rim.
Cliff regretted his failure to make that second call to the woman who still waited so many thousands of kilometers away. Yet perhaps it was just as well; perhaps there had been nothing more to say.
Other voices filled the aether as his suit receiver came within range of the base, calling to each other, not to him. They waxed, then waned again as he entered the radio shadow of the ringwall, and some of them were talking about him, although the fact hardly registered. He listened with an impersonal interest, as if to messages from some remote point of space or time, of no concern to him.
He heard Van Kessel’s voice say, quite distinctly: “…confirming you will receive intercept orbit immediately after Leyland passes perigee. Your rendezvous time now estimated at minus one hour, five minutes.”
I hate to disappoint you, thought Cliff, but that’s one appointment I’ll never keep.
Now the wall of rock was only eighty kilometers away, and each time he spun helplessly around in space to face it, it was fifteen kilometers closer. There was no more room for optimism. He sped more swiftly than a rifle bullet toward that implacable barrier, and it suddenly became of great importance to know whether he would meet it face first, with open eyes, or with his back turned like a coward.
No memories of his past life flashed through Cliff’s mind as he counted the seconds that remained. The swiftly unrolling moonscape rotated beneath him, every detail sharp and clear in the harsh light of dawn. No more than three of his ten-second days were left to him. He was turned away from the onrushing mountains, looking back on the path he had traveled, the path that should have led to Earth, when to his astonishment—
—the moonscape beneath him exploded in silent flame. Somewhere behind his back a light as fierce as that of the sun instantly banished the long shadows, struck fire from the crests of the surrounding peaks, rimmed the craters which were spread below him in searing brightness. The light lasted only a fraction of a second, and by the time he had turned toward its source it had faded completely.
Directly ahead of him, only thirty kilometers away, a vast cloud of dust was expanding toward the stars. It was as if a volcano had erupted on the flank of Mount Tereshkova—but that, of course, was impossible. Equally absurd was Cliff’s second thought: that by some fantastic feat of organization and logistics the Farside engineering division had blasted away the obstacle in his path.
For it was gone. A huge, crescent-shaped bite had been taken out of the approaching skyline; rocks and debris were still rising from a crater that had not existed five minutes ago. Only the energy of an atomic bomb, exploded at precisely the right moment in his path, could have wrought such a miracle. And Cliff did not believe in miracles.
The bizarre vision slid from his sight as he twisted away into another revolution. He had come all the way around and was almost upon the mountains when he remembered that all this while there had been a cosmic bulldozer moving invisibly ahead of him. The kinetic energy of the abandoned capsule—many tonnes, traveling at almost a kilometer-and-a-half every second—was quite sufficient to have blasted the gap through which he now flashed. Appalled at the scope of the destruction, Cliff wondered what havoc the impact of the manmade meteor had wrought on Farside Base.
Cliff’s luck held. There was a brief patter of dust particles against his suit, but none punctured it—most of the debris had been propelled outward and forward—and he caught a brief glimpse of glowing rocks and swiftly dispersing smoke falling away beneath him. How strange to see a cloud upon the moon!
Then he was through the western mountains, with nothing ahead but empty black sky. For the moment.
Less than a kilometer away, below and to the left of his path, he saw the track of the electromagnetic launcher whipping past like a picket fence beside a racing car. The launcher was a hairline scribed at great length across the floor of the Mare. Here and there a flash of light and a puff of dust erupted in the regolith below, marking the track of flying debris from the explosion.
Cliff twisted through another lazy revolution and when he came around, half the track was behind him and half still ahead. The twin domes above the most densely inhabited parts of the base flicked away under his feet, well off to his right. Straight ahead of him, fifteen kilometers away, were the hundred silver paraboloids of the antenna farm. Suddenly they lit up with little sparks of light, like a momentary Christmas display…
One more turn. Cliff’s view panned like a camera as the base receded behind him, and if Farside had suffered damage, none was visible in his odd and hasty grab shot. But as his eyes came front again, he was passing directly over the great antennas. They were rimmed in sunlight and seemed as broad and round and structurally sound as ever. But Cliff had just the faintest impression that they had been peppered with something black—
—then he was past them. Were those really black spots on the bright dishes? Or were they holes in the shining aluminum? Those bright sparks… The lighter shrapnel from the blast had to go somewhere, and the antennas were directly in harm’s way.
“Leyland, come in. Leyland, do you read?”
Cliff was suddenly conscious that Van Kessel’s voice had been sounding in his ears for several seconds now. “This is Leyland. I hear you. I hear you.”
There was just the briefest hesitation before Van Kessel said, even more gruffly than before, “It’s about time. Take it you’re all right?”
“Fine. Under the circumstances,” said Cliff. “Was that bit of fireworks part of the plan all along?”
“Frankly I didn’t think it was a good idea to lay it out for you too plainly, Leyland. The whole thing was a long shot.”
“Yes, I gather.”
Van Kessel’s tone shifted; he was strictly business now. “While we’ve got you in line-of-sight: in less than an hour you’ll rendezvous with the tug Callisto out of L-1. They’ll send a man out on a long tether to grab you. Be aware that there will still be some delta-vee. It should be an easy catch, but for God’s sake pay attention and don’t mess up the contact. Because this really will be your last chance.”
“Don’t worry, Van Kessel, I won’t mess it up. And thanks.”
“Don’t mention it,” Van Kessel said. “By the way, if you think you’ve got any panic left in you, you better close your eyes now…
Cliff was coming around to another head-on confrontation with the lunar mountains, this time the eastern rim of the Mare Moscoviense. He had not really forgotten them, but neither had he really wanted to think about them; they loomed as high, as ominous as the western rim, and suddenly his heart was racing again. What would clear the way for him this time?
He was a fragile spacesuited human hurtling toward the sheer, falsely soft cliffs. Surely he would strike the rim… But this time there was no Mount Tereshkova to bar the way. Cliff flicked past the jagged rim with tens of meters to spare.
A moment later he resumed something like his regular breathing. “One more surprise, Van Kessel, and I swear I’ll strangle you.”
“No more surprises, Leyl—” Then Van Kessel’s hearty voice was swallowed by interference as Cliff passed into the radio shadow of the eastern rim.
Cliff wasted no anxiety on the loss of radio contact. Somewhere up there among the stars, an hour in the future along the beginning of his second orbit, a tug would be waiting to meet him. But there was no hurry now; he had escaped from the maelstrom. For better or worse, he had been granted the gift of life.
And when he had finally climbed aboard that tug he could make that second call to Earth, to that woman, his wife, who was still waiting in the African night.
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The usual shuttles and tugs took more than a week to reach the L-1 transfer station from low Earth orbit, but a Space Board cutter on an emergency run could make the distance in a day. Sparta’s cutter shut down its plasma torch and sidled up to a ramshackle collection of cylinders and struts and solar panels. The airlock popped and Sparta went through the docking tube into the station, towing two duffel bags behind her. Her ears were ringing and she had a headache that threatened to push her eyes out of her head.
“Welcome, Inspector Troy. I’m Brick, Security.” Brick was black, North American-born like Sparta but with the physical grace of a man who’d spent his life in space.
She let the duffels float while she touched his hand lightly, hovering in the cylindrical, padded gate area. “Mr. Brick.”
Only a flicker of his lashes betrayed his surprise at her youth and slight build. “Do you want to see Leyland right away?”
“I need to get my bearings first. Is there somewhere we can talk?”
“My office. Give me that—so you’ll have a hand to steer with.” He took one of her bags and set off toward the core of the station. They squeezed past other station workers, coming and going. Many of L-1’s inhabited areas were interconnecting steel and fiberglass cylinders, the original fuel-tank casings from which the station had been built fifty years earlier. “This your first visit?” he asked over his shoulder.
“Yes, and not just to L-1. It’s my first trip to the moon.”
“But you’re one of, what, only nine people ever to land on the surface of Venus?”
“Not a distinction I was seeking.”
“Quite a piece of work, if half the viddie stories are true.”
“Less than half,” she said. “Tell me something about L-1, Mr. Brick.”
“You want the standard spiel, or are you changing the subject so I’ll shut up?”
“I’m serious.”
“Okay, the standard spiel. Back in the 1770s, Joseph Louis Lagrange was studying the so-called three-body problem, and he discovered that in a system of two masses orbiting each other—the Earth and the moon, say—there would be certain points in space around them of gravitational stability, such that an object placed there would tend to remain.” Brick paused. “Stop me if you’ve heard all this before.”
“A long time ago. I can use the refresher.”
“Okay, three of these so-called Lagrangian points lie on the axis between the two masses and are only partially stable: an object at one of these points—us, for example—if disturbed along the axis, would tend to fall. In our case, toward the Earth or the moon. Two other points, lying on the smaller mass’s orbit around the larger but sixty degrees ahead and behind, are very stable indeed. These points, L-4 and L-5, are some of the most valuable ‘real estate’ in Earth-moon space.”
“The space settlements.”
“Yes. Of course because of the sun’s influence, the settlements don’t sit right on L-4 and L-5, they follow orbits around them.”
“So the Earth and the sun orbit each other, the moon and the Earth orbit each other, and the L-5 settlement orbits L-5. Orbits on orbits on orbits.”
“Yeah, Ptolemy called them epicycles, but these are real, not imaginary. They give shape to space. L-3 is on the opposite side of the Earth from the moon and is of no use to anybody, but L-1 and L-2, the quasi-stable Lagrangian points near the moon, are different. Here at L-1, with a little maneuvering fuel, we maintain a strategic position smack above the center of the Nearside. That’s where most of the lunar population is, especially at Cayley. We monitor surface and cislunar navigation and communications. L-2, beyond the moon, was well situated for the transfer of lunar building materials from the mines of Cayley when they were building L-5.”
“Was?”
“That station was mostly dismantled when the heavy work at L-5 was finished. When they built the launcher at Farside Base, the spider webs from L-2 were moved here.”
“The spider webs?”
“Come over here.”
He led her to the nearest thick glass port in the cylindrical station wall. She could see, silhouetted against the stars, two huge, delicate-seeming structures, strange tangles of rails and webbing.
“Basically, they’re big cargo nets. You see, we’re about half an orbit away from the Farside launcher. They shoot up a dead load and it gets here going about 200 meters per second. Radar tracks it in and those nets whip around the tracks and grab it out of space and slow it down so it can be unloaded. Sixty nets on each set of tracks. Real Rube Goldberg, aren’t they? They had five sets at L-2, working around the clock, grabbing moon rocks shot up from Cayley. They were always getting tangled, so a couple were always out of commission. We don’t handle nearly as much cargo, mostly liquid oxygen and ice from the mines at Farside.” He turned from the window. “So, at the moment we’re the moon’s only space station. Everything goes through here, up and down. Including illegal drugs. Sometimes I think, especially drugs.”
Brick led Sparta through several more right-angle turns in narrow corridors to a cramped office with curving walls, his own; it took up a quarter of a slice through one of the cylinders. “Tiny, but it’s got a great view. Any more questions I can answer?”
“What shape was Leyland in when he got to you?”
“Pretty cheerful. The skipper of the tug said he chattered for a couple of hours. Couldn’t sleep, just wanted to talk. He gave him a physical when he arrived and found him in excellent shape, nothing in his system that wasn’t supposed to be there.”
“Who has he talked to?”
“Crew of the Callisto, me. Other than official business he’s been incommunicado. Except I let him talk to his wife. We clamped a command-channel coder on that so he could get through without every viddie reporter in the solar system listening in.”
“Good. I assume you listened in, though.”
“Standard operating procedure.”
“And?”
Brick shrugged. “No new facts. His mood was relief—and maybe a little guilt. Nothing he said. The way he said it.”
“Just a little guilt?”
“That’s right, Inspector. He didn’t sound like a man who’d just been caught carrying half a kilo of very expensive white powder in the thigh pocket of his spacesuit.”
“What was the analysis?”
“Gabaphoric acid.”
“That’s a new one to me.”
“Fairly new to us, too. Made on L-5, most likely. Apparently very popular on the moon. Keeps you happy as a clam for six months or so. Then your hippocampus turns to oatmeal—couldn’t recognize your own mother. We’ve had two cases like that.”
“Why was he smuggling it off the moon?”
“Mmm.” Brick spread the fingers of one hand and bent them down with the other, one by one, as he ticked off the possibilities. “Because he’s hooked on the stuff and doesn’t have a source on Earth. Because whoever was using him as a mule paid him off in kind. Because they wanted him to open a new market Earthside…” Brick hesitated.
“Go on,” Sparta said.
“Because somebody planted it on him.”
“And if you had to guess?”
Brick shrugged. “Lots of possibilities. I’ll leave it to you.”
“I’ll talk to him now. Alone would be best.”
“Wait here a minute, I’ll send him in.”
“And Brick—the embargo is still on. Except for those of us who are already in on it, I don’t want anyone anywhere to know what you found on Leyland.”
 
When Leyland appeared he was dressed in borrowed coveralls a size too big for him. His expression was grim. “You’re from the Board of Space Control?”
“Yes, Mr. Leyland. I’m Inspector Troy.”
“You’re an inspector?” Cliff glared at her. “I’d have taken you for a clerk.”
“I don’t blame you for being unhappy, Mr. Leyland. I got here as fast as possible and I won’t keep you any longer than absolutely necessary.”
“A day in the tug, a day in this smelly tin can. Perhaps I’d rather be orbiting the moon.”
Sparta studied him intently, in ways he could not have suspected. Her macrozoom eye inspected the irises of his brown eyes, the pores of his pale exposed skin. His chemical signature was borne to her through the air; she stored it for further reference. His odor, like his voice, carried overtones of exasperation but not of fear or deceit.
She handed him one the duffels. “They gave me these before I left. Said they were your size.”
He took the bundled clothes she held out to him. “Well—that was thoughtful of somebody.”
“Do you want time to put them on?”
“No, let’s get this over with. I must say, I can’t understand why this couldn’t have waited until I got to Earth.”
Because if you give me the wrong answers you’re not going to Earth, Sparta wanted to scream at him. She rubbed her neck with one hand and said, quietly, “There are good reasons, Mr. Leyland. Drugs in your pocket, for one.”
“As I’ve repeatedly explained, anyone could have put that in my suit. It was in an outside pocket! If I were a smuggler, I certainly wouldn’t have carried it where it would be spotted straight-away when I stepped into L-1, now would I?”
“But of course you would have had two days to make other arrangements. Your journey was interrupted. In the excitement you could have forgotten what you were carrying.”
“Am I under arrest, then?” he said defiantly.
“There’s no need for that, unless you insist. But there are other reasons for keeping you here, which I think will be clear to you shortly.”
“Please do carry on, then,” he said, trying his best to be sarcastic.
“First tell me exactly what happened. I need to hear it…”
“I’ve been over that repeatedly with…”
“…from you. In person. Starting with the moment you began packing for the trip.”
“Oh all right, then.” Cliff sighed. Sullenly he began to retell the tale. The farther he got, the more he became involved in reliving his own experience.
Motionless in the tiny office, Sparta listened to him, rapt with concentration, although every detail of the events he recited was already familiar to her—every detail except the timbre of his own voice, revealing his emotions at each stage of his terrifying descent and his eventual deliverance from gravity’s maelstrom.
She was quiet a moment when he finished. Then she said, “How many people might want to kill you, Mr. Leyland?”
“Kill me?” Cliff was shocked. “You mean…?”
“Murder you. Because of something you did. Or didn’t do. Or might still do. Or as an example to others.”
Cliff looked at her with wounded innocence. She almost laughed at him, then; had she grown so cynical in so short a time?
“My background is with the customs and immigration branch, Mr. Leyland. The first thing that occurred to me when I reviewed your records was that your shuttling back and forth between L-5 and Farside carrying agricultural samples would make you a perfect mule.”
“A what?”
“A mule is a smuggler’s courier. In your agricultural specimen cases you could have secreted any number of small objects. Forged I.D. slivers. Nanochips. Micromachine cultures. Secrets. Jewels. Drugs being the most obvious and most likely. Clearly this also occurred to someone at Farside.”
Leyland flushed.
“Drugs it was,” she said, reading his expression. “Were you a mule, Mr. Leyland? Or did you turn them down?”
“I refused,” he whispered. “I thought I had made it clear to them. Even after they beat me.” His voice was rich with self-pity.
“Well, that’s a start, isn’t it?” she said, trying to encourage him. “Give me the names and circumstances, please.”
“I don’t know the names, not certainly. One of them I could recognize, but he’s of no importance…”
“I’ll judge that,” Sparta said.
Leyland hesitated. “Just a moment. The voice…”
“What is it, Leyland?”
“The launch attendant—the one who strapped me in just before the capsule went into the launcher. I’m sure it was the same voice. One of the men who beat me up.”
“Do you think he could have planted the acid on you?”
“He could have done—while he was checking the seat straps. I didn’t notice anything.”
“Okay, he’ll be easy enough to identify.”
“The man who planted the drugs on me certainly didn’t try to kill me. What good would it have done him?”
“Quite right. Who else? Who could conceivably have had a motive for revenge?” Floating weightless, she leaned forward to press the question. “Anything, Mr. Leyland. No matter how trivial.” He said nothing, merely shrugged, and she knew he was hiding something. “You’re an attractive man, Mr. Leyland,” (some people might think so), “didn’t any of the women at the base tell you that?”
“There was a woman,” he whispered. “I don’t know how…”
“Her name?”
“Katrina Balakian. An astronomer at the telescope facility.”
“So she was attracted to you. She made it obvious.”
He nodded. Sparta was amused to see Leyland’s reaction to what he evidently took to be her intuition.
“And you spurned Ms. Balakian,” she said. “Or maybe you didn’t. But at any rate, you were going home to your wife and children.”
“I saw her only one more time. Do I…?”
“I have no intention of embarrassing you or violating your confidence, Mr. Leyland. But I have to have all the facts.”
Reluctantly Cliff told his story. When he was done, Sparta said, “It will be a fairly simple matter to find out whether Balakian had the means and opportunity to sabotage the launcher. It won’t be necessary to drag you into it.”
“Why do you insist it was sabotaged, Inspector?” he protested. “Why not an accident? These things have failed before, haven’t they?”
“Occasionally.” It was an understatement. Sparta knew that the electromagnetic launcher at Cayley had suffered glitches aplenty in the early days. Firing five ten-kilogram blocks of sintered moon rock every second for days at a time, the stress on the Cayley launcher was great enough to cause numerous power-control failures. While the area downrange was somewhat safer than a shooting gallery, a thin swath of the moon to the east of Cayley was peppered with meter-wide craters, punched by blocks that fell short.
The engineers who built the big launcher at Farside had benefited from Cayley’s experience. Cliff Leyland’s accident was the first time Farside’s launcher had ever failed during a launch.
“I can’t prove it was deliberate or that you were singled out,” she said, and smiled. “In fact, I admit it doesn’t seem likely, unless this woman you tangled with is the archetype of a vengeful harpy—but I’m simple-minded. I have to start the investigation somewhere.”
Leyland, almost against his wishes, smiled with her. “Well—if someone is trying to kill me—perhaps I should actually thank you for keeping me here.”
“I hoped you’d understand. Just a few more questions, Mr. Leyland…”
 
An hour later she was falling toward Farside, a passive rider in a capsule like the one that Clifford Leyland had abandoned in mid-flight; rather than ride a Space Board cutter to the surface, she wanted to sample as much of Leyland’s experience as possible.
She’d cleared him to continue his interrupted journey to Earth. The poor man’s long-awaited homecoming was about to be spoiled by howling newshounds, one reason the Space Board had kept him at L-1—not to protect him from murderers but from the media.
For her, it would be a sleepy ride, and then she would set foot on the busy moon for the first time…
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They sent a moon buggy to fetch her from the landing field. She spent half-an-hour in the tiny office of Farside Security, querying the computer files, before she phoned Van Kessel at launch control. “Inspector Troy, Board of Space Control. Let’s see if we can find out what’s bugging your system, Mr. Van Kessel.”
“I’ll be there to pick you up in twenty minutes,” Van Kessel replied.
 
“This is where we control the whole operation,” Van Kessel said importantly, as men and women squeezed past him to take their places at their consoles or to get out the door to the trolley stop; Van Kessel and Sparta had arrived in the narrow-tiered control room just as the shift was changing. “Most systems are fully automated,” he said, “but we humans like to keep an eye on what our robot friends are doing.”
Sparta listened without comment as he explained at length the functions of each console station, even though most were self-evident at a glance. This was the first stop on what already promised to be a long tour of the electromagnetic launcher; her head was throbbing again. She focused her attention on the big videoplate screens on the forward wall. They showed that, except for the inactive launcher itself, Farside Base had returned to normal activities.
The only things visibly out of the ordinary were the occasional coruscations of light that played over the concave shadows of the distant radiotelescope antennas. The monitoring camera that viewed the eastern portion of the landscape was mounted halfway down the launcher track; the track stretched away for twenty kilometers toward the sun, and the antennas to one side of it were barely visible in the picture, a wide, flat row of rim-lit circles, like a raft of soap bubbles viewed edge on. The big screen had plenty of resolution, and Sparta’s right eye zoomed in on the sector, enlarging the image of the telescopes. They were racked low, pointing to the southern sky, with their line of aim presently crossing the launch track. The sparks were from electric welders; spacesuited humans and bare metal servos were crawling over the faces of some dishes, patching the damage caused by the debris from “Crater Leyland.”
“Frank, I want you to meet Inspector Troy,” Van Kessel said.
Sparta turned her attention back to the control room. A sandy-haired man in his mid-thirties was smiling at her out of a handsome, artificially tanned face.
“This is Frank Penney, Inspector,” Van Kessel said. “He’s in charge this shift. Frank was the launch director on duty when we encountered our little glitch.”
“You rescued those guys on Venus, didn’t you?” he said with boyish enthusiasm as he reached for her hand. “That was really something.”
“Mr. Penney.” When she shook his hand his grin got wider, showing lots of perfect white teeth. Frank Penney on parade. She couldn’t help but notice his deep chest rippling under his thin short-sleeved shirt, his muscular forearms, the firmness of his grip.
“Hey, it’s really an honor.” His eye held hers. He was pouring on the charm—out of habit.
Sparta tugged her hand free. Her interest in him was not what he hoped. As she watched him she inhaled his faint odor. Under the aftershave perfume and ordinary human sweat there was an odd aroma; its formula popped into her mind unbidden, a complex steroid with unusual side chains. Was Penney hyped on adrenalin? Nothing about him suggested fear or excitement; in fact he seemed quite a cool character.
Van Kessel said, “We’re going to look over the site, Frank, how’d you like to come with us?”
“Great, if you don’t mind.”
“Don’t be silly,” said Van Kessel, playing the gracious boss to Penney’s favored employee. “Let’s get suits on and get out there.”
 
“That’s the end of the rough acceleration track—twenty-seven kilometers of it—and now we’re coming into the three-kilometer stretch of track for fine-tuned acceleration.”
Van Kessel filled the driver’s seat of the moon buggy to overflowing, with Sparta and Penney squeezed in behind. They were bounding along beside the massive structure of the launcher track, which seemed to stretch endlessly across the level floor of the Mare Moscoviense, and every time Van Kessel raised a gloved hand to gesticulate, the buggy swung dangerously toward the track supports. He was not a good driver. Sparta itched to grab the moon buggy’s controls.
“How rough is rough?” she asked, hoarsely.
“The whole track is built from independently-powered sections, each ten meters long,” he shouted over his shoulders. “Over the whole length of the rough acceleration track we can let them get out of line by up to four or five millimeters. More than that and you get oscillations in the capsule that would shake the teeth out of your head. Also we’re less concerned with the precise acceleration rate here—we let it vary up to a centimeter per second-squared. In the fine-tuned section we tolerate no more than a millimeter variation from a perfectly straight line and no more than a millimeter per second-squared off the ideal acceleration.”
“How do you keep three kilometers of track straight to within one millimeter?” She addressed the question to Penney. Her headache had subsided and she was managing to sound more persuasively interested now, but in fact she had memorized the plans and technical specifications of the Farside launcher before leaving Earth and could call them to consciousness instantly. It was not the sort of knowledge she wanted anyone to know she had.
“The variations aren’t too bad to begin with,” Penney explained. “Mostly expansion and contraction with lunar night and day. And we get a bit of sag between the track supports. The active-alignment technology itself is practically ancient, developed last century for particle accelerators, compound optical telescopes, that stuff.”
Van Kessel broke in. He liked to talk better than he liked to listen. “Basically we’re dealing with laser beams and active track elements—those pistons, you can see them on the supports, that continually push the track this way and that if the beam starts to wander off target. Acceleration is actively controlled by the capsule itself, broadcasting accelerometer readings to the power-control units on the upcoming section of track.”
“What’s the reason for the fine-tuning?”
“Aim,” said Penney.
“Right,” Van Kessel shouted. “If a load leaves the launcher a centimeter to one side of its true path, or a centimeter per second too fast, it’s going to be hundreds of meters wide by the time it reaches apogee. It could miss the spider web at L-1 altogether. We’re talking dead loads, of course. The capsules can adjust their flight path after they leave the launcher.”
“If the first thirty kilometers of track accelerate the load, what’re the last ten for?” Sparta asked.
“Drift track,” said Penney. “The load is already at escape velocity—that is, it’s supposed to be—and it just glides along without friction while we make final adjustments in aim. At the end the track curves gently away beneath, following the curve of the moon, and the load keeps going straight over the mountains into space, neat as you please.”
Just then Van Kessel jerked the buggy’s yoke to one side and they skidded to a stop. “We’re here. This section is where the phase reversal occurred. Let’s seal up.”
They sealed their helmets. Van Kessel hit the pumps to suck the cockpit air into storage tanks. The buggy’s bubble popped up and they climbed out onto the dark gray rubble that covered the crater floor.
Van Kessel scrambled up one of the squat, saw-horse-like legs that supported the accelerating track. “Watch your step.” Sparta followed him, and Penney came after her.
Sparta stood on the track with the two men. It was lunar morning, and the gleaming, uneroded, unoxidized metal of the quiescent launcher pointed directly at the sun. The loops of the guide magnets circled the three of them. The gleaming loops receded on both sides, seemingly to infinity, constricting until they seemed to become a solid bright tube of metal, finally vanishing in a bright point. It was like looking through a newly cleaned rifle barrel. When she turned and looked in the opposite direction, the sensation was the same.
Torrents of electric current flowed through the accelerating track when it was operating, but for the moment they could walk the track without fear.
“We’ve been over this piece damned carefully,” said Van Kessel. “I don’t think you’ll find much.”
Sparta didn’t answer, only nodded. Then she said, “Wait here, please.” She left the men standing and paced the length of the section, half a kilometer long.
The launcher was a linear induction accelerator—in effect an electric motor unrolled lengthwise. The moving capsule played the role of rotor, while the track played the role of stator. As the capsule, levitated on strong fields generated by its own superconducting magnets, passed from one section of track to the next, the track’s electric fields switched phase behind it and in front of it, pulling it forward ever faster, just as in an electric motor the rotor spins faster as current to the stator is alternated faster.
But if the alternation reverses phase, the rotor can be dragged to a violent halt. Before Sparta visited the control room she examined recordings of the near-fatal launch sequence; they confirmed Van Kessel’s report that the phase had been reversed in these several sections of track during Cliff Leyland’s launch, slowing his capsule so that it failed to achieve escape velocity.
It had taken the trackside monitors a split second to note the failure and switch the track off altogether, preserving the capsule’s momentum. Another fraction of a second passed, and the fields came back on, restoring acceleration to the capsule—but it was too little and too late to boost the capsule to escape velocity.
As Sparta walked the track, inspecting it with senses that would have astonished the two engineers, Sparta could see no sign of damage or tampering. She paused at the accident site and stood quietly a minute. She was about to turn back when suddenly she felt a queer sensation, a kind of queasiness accompanied by an inaudible chittering in her head. She looked around but could see nothing unusual. The sensation passed as quickly as it had come.
Slowly Sparta walked back to where the engineers waited.
“That’s the power-control station for this section?” she asked, nodding to a black box on a post beside the track, bristling with antennas.
“Yes. It’s functioning perfectly. We checked.”
“Bear with me while I make sure I’ve got this straight: as it accelerates, the capsule—or the bucket, for dead loads—transmits coded information about its exact position and rate of acceleration to these power-control stations, telling them what phase and field strength and when to turn the track sections on?”
“Correct.”
“Could the capsule transmit erroneous information? Could it have sent a signal reversing the phase of this section of track?”
“That’s supposed to be impossible. Before the signals are sent, three onboard processors make independent judgments based on the accelerometer readings. Then they vote.”
“So if the capsule sent an erroneous signal,” Sparta said, “either all three processors went crazy in the same way at precisely the same instant, or somebody programmed them to lie.”
Van Kessel nodded solemnly.
Sparta gave him a spare smile. “Mr. Van Kessel, you’re not a reticent man. But you haven’t once mentioned the word sabotage.”
He grinned broadly. “I figured you’d reach that conclusion on your own.”
“I didn’t have to come all the way to the moon to reach that conclusion. Sabotage was apparent from the facts.”
“Oh?” Frank Penney chirped. “You were ahead of us, then.”
“I doubt that. It wasn’t that the launch failed,” she said. “It was the way it failed.”
“Strange, wasn’t it?” Van Kessel said, nodding again. “An adjustment in launch velocity so precise that Leyland’s orbit would bring him right back down where he started. The odds against it are almost impossibly large.”
“And the failure occurred right where you could do nothing to prevent it—not enough track left to accelerate the capsule to launch velocity, and not enough left to stop it without crushing Leyland.”
“Right,” Penney said with relish. “If we’d tried to decelerate him in the drift section, he would have been all over the inside of that thing like a bug on a windshield.”
“I did think it was sabotage,” Van Kessel said, “but old engineers are superstitious. We know that sooner or later anything that can go wrong will go wrong. Murphy’s Law.”
“Yes, and it’s sound statistical thinking. It’s why I wanted to see the hardware for myself.” Sparta was silent a moment, staring in the direction of what everyone was already calling Crater Leyland, far away on the slopes of Mount Tereshkova. She turned. “Can we have a look at the loading shed?”
They climbed down from the launcher and packed themselves into the vehicle. Van Kessel shoved the throttle forward and the big-wheeled buggy wheeled around and galloped off across the moon.
 
A few minutes later Sparta and Van Kessel were peering through a thick glass window at the interior of the loading shed. The graceless steel barn, lit by rows of bare blue light tubes, stretched for almost half a kilometer beside the launcher track at ground level; a forest of steel posts supported its flat roof.
Penney had gone on to the control room, but the loquacious Van Kessel was delighted to continue squiring Sparta around. “You should see the place when it’s working,” he said. “All those tracks are full of capsules shunting along like cars on a carnival ride.”
The floor of the huge shed was a switching yard, a spaghetti platter of magnetic tracks, laid out so that empty capsules and buckets for dead loads could be loaded at the far side of the shed and shunted forward gradually, one at a time, steered to their designated places in line. As the capsules approached the launcher they were grabbed by stronger fields and shoved into its breech.
“The launcher can handle up to one capsule or bucket a second,” Van Kessel said. “Since the track is built in sections, each load is independently accelerated even if thirty loads are all traveling down it at once.”
Dead loads and inert freight capsules were handled by robot trucks and overhead cranes, but for human passengers and other fragile cargo a pressurized room with docking tubes was provided at one end of the shed. Sparta and Van Kessel were in it now, standing before its big window, still suited, their helmets unlatched. Waiting capsules were lined up at platform’s edge. The place had all the charm of a subway platform.
Out in the shed nothing moved accept dancing shadows cast by a lone robot’s welding torch. Sparta turned away from the window. She ducked through one of the docking tubes and squeezed through the hatch into an empty capsule.
She spent a moment confirming that the interior layout was identical to that of the capsule she’d ridden to the Moon—control panel, acceleration couches, baggage nets, emergency supplies and all. “How long do you give passengers to get aboard?” she called to Van Kessel.
“We like them here an hour early, but people who travel a lot can usually get themselves strapped in and do a system check pretty quickly—ten minutes or so.” Van Kessel extended his hand to help her as she climbed back out of the docking tube. “We have manned-launch attendants here to assist.”
“So passengers don’t walk in and take any available capsule?”
“No, the capsule’s are designated in advance, usually the day before. We don’t like to send up any extra mass that has to come back down again, so we talk to L-1 and try to calculate the return trip fuel requirements at this end.”
“Whoever sabotaged the capsule could have known a day in advance that Cliff Leyland was going to be in it alone?”
“That’s right. Like now—we’ve got a dozen people waiting right now for us to clear the launcher. Every one of these capsules is earmarked in launch order.”
“Yet we’re free to climb in and out of them?”
“If we weren’t who we are, Inspector, I assure you we couldn’t have gotten into this area. It’s well guarded—by robot systems that don’t stop to ask questions.”
Sparta said nothing, but continued to watch Van Kessel.
Nervously he twisted a strand of his gray fringe. “Is something wrong?”
“Do you know who the manned-launch attendants in this area were on the day of Leyland’s mishap?”
“Penney will have that info. As I said, it was his shift.”
 
“Penney, Inspector Troy needs some information,” said Van Kessel.
“Inspector?” Frank Penney swiveled his chair toward her. He brushed his fingers lightly through his hair.
“I understand you have customers standing by for the launcher to resume operation.”
“That’s an understatement.” Penney smiled his charming smile. “You can see the manifest here—all on hold.” He gestured to a flatscreen packed with names and cargo numbers.
She glanced at it, and in that instant committed it to memory.
“As you can tell, the economy of Farside Base hangs upon your whim, Inspector,” Penney said lightly. “We’re all waiting for you to let us get back to our jobs.”
Sparta looked around the room. All the controllers were watching her. She turned to Van Kessel. “We’ll handle that as soon as possible. One thing you can do for me.”
“What’s that?”
“I’ll need the use of a moon buggy,” she said.
“I’ll be happy to drive you where…”
“That’s okay, I’ll drive myself. I’m checked out.”
It occurred to Van Kessel that a woman who could drive a Venus rover could drive a moon buggy. “Take the one we used before.”
“Thanks. By the way, Mr. Van Kessel, I noticed you’re set up so that anyone in the room can unilaterally execute an override instruction without corroboration from the robot systems.”
“Manual override? That’s an emergency measure. We’ve never used it.”
“We never had a failure before Leyland’s,” Penney put in. “Manual override wouldn’t have done us any good there anyway.”
“You might consider putting fail-safe locks on your directed override procedures,” Sparta suggested.
“Is that an official recommendation?”
“No, do what you think best, it’s your department. As far as the Board of Space Control is concerned, you can resume operations at your discretion. I’m satisfied you don’t have an equipment problem.”
“We’ll give the override matter some study.”
“Let me know what you decide.” She turned toward the door.
“Oh, Inspector,” said Van Kessel, “weren’t you going to ask Frank about…?”
“About the launch attendants the day of the failure? No, Mr. Van Kessel, I already know their names. Pontus Istrati. Margo Kerth. Luisa Oddone. I asked if you knew who they were.”
Van Kessel watched Sparta leave the control room. His expression was unusually thoughtful. The normally cheerful Penney was staring morosely at his console.
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The night of his escape, Blake had spent hours haranguing the flowing waters of the Seine from the cobblestones of the Quai d’Orsay before his irresistible urge to talk finally faded into mutterings, and he was able to sink exhausted to the ground in sleep.
The coppery light of morning was reflecting from the ripples in the oily river before he thought he could trust his own mouth. At last he walked to a cafe and made an anonymous call to the police to report an “accident” in the basement of Editions Lequeu on the Rue Bonaparte.
In his present mood he would not have deeply mourned the death by chlorine gas of Lequeu and Pierre, but he knew too much about toxins and dosage to believe that the two men would suffer anything worse from the episode than lingering coughs. He had no doubt they had long since made good their escape; still, it wouldn’t hurt to let the police paw through whatever remnants of the Athanasian Society had been left behind.
Blake hung up the phonelink and quickly moved to another cafe, where he dosed himself with expresso while he considered his next move. He realized he was in great physical danger, perhaps as much danger as Sparta. He knew too much; indeed, he knew even more than the Free Spirit knew he knew.
Although Blake had no surgically enhanced memory or calculating skills, the SPARTA project had developed his natural abilities to their peak. He had had an opportunity to study the stolen papyrus thoroughly before handing it over to Lequeu, and he had had more than a week to think about its significance in the light of the teachings of the Free Spirit.
The papyrus was a star map. Evidently the Free Spirit were interested in a particular star, and Catherine had been assigned to find out which star it was. More than that, she had been sent to do something about it.
What could anyone do about a star? Nothing but observe it. And what could be revealed by observation? Blake could think of only one thing that would be of interest to the Free Spirit. The Free Spirit believed in the return of the Golden Age. No doubt they hoped to find out where it was returning from.
In his days of solitude and introspection, Blake had mentally reconstructed the pyramid described in the ancient papyrus. The text of the scroll had named the days when the pyramid would specify a line through the heavens that would point the way, as the papyrus phrased it, to the stars the “god-messengers” had “steered by.” The relation of visible sky and Earth and the count of days by calendar had changed much in the past few thousands of years; without access to the right computer programs Blake could not pick a star, but he could pick a group of likely candidates. And he knew exactly what constellation to look in.
Blake found another infobooth and linked himself to his computer in London. In a few seconds he had determined that someone, presumably Sparta, had accessed the README file. If she’d read the file, surely she’d found and deciphered his message. Why hadn’t she followed him?
He broke the link before his computer overheated, promising himself to rig a means of remote-controlling its cooling system just as soon as he got home. Then he placed another call, still routed through his London address, to the Earth Central headquarters of the Board of Space Patrol. “My name is Blake Redfield. I have a message for Inspector Ellen Troy.”
“Where are you now, Mr. Redfield?”
“I can’t tell you that. My life could be in danger.”
“Stand by, Mr. Redfield.”
“I’ll call back,” he said quickly. “Please locate Troy and tell her I’m trying to reach her.” He keyed off the phonelink and walked quickly away.
Blake was on his way up the Boul Mich to find a different infobooth when a gray electric sedan glided silently to the curb a few paces in front of him. A tall man with blue eyes and iron-gray hair, his skin so dark Blake momentarily took him for an Arab, alighted from the passenger side of the sedan in a movement of quick athletic grace. His left hand was held away from his side, palm out to show that it was empty, while in his right hand he held an open badge case displaying the gold star of the Board of Space Patrol.
“You must be Redfield,” he said, forcing the words out of his throat in a harsh whisper. “Troy’s out of touch, but I happened to be in the neighborhood.”
“Who are you?” Blake demanded.
“Sorry, no time to get acquainted,” the blue-eyed man whispered. “Whatever you have to say to Troy, I’ll see she gets the message.”
Blake had turned sideways, reducing the size of the target he presented, and his weight was balanced to run. “What I have to say is for her alone.”
The blue-eyed man nodded. “That can be arranged.”
“How?” Blake demanded.
“I’ll let you handle this on your own, if that’s the way you want it. But be cautious, Redfield. We traced your call right through London and back to you in five seconds flat. You’re lucky Troy left me here with instructions to find you.”
“You work for her?”
“You could put it that way. If you want to talk to her, you can come with me now—or if you prefer, get to DeGaulle on your own. Tonight at twenty-two hundred. C terminal, shuttle gate nine. We’ll get you to her. If you don’t show, forget it.”
“Where is she?” Blake asked.
“You’ll recognize the place when you get there.”
“All right,” Blake said, allowing himself to relax. “I guess I may as well let you give me a lift.”
 
The man with the gravelly voice left Blake at the shuttle gate. The Space Board shuttle lifted off minutes later.
In less than an hour Blake was being escorted through the weightless corridors of the Space Board station in low-Earth orbit, onto another ship. Everyone treated him with cool courtesy, although even his most casual questions went unanswered. When Blake realized they had put him on a Space Board cutter, something like awe crept in under his nonchalant manner. Immense resources had been placed at Sparta’s disposal. He had no way of knowing that Sparta would have been as awed and puzzled as he…
The cutter left orbit under brutal acceleration, and in little over a day Blake saw their destination on the cabin screens. Yes, he recognized the place. The cutter was diving for Farside Base on the moon.
 
“You are Inspector Troy?” Katrina Balakian’s eyes took in Sparta’s small frame. “You are the Inspector Troy who saved the lives of Forster and Merck on the surface of Venus?”
“I was lucky,” Sparta mumbled. She was not delighted to be so famous, but she supposed she’d better get used to it.
“I am honored to meet you,” said the astronomer, extending her gloved hand to Sparta. Both women were still wearing their pressure suits; Katrina had just come from inspecting the progress of the antenna repairs.
Katrina led Sparta to a little coffee area at one end of a brightly lit corridor in the telescope facility’s central operations bunker. She seemed not to care about privacy; men and women passed frequently, bestowing curious glances on them as they sat down. The underground was redolent of body odors, and among them Sparta noted a tantalizing suggestion of a personal aroma she had encountered somewhere before.
“My colleague Piet Gress will be envious of me,” Katrina said.
“Oh?” Sparta spent a fraction of a second searching her memory for the name; she realized that she’d seen it on the manifest of passengers and cargo standing by to use the launcher.
“Albers Merck is his uncle.” Katrina grinned broadly; her high cheekbones glowed. “He will be envious that I have met you. And he is already mad enough at me.”
“Why is he mad at you?” Sparta asked. Katrina seemed remarkably ready to share her thoughts, whether or not they had anything to do with the business at hand.
“He is a signal analyst; he develops programs to study the radio signals we receive—to look for patterns. His passionate dream is to receive a message from a distant civilization, to be the first to decipher it. He is mad at me because our search program is looking in areas he does not consider fruitful. And I support the current program.”
“Does he take it so personally?”
“He is eager to make his great discovery. Meanwhile the telescopes are pointed somewhere of more interest to us astronomers.”
“That would be the constellation Crux at present, is that right?” Of course it was right.
“You’ve made yourself familiar with our work, I see. Not that we will do any astronomy for a while—not until the antennas are repaired. They suffered superficial damage from debris when Leyland’s abandoned capsule impacted.”
“Yes, I know. The principal purpose of this facility is to search for extraterrestrial civilizations, isn’t it?”
“We are looking for signs of intelligent communication, yes. From the media stories, you would think that is our only purpose. But I assure you that we manage to do some basic science on the side.”
“Well, I hope Mr. Gress will not stay mad at you.”
“Once I cared what he thought. He didn’t care that I cared.” She shrugged. “Now it does not matter. We are not doing astronomy and we are not listening for aliens, not until the antennas are patched.” Katrina smiled. “Listen to me talk and talk! You came to ask questions.” Apparently the prospect of being questioned by the law did not bother Katrina Balakian in the least.
“Someone tried to kill Clifford Leyland,” Sparta went on. “You knew him…”
Katrina laughed, a loud, rich laugh, filled with genuine good humor. “You think I would bother? He is a worm.”
“Leyland said that after his first meeting with you—a drink at your apartment, I believe—he decided to ask you for another meeting.” Actually he’d said considerably more, that he couldn’t get Katrina out of his mind, perhaps it was the sheer strangeness and novelty of her, so big and bold and straightforward: the strapping astronomer was not at all like his wife. Whatever Katrina’s attraction, Cliff said, he had found that he couldn’t walk away from it.
“A meeting, yes. If that is the word for it.” Katrina still seemed amused. “The next day after I tried to wrestle him, he called. He apologized to me and said he needed to talk to someone, that I was the only friend he had made on the moon. He asked me to meet him for dinner. I said yes, okay, let’s have a drink first, my room. He came over and told me that some men had beaten him up the night before, after he left my room. I convinced him to show me his bruises. They were tender, but they weren’t really serious.” She grinned wolfishly. “We never went to dinner.”
Sparta nodded solemnly. According to what Leyland had told her, he’d spent the night with Katrina, and when he went to work the next day he was still dazed with fatigue, plagued with guilt—only to find out that he’d suddenly been transferred back to Earth—back to his family. He didn’t even bother to inform Katrina. Terrified by what he’d done, he turned off his commlink and for the next few days refused to answer her messages.
“Let a man sleep with you, then he pretends you don’t exist, refuses to talk to you, not even to say ‘no more’—how would you feel?” Katrina’s grin had faded, and her pink skin was bright with remembered indignation.
Sparta had never been in such a situation and could not imagine it. For a moment she felt more like an eavesdropper—a rather eager one—than a somber investigator. She became aware that she was sympathizing with Katrina. There was something about Cliff Leyland, something sneaking masquerading as shyness, that might fool a woman once or twice but would finally, inevitably, infuriate her. He seemed to Sparta like a victim walking around waiting for disaster to strike. She didn’t reveal her feelings to Katrina, however. “You admit you had a motive, then?”
“Yes,” Katrina said fiercely. “If you think that is a strong motive. But in the end, what importance? Besides, if I had killed him, everyone would know it. I would have broken his neck.”
“I see.”
Katrina’s hands were hidden by the gloves of her pressure suit, but her arms were long and her shoulders were wide; she looked as if she’d been made to tame horses—perhaps her ancestors had been among the legendary Scythians. At any rate, Katrina seemed like a woman who acted upon her desires right away, if she intended to act on them at all, the kind of woman who would write off her losses, not endlessly brood over them.
Cliff Leyland’s launch failure had occurred the day Sparta had traveled from London to Paris in search of Blake—shortly after Cliff had met Katrina Balakian as she was returning from her extended leave. If Katrina had wanted to, she’d had the time she needed to plot his demise—although, privately, Sparta doubted she’d had anything to do with it. “If necessary, can you establish where you were for the twenty-four hours preceding the launch?”
Katrina smiled. “In a place this small, everyone knows where everyone else is all the time. Or thinks they do.”
“Assuming you didn’t try to kill Leyland…”
“Sorry, I don’t know who did. He said the men who beat him up wanted him to smuggle for them, and he refused. Perhaps they decided to go farther, to make sure he would stop spreading tales.”
“Do you know who they were?”
“One hears names.” She leaned away.
“Is one of the names Pontus Istrati?”
“Perhaps.”
“Others?”
“Many people here use drugs, it is not hard to find a source. I don’t like repeating hearsay,” Katrina said.
“This isn’t the 20th century,” Sparta replied. “We don’t throw people in jail without sufficient evidence, properly come by. Tell me the names.”
Katrina took a second to think about it. She expelled her breath through flared nostrils. “Okay,” she said—and gave Sparta a half-dozen names. “But Inspector, don’t you think it might have been an accident after all?”
“The capsule was almost certainly sabotaged.”
“I mean it was an accident that Cliff was aboard that capsule. Perhaps the guilty party wished to destroy the capsule itself. Or something in it.”
Sparta smiled. “An interesting hypothesis.”
“But to you, obviously, not a new idea.”
“I’ll let you know how it all comes out.” Sparta rose easily in the fractional gravity. “Thanks for your help.”
Katrina got to her feet and this time stripped off her glove, shaking hands with Sparta vigorously. Then she hesitated, looking past Sparta’s shoulder.
Sparta turned to see a sad-eyed, tall young man, passing in the hall. He was dressed in a pressure suit and carried a suitcase.
“Goodbye, Piet,” Katrina said to him quietly.
The man said nothing, only nodded briefly and kept walking.
Katrina looked back at Sparta, then smiled and turned away.
Sparta thought her parting smile was rather sad. But that was only one of the startling facts she had registered in the brief exchange. In touching the bare skin of Katrina’s hand she had analyzed the woman’s amino-acid signature and had suddenly identified the aroma, mixed until now with the human reek of the crowded corridor, that had eluded her.
Katrina Balakian was the woman who had searched Blake Redfield’s apartment.
 
The retrorockets of an incoming spacecraft burst into flame over Sparta’s head as her moon buggy sped across the gray plain. The white ship with the blue band and gold star settled gently toward the landing field beyond the domes. Sparta wondered what could have brought the cutter back to the moon so soon after she’d left it at L-1.
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After twenty kilometers of bumpy, dusty driving beside the endless launcher track, Sparta was approaching the center of the base. For most of the distance she’d been pondering what connection could possibly exist between Blake Red-field and Katrina Balakian. What Sparta knew of Balakian from the files indicated that the astronomer had been on Earth on a three-month leave of absence, all of which had been spent on the shores of the Caspian Sea. No one knew better than Sparta how easily such records could be faked.
Could there be some innocent explanation for why Balakian’s mark had been on Blake’s apartment? Sparta could think of none. On the other hand, Balakian’s relationship with Blake had nothing to do with Cliff Leyland’s near-fatal non-accident, of that she was certain, because the answer to the Leyland mystery was already clear…
Her commlink hissed. “Van Kessel here, Inspector Troy. We’ve installed the fail-safe devices you suggested.”
“That was quick.”
“It was an easy circuit change. A unilateral manual command now requires the agreement of at least one power-control computer.”
“Good. When are you restarting the launcher?”
“On your right.”
Sparta looked up as a bucket carrying a dead load flashed silently toward her and disappeared past her, down the track. A second later another bucket streaked by. Then another. And another. Soon an invisible beaded string of tiny projectiles was stretching into space behind her.
Sparta skidded the awkward buggy to a halt outside the maintenance dome. She didn’t bother with the vehicle airlocks; her helmet was locked and she’d left the buggy’s interior in vacuum. She hopped out and walked toward the dome’s nearest personnel entrance.
Her commlink hissed again. “Landing field dispatch, Inspector Troy. A Space Board cutter just sat down out here. Pilot says she wants you to come out and pick up a passenger.”
“Patch me through, please.”
“She’s on the link.”
“Who’s your passenger, pilot?” Sparta demanded.
“I’m not at liberty to divulge that,” the pilot replied. “My orders are to deliver the passenger to you and nobody else.”
Sparta recognized the woman. “How much of a hurry are you in, Captain Walsh?”
“We’ll be refueling for an hour,” the pilot replied. “Then we’re gone.”
“I have business. I’ll get out to you before you’re topped off.”
“Fine with me, Inspector Troy.”
Sparta’s business was an unscheduled interview with a launch technician, whom she intended to escort to Base Security before the next shift change at the launcher. The name Pontus Istrati had been high on Sparta’s list of suspects since shortly after she’d set foot on the moon. She’d gotten the name directly from personnel files: Istrati was one of the three people on duty as launch attendants the day of Clifford Leyland’s near-fatal launch. The other two were women. The voice Cliff Leyland heard before the hatch closed on him was a man’s.
And it was a distinctive voice. Sparta had been grimly amused to find, after a bit of cross-checking, that Istrati didn’t bother to hide the mellifluous tones Leyland had found so noticeable—Istrati had a local reputation around the base as singer in a jazz combo.
As for the Farside smuggling ring of which Istrati was such an incautious member, Sparta had little doubt it was run by Frank Penney. Penney had more than means and opportunity; he had the entire launch operation under his control. He even smelled of drugs. Katrina Balakian was not the only person who had named Penney as one of the people who supposedly could get you what you wanted.
None of which was proof, or even admissible evidence. Sparta hoped Mr. Istrati would lead her to that. More than a smuggling ring was at stake. Sparta was sure that Frank Penney—in a moment of panic, and thinking himself overly clever—had tried to kill Cliff Leyland.
Sparta entered the outside chamber of the nearest personnel airlock. Air rushed in and she opened her helmet. She was shaking the moondust from her boots, waiting for the robot gatekeeper to confirm her identity, when emergency sirens started to wail.
“What’s the problem?” Sparta demanded.
“Clear channels, please,” said the robot voice of the base’s central computer.
Sparta ripped the glove from her right hand. She shove her PIN spines into the information slot and squirted the central computer with her identity code. “This is Troy. Command channel!”
“Command access acknowledged,” said the robot.
“Nature of emergency?” Sparta demanded.
“Apparent attempted hijack of orbital tug now in progress.”
“Status,” Sparta barked.
“Tug is disabled. Alleged hijacker is not in possession of appropriate lift codes.”
“Identity of hijacker?”
“Alleged perpetrator of apparent attempted hijack is tentatively identified as Mr. Pontus Istrati. He may be armed and should be considered dangerous.”
Sparta pulled her spines from the slot, tugged her gloves on, and sealed her helmet. She popped the door of the airlock without waiting for the gradual decompression of the vacuum pumps. She was almost blown out the door, but she kept on her feet as she leaped in great moon-strides toward her waiting buggy.
In moments she was barreling toward the landing field.
You had to be told an emergency was in progress to recognize the situation at the field. At one end of the field the tall white cutter was being serviced by a rolling gantry, while the fat cislunar tug which was allegedly being hijacked was sitting all by itself at the opposite corner of the field, illuminated by floodlights. A few seconds ahead of Sparta, a single unarmed moon buggy with a red light flashing on top of its bubble plowed to a stop a safe distance away from the tug’s engines. That flashing red light represented one third of Farside Base’s total mobile security force.
Sparta hauled her buggy to a stop beside it. Over her helmet link she said, “Farside Security, this is Inspector Troy of the Board of Space Control. Request permission to approach the tug.”
There was a moment of hesitation. A man’s gruff voice said, “The man may be armed, Inspector.”
“What makes you think so?”
“Uh … just that it’s possible.”
“Is that an informed guess?”
This time the pause was longer. “We really don’t know a whole lot, Inspector.”
“You know Istrati, don’t you? Is he the type to use a weapon?”
“Uh … there’s no record of that, Inspector.”
“Repeat: your authorization to approach the tug?”
The patroller breathed disgustedly into his commlink. “It’s your neck.”
“Thanks,” she muttered. She popped the lid of the moon buggy and climbed out. Moon gravity was still new to her, and she hopped cautiously past the security buggy with its flashing red light, toward the tug.
No one challenged her as she easily climbed the ladder, nine stories up the floodlit side of the tug’s bundled fuel tanks, until she reached its slender command module. The hatch was locked tight from inside. She thrust her gloved hand into the emergency release and the hatch sprang open, adding its oxygen to the ephemeral lunar atmosphere. She quickly climbed inside.
She set about decoding the magnetic lock to the tug’s interior, a task she estimated would take about fifteen seconds. “If you are really in there, Istrati,” she breathed into her suit’s commlink, “you’d better have your suit on, because I’m coming in. And when…”
The hatch exploded in her face, the inner hatch cover slamming into her, all its bolts blown. She was hurled back against one wall of the airlock and out through the outer hatch. Wheeling and clutching the vacuum, she fell.
She fell thirty meters. Someone falling off a nine-story building on Earth hits the ground in less than two-and-a-half seconds, hard enough to burst. Someone falling the same height on the moon doesn’t hit the ground for an agonizing six seconds. The impact, when it comes, is substantial—like a hard parachute landing on Earth—but if met heads up with knees flexed, it can be walked away from. Sparta’s twisting and flailing had a purpose. Like a cat, she landed on her feet.
Above her, Istrati was sliding down the ladder. When he saw that she’d recovered her balance, he put his feet on a rung and he leaped as hard as he could, a soaring leap that took him well above her head. He hit the ground some seconds later, rolled twice, and bounced to his feet. He ran in great long jumps across the plain.
In the adrenalin rush of the moment, Sparta almost ran after him, but she stopped herself. She wheeled toward the security buggy. “Where’s he going?” she demanded.
The patroller’s voice in her helmet sounded baffled. “No—where. There’s nothing in that direction. We’d better go pick him up before he hurts himself.”
“I’ll handle that. You’re needed at the launch control room.”
“We are?”
“You will be, I guarantee it. Get over there and wait for me.”
“If you say so, Inspector.” The security buggy immediately wheeled around and headed back.
She brushed the moon dust from her suit and walked back to her buggy. She drove off at a leisurely pace, following the now dwindling white figure of Istrati, who was still springing along toward the distant rimwall, a hundred kilometers away.
They covered two or three kilometers this way. At first Sparta expected the man would come to his senses and realize he had no choice but to give up. Another two kilometers passed beneath her oversized tires, and she began to grow weary of the chase. She accelerated.
As she gradually closed on Istrati, she tried talking to him on the commlink. “Mr. Istrati, I’m getting tired of this game and I’m not even exerting myself. How about you? You’ve been running for over five minutes now. Why don’t you save your strength. Slow down, let’s talk. I won’t come any closer than you want me to.”
His suitcomm was open, but all she could hear was his ragged breath.
She drove with one hand, steering the buggy into the larger craters that pocked the floor of the Mare and up their far rims, wheeling smoothly around the smaller ones. The buggy’s electric wheel motors whined softly under the crackle of the radio. “You know there’s nowhere for you to go. Let’s make this easy, okay? You stop running, I’ll stop following you.”
Ahead of her, the running man took a ten-meter wide crater in one great bound, and disappeared beyond its far lip. She nosed the moon buggy into the crater—it was deeper than it looked—and with wheels spinning she climbed the far wall. She cleared the top of the rim with all four wheels off the ground, and landed in a cloud of dust. “Say the word, Mr. Istrati. I’ll be glad to give you a lift back to the…”
He wasn’t there. She skidded to a stop.
Something slammed into the plastic bubble over her head. Istrati had jumped from behind the buggy, gripping a meter-wide basalt boulder in his two hands, and crashed it against the vehicle’s roof. He still held the massive rock; he hit the bubble again. He was trying to smash his way into the cab.
Sparta saw his red-rimmed, glaring eyes through the plate of his spacesuit and saw the froth on his lips. Istrati was gripped by no simple panic. He was in a state of chemically induced rage.
She threw the buggy into reverse and backed off, slapping at the catches of her safety belt to release them. Istrati was about to leap again when she threw open the bubble and jumped for him. He swung the sharp-edged boulder at her and missed—but in the tricky gravity she missed her intended tackle.
Istrati had held onto his weapon, and the momentum of the swing had pulled him off his feet. He tumbled onto his shoulder and rolled, then skidded in the dust. He struggled slowly to his knees and onto his feet. Sparta poised to jump again, but again he anticipated, hurling himself forward as hard as he could…
In horror she watched him throw himself purposely onto the rock he still held between his gloved hands. An edge of basalt as sharp as a primitive hand-axe shattered his faceplate. He was still alive when Sparta reached him, but there was nothing she could do for him. His red eyes turned redder as the blood rushed into them. He shuddered violently as the last of his breath frothed into the vacuum, and then he died.
Sparta knelt helplessly beside the body for several long seconds. She was conscious of her commlink crackling with static, but she didn’t call in. This stinging sensation in her eyes was tears, an inchoate upwelling of angry sadness. She was not made for this business. Whatever they had made her for, it wasn’t this.
She let the sadness fill her and slowly ebb, until she was left exhausted and sore all over. The whole yoke of her shoulders burned with stiff pain. Slowly she stood and lifted Istrati’s big, lightweight body in her arms.
She carried it to the moon buggy. She arranged Istrati in the back seat, as straight as she could manage, and strapped him in. She climbed into the driver’s seat, lowered the canopy, and pressurized the cabin from the stored air. When pressure was normal she unlatched her helmet and sniffed the air.
Long chemical formulas appeared on the interior screen of Sparta’s consciousness—a complex cocktail of cortico-adrenal drugs of which Istrati’s body still reeked, although it was at the end of its breath.
She engaged the buggy’s motors and headed slowly back toward the base. “Troy to Farside Security. Command channel.” There was no answer. Sparta looked up and saw that Istrati’s initial attack had sheared the antennas. Her commlink was dead.
She drove toward the distant base, sunk in a black depression. She’d come to Farside to investigate an attempted murder. Now she had a successful murder on her hands. Istrati had been deliberately overdosed—and the same man was responsible, for the same reason. Penney was desperately trying to cover his tracks…
Sparta’s introspection was interrupted by an eerie sight. Sharply visible in the Moon’s hazeless non-atmosphere, on the near side of the landing field where the bright spike of the white cutter blazed against the star-filled sky, a brightly backlit spacesuited figure was walking toward her, gesturing. She zoomed her eye in on the distant figure, still five kilometers away, bringing it close in her field of view…
It was Blake Redfield.
She sealed her helmet and depressurized the cab. A few minutes later she skidded to a halt beside him. When she popped the bubble she saw his big grin through his faceplate.
Her suit radio crackled. “You’re the passenger I was supposed to pick up?”
“The same. I persuaded them to let me off the ship.” He was mightily pleased at the effect he’d created.
“Do you mind sharing the back seat?”
“Not at…” His grin dissolved when he realized that the man in back had a smashed helmet.
“Until I can get Security to take him off my hands.” Her tone was edgy, challenging him: make a joke of this.
“In that case…”
He settled himself quickly in the back, leaning against his straps away from Istrati’s body. She lowered the bubble. The buggy resumed its journey toward the base.
After several moments of silence, she said, “What are you doing on a cutter? That’s for triple-A-priority cases.”
“I had the impression you sent it for me.”
“Who gave you that impression?” she asked sharply.
“Tall guy, gray hair, blue eyes, a voice like high tide on a pebble beach. He wouldn’t give me his name, but he said he worked for you.”
Sparta almost choked; she turned it into a throat-clearing sound. “Right,” she wheezed. “I found your message, Blake, and I got to Paris, but I was too late. Then this business came up.”
“What business? Nobody’s told me what’s going on. Or why you’re here.”
“The Farside launcher failed a few days ago and almost killed the farmer who was riding in the capsule. They sent me up here to find out whether it was an accident. It wasn’t. Right now I’m on my way to arrest the guy who did it.”
“Oh,” Blake said. “I guess you’ve been pretty busy.”
There was silence in the cab except for the whine of the wheel motors, conducted through the frame.
“Ellen, are you unhappy to see me?”
She stared sullenly ahead for a long moment, then shook her head. “I’m sorry. I just—I have so much to deal with. I’m running low on energy.”
“One of the things I wanted to tell you—I found William Laird. Or whatever his name is.”
She swallowed and found that her throat was like sand. Laird. The man who’d tried to kill her. The man who’d, if they were dead, must have killed her parents. “Where?” she whispered.
“In Paris,” he said. “He was calling himself Lequeu. He found out who I was before it occurred to me who he was—they had me locked up for more than a week before I got away.”
“Why did you steal that scroll?”
“I’m a member of the Free Spirit now. It was my first assignment. I was hoping you’d show up in time to save me from a life of crime. I came as close to botching it as I could, and I laid a trail back to Lequeu. But he was too smart for the flics.”
“Blake, do you know a woman named Katrina Balakian?”
“No. What about her?”
“Her fingerprints were all over your apartment. She searched the place after you left it.”
“Damn. They must have caught me sending the hide-and-seek message,” he said. “What do you know about Balakian?”
“She’s an astronomer here at Farside. Soviet. A big, muscular blonde, gray eyes…”
“Catherine!” Blake exclaimed.
“Who?”
“Lequeu’s sidekick, Catherine. You say she’s Russian?”
“Transcaucasian. A real man-eater. Charming accent.”
“Catherine speaks flawless French,” Blake said. Then, softly, he added, “And of course she’s an astronomer…”
“Of course?”
Blake leaned forward excitedly. “What I really wanted to tell you—I found out what they were trying to do with you. With all of us in SPARTA. I know what their program is.”
“What’s Catherine/Katrina got to do with it?”
“Lequeu—Laird, I mean—he and the rest of them believe that gods have been among us, watching evolution for a billion years, watching human progress, waiting until the time is ripe. The prophetae have appointed themselves the high priests of the whole human race. They think it’s their task to create the perfect human, the human equivalent of the gods, the perfect emissary. To put it the way they do, they intended to raise up the Emperor of the Last Days, whose role it would be to greet the descending Hosts of Heaven as they ushered in paradise…”
“You’re making me dizzy. Get to the point.”
“This is the point, Ellen: you were supposed to be the Emperor—the Empress, I guess—of the Last Days. That’s what they tried to do to you. Humanity’s envoy.”
She laughed bitterly. “They botched that, all right.”
“All of which might sound very vague and nutty, except they know where these so-called gods came from.”
“Blake,” she said, exasperated, “what possible…?”
“Their home star is in Crux.”
“Crux!”
“Why the surprise?”
“How do you know it’s in Crux?” she demanded.
“They have what they call the Knowledge—original records of visits from these gods of theirs, in historical time! This papyrus, for example—it identifies Crux for anybody who can build a pyramid and recognize a star map.”
The buggy skidded as she turned sharply, throwing Blake against his harness. He found himself staring into Istrati’s dead eyes. “What’s going…?”
“The Farside antennas were aimed at Crux when Leyland’s capsule crashed. They still are.” The moon buggy was walloping across the lunar landscape as fast as its motors would drive it, heading away from the domes of the distant base and the loading shed of the electromagnetic launcher, toward the far end of the launcher track. Sparta was headed on a straight line toward the radiotelescopes. “It’s about to happen again. There’s going to be another launch failure.”
“There is? How do you…”
“Be quiet, Blake. Let me think.”
“Call the launcher, if you’re so certain,” he said. “Make them shut it down!”
“The guy beside you chopped off my antenna. If I’m counting the seconds correctly”—she had no doubt that she was counting the seconds correctly—“the capsule that’s being loaded into the breech of the launcher at this moment is the one that’s slated to hit Farside.”
“Dammit, Ellen, how can you possibly know that?”
“Because I know who’s in it.”
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The launcher stretched away to both sides in front of them. A dead-load bucket flashed past at a thousand meters per second, still energetically accelerating. It vanished down the track. One second later, another bucket flashed past. A second after that came another bucket—and they kept coming, regular as a clock, a clock that kept time by firing rifle bullets. But the sound of firing was eerily absent.
“We’re in the middle of nowhere!” Blake protested. “Where are you going?”
Sparta was silent, concentrating. The moon buggy whined toward the track for another half a kilometer. “Ten seconds until we’re in range,” she said. “You steer. Keep us going on a straight line.”
Blake slipped his harness and leaned forward over the seat. Sparta let go of the yoke as he grabbed it. “What—uhh—are you doing—aagh—now…?” His stomach repeatedly slammed into the seat back as the bucking moon buggy lurched on across the cratered plain.
“Brace yourself.”
“Oh—ugh—sure…”
Sparta had the dome open. The buggy’s big front tires were spraying moondust straight into the airless vacuum like rooster tails behind a speedboat. “In two seconds I’m going to jump. Try not to flip this thing.”
“Do my…?”
But she was gone. As she’d finished speaking she’d leaped from the buggy. Blake caught a blurred glimpse of her flying away from him, her arms spread in the vacuum as if she were a winged creature, while a manned capsule was flying down the launcher track toward them. Sparta curved her arms and hands into hooks. For a moment she was a levitating goddess…
The bubble of the moon buggy slammed down. Blake reached for the throttle as the mounded dust of the well-used buggy road beside the track caught one wheel. Blake felt the yoke slip from his hand. The buggy skidded and lurched. The back end slipped around and the vehicle bucked to a stop. It slid practically under the launcher track before it came to rest.
Blake leaned back and closed his eyes, gulping suit air.
When his eyes opened he screeched. He’d forgotten he still had company in the buggy: Istrati’s dead red eyes were glaring at him in frozen rage.
Blake slammed open the bubble and staggered out of the moon buggy, his knees shaky from too much adrenalin. Then he saw Sparta. She was lying crumpled in the dust beside the track. He started to run toward her, but his leap was long and he came down off balance, sliding to his knees beside her.
She raised herself halfway. “Settle down before you hurt yourself,” she said hoarsely.
“Are you all right?”
“I’m terrific.” She did a quick push-up and bounded erect. “We’d better head for launch control. Can you stand up by yourself?”
“Yes, I can stand up,” he said petulantly. He demonstrated it, wobbling to his feet. “What happened?”
“I’ll tell you about it later. Let’s get this dust off.” She began beating at the caked and clinging moondust that covered her spacesuit.
She had no intention of telling him everything there was to tell.
 
When Sparta and Blake arrived in the launch control room, most of the talking seemed to be over. Some controllers were anxiously querying their computers; some were staring vacantly at their screens. Frank Penney sat at the launch director’s console.
Van Kessel glared starkly at Sparta. He opened his mouth, but seemed unable to think of anything to say. Then he bleated, “Again, Troy! A manned-launch failure.”
Sparta didn’t look at Van Kessel. “Frank Penney”—he turned to face her—“you are under arrest for conspiracy to commit murder, and for the murder of Pontus Istrati, and for illegal traffic in drugs in violation of numerous Council of Worlds statutes. You have the right to remain silent. You have the right to retain counsel, who shall be present at any official interview. Meanwhile, anything you say may be used against you in a court of law. Do you understand your rights under the Council of Worlds charter?”
Penney’s tan face flushed deep red. The man who liked attention was aware that all the controllers in the place were staring at him in amazement.
“Or would you rather run, Frank? Like Istrati,” she whispered, unable to contain the malice. “I won’t try to stop you.”
“I want to contact my attorney,” Penney said huskily.
“Do it somewhere out of the way. We have things to take care of here.”
Penney got stiffly out of his chair and walked out of the room. Two security patrollers were standing at the door to meet him. Every eye followed his retreat.
Blake raised an eyebrow. “How did they know?”
“I told them I’d need them here, before I went after Istrati.”
“Inspector Troy!” Van Kessel roared at her.
“Yes, Mr. Van Kessel,” she said mildly. “The launch failure. I’m aware of it. We have a few hours to do something about it, don’t we?”
“You’re aware of it! How can you be aware of it?”
“Because, Mr. Van Kessel, I was sent here to learn why Cliff Leyland’s launch failed, and I’ve been thinking about little else since I arrived. Had I not been thinking of it, I would not have prearranged the arrest of Mr. Penney.”
“What does that have to do with anything?” Van Kessel exploded. “Everybody knows Frank and Istrati were into something together!” He fell suddenly silent. His flushed face paled.
Sparta smiled tiredly. “Well, you might have told me, but you didn’t need to. Now you might tell me this: did you know that Istrati tried to recruit Cliff Leyland into Penney’s operation?”
“If you knew the way things were up here…” Van Kessel said huskily. “We don’t pry.”
“I’m not a judge or a prosecutor,” she said, trying to reassure him. “Istrati worked as a launch loader. It was his idea to recruit Cliff Leyland, because Leyland made frequent trips to L-5 and back. Leyland refused, even after he was beaten up, but he didn’t turn Istrati in—not his only failure of judgment, but almost his last. Istrati thought it would be a cute idea to teach him a lesson, by planting drugs on him where L-1 security was sure to find them.”
She looked around the room; she had a rapt audience. “As you all seem to know,” she said, “Penney was the boss of the ring, and he was the launch controller that day. Istrati must have bragged to him about what he’d done as soon as Leyland’s capsule was on the track. It would have been obvious to Penney that it was more than a stupid mistake, it was a disaster that could blow his whole operation. So, I reasoned, Penney decided to destroy Leyland’s capsule—a capsule that was only halfway down the track. If Penney killed the power right then and sent it short, the launch would abort; the capsule would never leave the track.”
“How could he have killed…?”
“There was no fail-safe on your direct override, Mr. Van Kessel,” she said firmly. “Any person in this control room could have sabotaged the capsule. Penney had the motive. And he had the means to send it long, into deep space, or short, into the moon.” She paused. “Sending it long was no option, of course: Penney didn’t care what happened to Leyland, but he couldn’t let the capsule be recovered, ever. So he waited until the computer told him it was too late to abort; but in the last split second he could still make the capsule crash. That gave it a peculiar orbit, an orbit that would bring the capsule back practically on top of the base. While pretending to try to help Leyland, he made sure to send signals that put the capsule’s maneuvering system out of commission.”
Van Kessel grumbled, “You figured all this out…”
“I hypothesized it before I came to the Moon. I had most of the facts I needed.”
Van Kessel took a deep breath. “I suppose I should congratulate you.”
“Don’t. I was dead wrong,” Sparta said. “Penney had nothing to do with Leyland’s launch failure.”
“He didn’t?” Van Kessel was more confused than ever.
“Penney’s a killer, all right—I don’t think it will be hard to establish that Istrati went crazy and committed suicide because Penney deliberately dosed him with hypersteroids, just before he reported for this shift. He knew I was closing in on him. But he was not responsible for the launch failure.”
“Then who was?” Van Kessel demanded.
“Piet Gress.”
“Gress!” Van Kessel barked. “He’s in the…!”
Sparta nodded. “The man in the capsule right now. He’s an analyst from the antenna facility. Their job is to search for extraterrestrial intelligence, but it’s apparent that Piet Gress is willing to give his life to make sure they never find it.”
“You mean he was trying to destroy the antennas?” Blake asked.
“Who are you?” Van Kessel said, glaring at Blake as if noticing him for the first time.
“This is Blake Redfield, my associate,” Sparta said, not bothering to complete the introduction. “Because they were about to begin looking in Crux,” she said to Blake. “Where, according to you, they may find the home star of the ‘gods’—of Culture X.”
“Culture X? Culture X. What in hell does a bunch of scribbling on old plates have to do with this?” Van Kessel demanded, but no one paid him any attention.
“But then he’s already tried once and failed,” Blake protested to Sparta. “You told me Leyland’s capsule hit the mountains. The antennas are protected by the ringwall.”
“Not any more.”
Blake saw it then.
So, even though he was at a loss for the meaning of it all, did Van Kessel.
“Crater Leyland,” Van Kessel moaned.
Gress had somehow used Leyland’s capsule to blast a hole in the ring of mountains that protected the Farside Base antennas. A second capsule on the same trajectory would fly through the gap—and make a direct hit.
“What’s the orbit on Gress’s capsule?” Sparta asked Van Kessel.
“Too early to be precise. Failure occurred in exactly the same section of launch track as Leyland’s. First approximation is that Gress is following the same trajectory.”
“Have you contacted him?”
“He doesn’t respond. His radio must be dead.”
“Let me try.”
She sat at the launch director’s console and keyed the commlink. “Piet Gress, this is Ellen Troy of the Board of Space Control. You think you are about to die. I know why. But you won’t die and you won’t accomplish your mission.”
The speakers gave back nothing but the hiss of the aether.
“Dr. Gress, you think your orbit is the same as Leyland’s was, or close enough. But your capsule will not pass through the gap in the ringwall. You cannot make course corrections without our cooperation. You will not hit the antennas. You can save yourself, or you can die for nothing.”
For several seconds the speakers were silent except for the sound of the cosmos. Then a sad, dry voice issued from them: “You’re bluffing.”
Sparta caught Van Kessel’s eye. His face sagged. “Mr. Van Kessel,” she said quietly, “just so you’ll know what we’re up against: according to my colleague, Mr. Redfield, Piet Gress is a representative of a fanatic sect that believes our solar system has been invaded by aliens in the distant past and is about to be invaded again. The wrinkle is, Gress and his friends are actually looking forward to the invasion. But they’re eager to keep this all a deep, dark secret from the rest of the inhabited worlds. They are so eager, in fact, that some of them like Gress are willing to kill themselves and a lot of other people, just to keep us unwashed masses in the dark.”
Van Kessel’s eyes were bulging in his florid face. “That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” Sparta said fervently. “But it’s not the first time a gang of maniacs has sacrificed themselves and any number of innocent bystanders to their beliefs, and I doubt it will be the last.”
She turned back to the microphone. “No, Gress, I’m not bluffing,” she said to the invisible inhabitant of the capsule. “I knew about your plans before you were launched”—about two minutes before you were launched, thanks to Blake—“and steps were taken to alter your trajectory”—steps, leaps, desperate measures: I jumped from a speeding moon buggy and I read the acceleration of your capsule and read the phase reversal and my belly burned and I gushed a burst of telemetry at the trackside power-control receiver in the code I’d memorized and I did my best to override the signals your capsule was sending too, all before I hit ground again, and I pray that I succeeded but who knows?—“and you will not hit Farside Base. You may hit the moon, but not where you want. You may sail on into space forever. But you will not destroy the antennas. Save yourself, Gress. Use your maneuvering rockets.”
Gress’s voice scratched from the speakers. “I say you are bluffing.”
Blake leaned close to her and touched the filament mike. He raised his eyebrows: let me talk?
She nodded.
Blake said, “Piet, this is Guy. I bring you a message from the sanctuary of the Initiates.” He paused. “All will be well.”
“Who are you?” Gress’s angry demand came instantly.
Blake said, “One of us. A friend of Katrina’s. Of Catherine’s”—he glanced at Sparta: forgive me, but how wrong can I be?—“but it’s too late. They interfered with the launch. Whatever happens to you, you’re not going to hit the antennas. And Gress, they know where to look now. They could find the home star with one thirty-meter dish on Earth.” Blake let that sink in. On the speakers there was nothing but the hiss of empty space.
Gress’s voice, suddenly louder, filled the room. “You are an impostor, a traitor.” He could have been on the edge of tears.
Blake said, “Save yourself!”
There was no sound from the speakers, no image on the flatscreens, which sparkled only with noise.
Blake stood away from the mike. “Sorry. Guess he wants to die.”
 
The watch went on. Piet Gress’s capsule, like Leyland’s, rose and at last began to fall slowly back toward Farside.
In the control room the shift changed, but Sparta and Blake and Van Kessel stayed. They sipped bitter coffee and talked in desultory tones about Istrati and Penney and Leyland and Gress and Balakian. Penney was in custody, exercising his right to keep quiet, and Istrati was in cold storage, but base security reported that other members of the smuggling ring they’d picked up on suspicion had begun talking freely.
Katrina had been taken into protective custody. Nobody had read her her rights. Nobody had explained anything to her.
Exactly what Gress—with Balakian’s help?—had done to cause Leyland’s near-death was a still-unsolved puzzle. Sparta ordered base security to reconstruct the movements of the two during the twenty-four hours before Leyland’s capsule was launched. The security people reported back almost too quickly: it seemed that neither of them had ever left the radiotelescope operations area.
“If they didn’t have access to the capsule, how could they have interfered with the launch?” Van Kessel asked.
Sparta was silent, lost in thought. Dark circles had formed under her staring eyes. She was hunched over, clutching her belly.
“Maybe I can answer that,” Blake said to Van Kessel. “Gress is a signal analyst; it was probably easy for him to decode your power control signals. All he needed was a transmitter loaded with a preset code, set to go off when Leyland’s capsule reached the right point in its launch—a signal strong enough to override the capsule’s onboard transmitter. He could just as easily have put the capsule’s computers out of whack with a remote command, as soon as it left the track.”
“A remote transmitter…?” Van Kessel was skeptical.
“There’s one aimed at the track right now,” Sparta whispered. “The radiotelescopes. Every receiver can be used as a transmitter. Every transmitter can be a receiver.” She knew now, although she said nothing about it, that the source of the disorienting, queasy sensation she felt when she stood on the launcher track was a burst of test telemetry from the antennas, still under repair.
“Once Security gets around to it,” Blake said, “I’ll bet they’ll find Gress was feeding in a little extra programming. And that Katrina had a hand in the fine alignment of the telescopes. She had something to say about the target list, after all.”
Van Kessel shrugged. “We’ll see.” He looked at Sparta. “Do you think she deliberately picked Leyland after all?”
“That was as much her bad luck as it was his,” she said. “He just happened to be the next load down the track. He was in the right place at the wrong time.”
Time crept by. As Doppler readings from radar stations around the moon poured into the control room, the estimates of Gress’s trajectory became ever more refined.
Van Kessel was the first to put it in words. “Gress is not going to hit the moon.”
 
Gress could not know that, of course, since he apparently refused to believe what they told him and had stopped responding on the link. Sparta watched the bright lines on the graphic screens, the lines that diagrammed Gress’s rush toward the moon, and she tried to imagine what he must be thinking, what he must be feeling, as the bright backlit mountains of Farside rushed toward him. The man wanted to die, wanted the face of the moon to rush up and crush him…
Van Kessel was watching Sparta. She had shown no surprise, no emotion at all, at the news that Gress would miss the moon.
“You were bluffing—weren’t you?” Van Kessel asked.
“We must have been lucky,” she whispered.
“But if Gress could program Leyland’s capsule so precisely with a remote transmission,” Van Kessel demanded, “why couldn’t he program his own? He’s riding in the thing!”
Sparta looked at Blake’s round, handsome face and saw that eyebrow lift again. Why, indeed? Blake was wondering—and what exactly had Sparta been up to when she’d jumped out of the speeding moon buggy? It was not the sort of question Blake would ask her in public.
Coolly Sparta addressed Van Kessel. “Maybe with Leyland he had … beginner’s luck.”
Van Kessel grunted. “Are you saying there’s something about this that the Space Board doesn’t want known?”
“That’s an excellent way of putting it, Mr. Van Kessel,” she said.
“You should have said so in the first place,” he grumbled. He kept his questions to himself after that. Whatever it was the Space Board wasn’t telling him, he doubted he’d ever find out.
 
Once more the alarm went out to the base. This time the measure was strictly precautionary. A few people strolled to the deep shelters, but the bolder workers went out on the surface to watch as Gress’s capsule soared over the crest of the Mare Moscoviense rimwall.
When the capsule streaked soundlessly overhead, brilliantly floodlit by the sun that was still low in the east, it had a kilometer of altitude to spare.
Seconds later Gress was arcing back into space.
Sparta, at the edge of exhaustion, called him again. “We’ve calculated your orbit with a little better precision, Dr. Gress. You’ll go wider on each swing. Eventually you’ll end up in the spider web at L-1. Your rations probably won’t last that long.”
There was nothing but the vacant hiss of the aether. It went on so long that everyone but Sparta and Blake had given up, when lights flickered on the consoles, and the weary controllers stirred. Flatscreens unscrambled. Shortly Gress’s haggard voice came over the radiolink. “You have control of this capsule now,” he said. “Do what you want.”
“He’s taken the capsule’s maneuvering systems out of manual,” said Van Kessel.
Before anyone else in the room could respond, Sparta had tapped coordinates into the launch director’s console. “In a few seconds you will experience some acceleration, Dr. Gress. Please be sure you are secured.” She had rewritten the capsule’s program and locked it off before Van Kessel could confirm her calculations.
“We could have done that,” Van Kessel grumbled.
“I didn’t want to give him time to change his mind.”
The consoles indicated that somewhere above the moon the engines of Gress’s capsule spurted flame—
—and aimed him toward an early recovery at L-1.
Sparta was bruised with fatigue.
“Do you need to be here any longer?” Blake asked.
“No, Blake. I need to be with you.”
 
There was one more stop to make before the long day was over. Katrina Balakian was being held in the tiny detention facility at Base Security under the maintenance dome. Sparta and Blake looked at Katrina’s image on the guard’s flatscreen. The astronomer sat quietly in an armchair in the locked room, staring down at her clenched hands.
“Catherine?” Sparta asked Blake.
He nodded.
“We’ll go in now,” Sparta said to the guard.
The guard keyed the combination into the pad on the wall, and the door swung open. Katrina did not move or look at them. The smell that wafted out of the room was oddly traditional, instantly recognizable. It was the smell of bitter almonds.
Seconds later Sparta had confirmed that Katrina Balakian had died of cyanide poisoning, self-administered from that most ancient of cloak-and-dagger devices, a hollow plastic tooth. Her features were frozen with the wide-eyed blue shock of one whose breath has suddenly, irrevocably been cut off.
“She smiled at Gress the last time she saw him,” Sparta said to Blake. “I thought it was because she loved him. Maybe she did, but she also knew he was marching out to die for the cause.”
“She was braver than he was, then, in the end,” Blake said.
Sparta shook her head. “I don’t think so. I think when they open that capsule at L-1, they’ll find a dead man in it.”
“Why would he let us send him to L-1?” Blake asked.
“To spite us. To let us know he died on purpose.”
“God, Ellen, I hope this time you’re wrong.”
She wasn’t, but neither of them would know that until late the following day…
That night they found a nondescript room in the visitor’s quarters, with brocaded walls and a carpeted floor and ceiling. The furniture was square and modern, soulless, but they didn’t look at it. They didn’t even bother to turn on the light.
Her armor came off slowly. She did not make it easy for him, but neither did she resist. And when both of them were without protection, they held each other close a long time, hardly moving, not speaking. Her breathing became deeper, slower, and he helped her lie down on the bed. As he settled beside her, he realized she was already asleep.
He kissed the fine down at the back of her neck. Almost before he realized it, he was sleeping too.



 
18
 
A third of the distance sunward of Farside Base, and more, Port Hesperus swung above the clouds of Venus on its ceaseless round. A tall, sad-eyed man sat in a dark room, pondering a flatscreen full of strange symbols, symbols that were old friends to him. His contemplation was suddenly interrupted.
“Merck, I’m afraid I have very bad news for you,” J. Q. R. Forster said, his voice sticky with glee. He was working at a similar screen at the opposite end of the big room, an empty gallery in the Hesperian Museum. Although the museum was valuable property, located on the busy thoroughfare that belted Port Hesperus’s garden sphere, it was temporarily unused except by Forster and Merck.
“Bad news?” Albers Merck looked up from the glowing flatscreen, a vague smile on his face. He swiped at the lick of blond hair that fell into his eyes each time he moved his head.
“I’ve identified the terminal signs that puzzled us so much.”
“Oh, have you really?”
“Yes, just this very moment. It was the sort of thing that should have been obvious.”
“Mmm?”
“Had it not seemed impossible.”
“Impossible?”
“We’ve assumed that the tablets are a billion years old.” How silly of us, Forster implied by his tone—
—but Merck nodded solemnly. “The only reasonable assumption. So long has Venus been uninhabitable, as the dating of the cave strata confirms.”
Forster abruptly stood and began to pace the length of the room, which itself resembled a cave. It was roofed with a gaudy stained-glass dome, though many of the panes were broken and it was covered with opaque black plastic. Once the gallery had been filled with rococo bricabrac of the sort favored by the museum’s founder. The man was dead now, and the place had acquired a gloomy reputation. The museum’s trustees, who were among the backers of the Venus expedition, had let the archaeologists use the empty structure to house their research.
“The cave is a billion years old, certainly,” Forster said. “There are caves in the Grand Canyon of the Colorado River that old. It doesn’t mean no one has visited them since they were formed.” Forster raised his hand. “No, don’t bother to say it—I will grant, for the sake of argument, that perhaps some of the artifacts in the cave could be a billion years old, although we have no means of dating what we had no time to sample. But late last night it occurred to me—why was it not obvious sooner?—that the beings of Culture X could have used this site over a very long period of time…”
The long-suffering Merck expelled an exasperated sigh. “Really, Forster, you are surely the only archaeologist in the inhabited worlds who could believe such a possibility. A civilization lasting a billion years! Dropping in on us from time to time. My dear friend…”
Forster had stopped pacing. “The signs, Merck, the signs. In each section of writing, the signs to the left are the mirror image of the signs on the right. Perfect copies in every detail—except for the terminal signs in the last line of the left section…”
“The last line in every left-hand section has a different terminal sign, occurring nowhere else,” Merck finished for him. “Clearly these are rare honorifics.”
“Yes!” said Forster eagerly. “And I venture that the mirror-writing itself is honorific—a way of copying texts deemed worthy of preservation. Surely it is not standard; the Mars plaque is not mirror-writing.”
Merck smiled diffidently. “Forgive me for turning your argument against you, but in a billion years, or a hundred—or even ten-customs could change.”
“Yes, yes,” said Forster, nettled. Merck had a point, but now was not the time to admit it. “Merck, I’m saying we can decipher these texts. That we already know the terminal signs!”
Merck peered at Forster with an expression that hovered between amusement and apprehension. “Do we?”
“This one—from the third set of panels. This is an Egyptian hieroglyph, a sun disc, the sound kh…”
“Forster, it’s a plain circle,” said Merck.
“And this one, from the fifth set. Sumerian cuneiform for heaven…”
“Which perfectly resembles an asterisk.”
“From the second set, the Chinese ideogram for horse—you think that’s universal? From the ninth set, the Minoan Linear A character for wine. Did they drink wine? From the second set, the Hebrew letter aleph, which stands for ox. From the seventh set, a sign in the form of a fish from the undeciphered script of Mohenjo-daro…”
“Please, my friend,” Merck said gently, “this is too much for me to absorb. Are you really proposing that Culture X dropped in on Earth during the Bronze Age, then flew to Venus to leave a memo of their trip?”
“Your polite way of saying I’m crazy,” said Forster, “but I’m not. Merck, we have found the Rosetta Stone.”
“On Venus?”
“Perhaps we weren’t meant to find it—not without aid. But it is the Rosetta Stone nonetheless.”
“Putting aside the question of who was to aid us,” Merck said, “there is not a scrap of language we can recognize—except, possibly, these few scattered signs.”
“Those signs are meant to say that they knew humans then, respected us enough to record our symbols—that someday they wanted us to understand them. The means is here in these tablets.”
“How wonderful if you were right,” said Merck. “But how can we possibly do that, with a single dubious correspondence in each block of…?”
“It’s an alphabet, Merck. There are forty-two signs, alphanumerics…”
“I don’t accept…”
“I don’t care, just listen. We were able to recover thirty paired blocks of text, and each left-hand block ends with a sign from Earth’s earliest written languages. Each terminal sign on the left corresponds to a Culture X sign in the right-hand text. Those are sounds. The Egyptian for kh. The Minoan for we. The Hebrew, voiceless but surely ah. Originally there must have been one of our signs for every one of theirs. Some from languages we no longer know. Many pieces lost. But we can put it together. We can extract the meaning, we can fill in the gaps.” Forster paused in his restless pacing. “When we do, we can read what they wrote.”
Faced with Forster’s enthusiasm, Merck threw up his hands in disgust and turned back to his flatscreen.
Forster too returned to his computer. In an hour he had what he thought was a good approximation of the sounds of the Culture X alphabet. In another hour he had used it to derive the meanings of several blocks of text. He stared in excitement as the first translations unscrolled on his flatscreen.
A kind of terrible excitement overcame him. He did not wait for the computer to finish spewing out translations before confronting Merck. “Merck!” he shouted, rousting him from his gloomy meditation.
Merck peered at him, unfailing in his struggle to be polite, but the sense of sadness—of tragedy, even—that hung about him caused the ebullient Forster momentary pause.
“We’ll go into the uncertainties later…” He pressed on. “Here’s an appropriate place to start: the text tagged with aleph. Steady, man… ‘In the beginning, God created the heavens and the Earth…’”
Merck, expressionless in the shadows, gazed at Forster, leaping and cavorting as he read from the slip of plastic.
“Another, the third text, tagged with the hieroglyphic sun disk. It begins, ‘How beautiful art thou, upon the eastern horizon…’ An Egyptian hymn to the sun. Another, from China: ‘The way that is known is not the way…’”
“Please stop,” said Merck, rising from his chair. “I cannot deal with this now.”
“You’ll have to deal with it soon, my friend,” Forster exulted, almost cruelly. “I see no reason why we cannot make an announcement tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow, then. Excuse me, Forster. I must go.”
Forster watched the tall, sad archaeologist slouch out of the darkened gallery. He had not even bothered to turn off his flatscreen.
Forster went to Merck’s flatscreen and reached for the SAVE key. His eye was caught by the graphic signs on Merck’s display, Culture X signs with Merck’s notation beside them. Merck persisted in treating the signs as ideographs, not alphabetic letters. He persisted in finding arcane meanings for the texts that to Forster had suddenly become transparent.
No wonder Merck didn’t want to think about anything until tomorrow. His life’s work had just been destroyed.
 
For Merck there was to be no shred of relief; worse news was already traveling through space at the speed of light.
All night Port Hesperus hummed with revelations of the latest launch disaster at Farside Base. Artificial morning arrived, and Forster put any thoughts of a press conference out of his mind—partly out of respect for his colleague, partly out of simple practicality. So spectacular were the grisly developments on the moon that no announcement of an archaeological breakthrough could possibly compete for the public’s attention.
More than twenty-four hours passed. Forster was having dinner alone in his cabin when he heard the last bit of horrible news—Piet Gress’s capsule had arrived at L-1 with his corpse inside. Forster left his dinner cooling and went back in search of his colleague…
A bright and featureless flatscreen was the gallery’s sole source of light. Albers Merck sat at the long table, staring not at the blank screen but through it.
“Albers…” J. Q. R. Forster’s voice echoed through the dark gallery, uncharacteristically soft. “I’ve just heard. Were you close to the boy?”
“My sister’s son,” Merck whispered. “I’ve seen little of either of them since he was very small.”
“Do you believe what they are saying? That he tried to destroy the Farside antennas?”
Merck turned slowly to look at Forster. The gingery little professor was standing at the door with his hands hanging limp at his sides, looking oddly helpless. He had come to comfort his old friend and rival, but he had little practice in such matters.
“Yes, certainly,” Merck said simply.
“What could he have been thinking? Why would he try to destroy that magnificent instrument?”
“That must be very difficult for you to understand.”
“For me to understand! He killed himself!” In his indignation, Forster almost forgot that he was here to console Merck. “He tried to kill that other man. He could have killed a great many people.”
Merck’s distracted, otherworldly expression was unchanged.
Forster coughed. “Please forgive me, I… Perhaps I should leave you alone.”
“No, stay.” Merck said sharply and slowly got to his feet. In his right hand he was carrying something black and shiny, barely bigger than his palm. “Really, Forster, Gress’s fate is of no interest to me. He had his assignment. He failed. I pray that I have not already failed mine.”
“Your assignment. What’s that mean?”
Merck walked to the far end of the gallery, past rows of display cases. Some of the cases housed real fossils, scraps of natural sculpture collected by Venus-roving mining robots over the years. Others contained duplicates, recently completed, of the creatures Merck and Forster had seen preserved in the cave, painstakingly reconstructed from their recordings.
Merck bent over a case holding a replica of the tablets. He stared at the rows upon rows of signs, incised in a polished metallic surface that looked uncannily like the real thing, although it was only metallized plastic. The real thing was buried beneath the Venusian rock. It would wait there as long as it had waited already; its metal was as hard as diamond.
Merck murmured words that Forster could not hear. He seemed to be talking directly to the tablets.
“Speak up, man,” Forster said, moving closer. “I can’t understand you.”
“I said, our tradition did not prepare us for these events. The Pancreator was to speak to those of us who had accepted and preserved the Knowledge. Only to us. But these”—he stared at the tablets—“are accessible to any philologist.”
“What are you talking about, Merck? Who or what is the Pancreator?”
Merck placed the thing in his hand on top of the display case. It was a flat plastic disk. He turned toward Forster then, raising himself to his full imposing height in the shadows. “I grew to like you, Forster, despite our differences. Despite how often you have frustrated my efforts.”
“You need a rest, Merck,” said Forster. “It’s obvious you’ve taken all this very hard. I regret it was I who proved you wrong about the translations, but that was inevitable.”
Merck went on, ignoring him. “Sometimes I have even been tempted to help you with the truth, even though it has been my lifelong mission to steer you—and everyone else—away from it.”
“You’re speaking nonsense,” Forster said bluntly.
“Unhappily for you, you’ve come to the truth on your own. So I have had to destroy your work…”
“What?” Forster turned to the blank flatscreen on Merck’s worktable. He lunged at the mounded keyboard and stroked the keys, but the flatscreen showed him empty files. “I can’t… What does this mean? What have you done, Merck?”
“What I’ve done here is being done everywhere such records have been recorded and stored, Forster,” Merck whispered. “On Earth, on Mars, in every library and museum and university. Everywhere. It only remains to destroy the two minds that could reveal the truth. You would do so willingly. I can’t blame you for that. And of course I could be forced.”
Forster looked at the thing on the case beside Merck. “What the devil is…”
He lunged for Merck. A flash of intense light and a wall of seared air blew him back. His last image of Merck was of a tall blond man sheathed in flame.



EPILOGUE
 
The commander was waiting for Sparta and Blake as they stepped off the shuttle at Newark. He was crisp in his blue uniform. They were dressed for a vacation.
Sparta’s greeting lacked warmth. “Our appointment is at your office tomorrow.”
“Something’s come up,” the commander said hoarsely. He turned his blue stare on Blake. “Hello, Redfield.”
“Blake, it’s time you knew who this man really is. This is my boss. Commander…”
“Sorry, still no time to get acquainted,” he said to Blake, interrupting her, but he gave Blake’s hand a quick, very hard squeeze. “We’ll have to talk as we go,” he said to Sparta.
Blake looked at Sparta. “Am I included in this?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “Don’t let me out of your sight.” They hurried to join the commander, pushing past other passengers on the high-speed people-mover to reach his side.
“Somebody bombed the Hesperian Museum,” the commander said, his throat full of gravel. “Proboda pulled Forster from the wreckage. Bad burns over about seventy percent of his body—nothing the medics can’t fix in a few days. Merck’s dead—not enough left to reconstruct.”
“What happened?”
“We’re not sure. Forster’s having a little trouble remembering the last minute or two before the bomb went off.”
“Proboda saved him?”
“Got there in three minutes, waded in, got burned himself. Vik’s no intellectual, but he’s just earned himself another commendation.” The commander touched Sparta’s arm to indicate that she should take a right where the corridor branched toward the helipad.
“We rate a helicopter to headquarters?”
“We’re not going to headquarters,” said the commander. “They’re holding a loaded shuttle for us. It’s going back up as soon as you’re on it.”
She was silent a moment. “There goes the R & R you keep promising me,” she said at last.
“We’ll owe you,” said the commander.
Sparta looked at Blake, and for a moment her eyes were moist. Blake had never seen her cry, and she didn’t oblige him now. Instead, awkwardly, she took his hand. They looked at each other as the people-mover trundled along, but she would not move to him and he would not force himself on her.
The commander looked sternly away and kept quiet, until at last he cleared his throat loudly and said, “Watch your step. Change to the right coming up.”
Blake and Sparta broke away from each other. Sparta said nothing; her throat was swollen with the effort to control her emotions.
“The bombing of the Hesperian looks like part of a pattern,” the commander said. “Archaeological stuff. All over the place. Some stolen, some destroyed.” His tone indicated he couldn’t imagine why anyone would be interested in “archaeological stuff.” “How about you, Redfield? Any ideas?”
“Well, sir…”
“What you told Troy you were doing in Paris, for example?” He glanced at her. “You leave anything out of that report, Troy?”
“Nothing of importance, sir.” Her whisper was defiant.
“Now that you’ve blown your cover with these weirdos, Redfield, we probably ought to recruit you, but it will have to wait.”
“Where are you sending me, sir?” Sparta asked huskily.
“Thing causing the most stir is this Martian plaque.”
“The Martian plaque?”
“Disappeared yesterday from Labyrinth City. You’re going to get it back.”
“Mars.” She swallowed. “Commander, I wonder if you would allow me a few minutes to talk to Blake before boarding.”
“Sorry, no time.”
“But sir,” she said angrily, “if you send me to Mars we won’t see each other for months.”
“That’s up to him,” said the commander. “We’re holding two seats, but he’s a civilian. He doesn’t have to go with you if he doesn’t want to.”
It took a moment for it to sink in. Then Blake shouted and Sparta grinned. They clutched each other. The commander never cracked a smile.



APPENDIX:
 THE PLAYFAIR
 CIPHER
 
The Playfair cipher was devised by the scientist Charles Wheatstone in 1854. His friend the Baron Playfair lobbied so effectively to have the cipher adopted by the British government that it became known by Playfair’s name instead of Wheatstone’s. Playfair turns plaintext into ciphertext by first preparing the plaintext in a specific way, then transforming the plaintext according to certain rules, using an alphabet square. The layout of the alphabet square varies according to a keyword.
This was Blake’s plaintext:
 
TO HELEN FROM PARIS IF YOU FIND THIS FIND ME IN THE FORTRESS SEEKING THE FIRST OF FIVE REVELATIONS YOU WILL NEED A GUYDE
 
The rules for preparing plaintext are:
 
 
	The plaintext letters are divided into pairs; for example, TO HELEN becomes TO HE LE, etc.

	Double letters, if they occur in a pair, must be divided by an X or a Z. For example, the double L’s in WILL NEED become LX LN, etc. (But the three S’s in FORTRESS SEEKING become SX SZ SE, etc.; using X once and Z the next time avoids calling attention to a letter that has been enciphered twice in the same way. Such a hint could betray part of the layout of the alphabet square.)

	J in the plaintext is treated as if it were I. (Blake’s plaintext contained no J’s.)


 
So Blake’s first step was to write out the plaintext thus: TO HE LE NF RO MP AR IS IF YO UF IN DT HI SF IN DM EI NT HE FO RT RE SX SZ SE EK IN GT HE FI RS TO FX FI VE RE VE LA TI ON SY OU WI LX LN EX ED AG UY DE
The Playfair alphabet square is five letters wide by five letters high. First the keyword is written (but no letters are repeated), and then the remaining letters of the alphabet are written, with I and J treated as the same letter. Blake’s keyword was SPARTA, thus his Playfair square was:
 
	S 	P 	A 	R 	T 
	B 	C 	D 	E 	F 
	G 	H 	IJ 	K 	L 
	M 	N 	O 	Q 	U 
	V 	W 	X 	Y 	Z 

The Playfair transformation is based on the fact that the letters of each pair in the plaintext can occur in only one of three states. The pair can be together in the same row, together in the same column, or—most commonly—together in neither.
 
 
	Each letter in a pair of letters that falls in the same row is replaced by the letter to its right; for example, ED becomes fe. The letter to the “right” of the last letter in a row is the first letter in the same row.

	Each letter in a pair of letters that falls in the same column is replaced by the letter below it; for example, RQ becomes ey. The letter “below” the last letter in the column is the top letter in the same column.

	Each letter in a pair of letters that appears in neither the same row nor the same column is replaced by the letter occurring at the intersection of its own row and its partner’s column. Pair order must be preserved: first determine the intersection of the first letter’s row with the second letter’s column, then the intersection of the second letter’s row with the first letter’s column. It helps to imagine that the two plaintext letters determine two corners of a square inside the alphabetical square; then the ciphertext letters lie at the opposite corners of this smaller square. For example TO becomes au.

	. 	. 	A 	R 	T 
	. 	. 	D 	E 	F 
	. 	. 	IJ 	K 	L 
	. 	. 	O 	Q 	U 
	. 	. 	. 	. 	. 


	Since I and J are identical, a transformation to IJ may be written as either I or J, at the encipherer’s whim.


 
Blake transformed the plaintext thus:
 
	TO 
	au


	HE 
	kc


	LE 
	fk


	NF 
	uc


	RO 
	aq


	MP 
	ns


	AR 
	rt


	IS 
	ga


	IF 
	ld


	YO 
	xq


	UF 
	zl


	IN 
	ho


	DT 
	fa


	HI 
	ik


	SF 
	tb


	IN 
	ho


	DM 
	bo


	EI 
	dk


	NT 
	up


	HE 
	kc


	FO 
	du


	RT 
	ts


	RE 
	ek


	SX 
	av


	SZ 
	tv


	SE 
	rb


	EK 
	kq


	IN 
	ho


	GT 
	ls


	HE 
	kc


	FI 
	dl


	RS 
	tp


	TO 
	au


	FX 
	dz


	FI 
	dl


	VE 
	yb


	RE 
	ek


	VE 
	yb


	LA 
	jt


	TI 
	al


	ON 
	qo


	SY 
	rv


	OU 
	qm


	WI 
	xh


	LX 
	jz


	LN 
	hu


	EX 
	dy


	ED 
	fe


	AG 
	si


	UY 
	qz


	DE 
	ef


 
Sparta found the cipher in this form:
 
aukcfkucaqnsrtgaldxqzlhofaiktbhobodkupkcdutsekavtvrbkqholskcdltpaudzdlybekybjtalqorvqmxhjzhudyfesiqzef.
 
Knowing that the system was Playfair, and surmising that the key was SPARTA, Sparta had only to divide the ciphertext into pairs, reconstruct the alphabet square, and, using the same rules, transform each cipher pair back into its plain equivalent:
 
	au

	TO 

	kc

	HE 

	fk

	LE 

	uc

	NF 

	aq

	RO 

	ns

	MP 

	rt

	AR 

	ga

	IS 

	  
	… 




MAELSTROM
 AN AFTERWORD BY
 ARTHUR C. CLARKE
 
There cannot be many science fiction novels that end with a 40-page appendix full of mathematical equations and electric-circuit diagrams. Don’t worry—this isn’t one of them; but just such a book inspired it, half a century ago. And with any luck, during the next half-century it will cease to be fiction.
It must have been in 1937 or ’38, when I was Treasurer of the five-year-old British Interplanetary Society (annual budget to start the conquest of space, about $200), that the BIS was sent a book with a rather odd title, by an author with an even odder name. “Akkad Pseudoman’s” Zero to Eighty (Princeton: Scientific Publishing Company, 1937) must now be quite a rarity: I am indebted to my old friend Frederick I. Ordway III (responsible for the technical designs in 2001: A Space Odyssey) for the fine copy I possess.
The snappy subtitle says it all:
Being my lifetime doings,
 reflections, and inventions
 also
 my journey round the Moon
Quite an “also”; I can hear the author’s modest cough.
He was not, of course, really Mr. Pseudoman, as the preface made clear. This was signed “E. F. Northrup,” and explained that the book had been written to show that the Moon may be reached by means of known technologies, without “invoking any imaginary physical features or laws of nature.”
Dr. E. F. Northrup was a distinguished electrical engineer, and the inventor of the induction furnace which bears his name. His novel, which is obviously a wish-fulfillment fantasy, describes a journey to the Moon (and around it) in a vehicle fired from the earth by a giant gun, as in Jules Verne’s classic From the Earth to the Moon. Northrup, however, tried to avoid the obvious flaws in Verne’s naive proposal, which would have quickly converted Ardan et al. into small blobs of protoplasm inside a sphere of molten metal.
Northrup used an electric gun, two hundred kilometers long, most of it horizontal but with the final section curving up Mount Popocatepetl, so that the projectile would be at an altitude of more than five kilometers when it reached the required escape velocity of 11.2 kilometers per second. In this way, air-resistance losses would be minimized, but a small amount of rocket power would be available for any necessary corrections.
Well—it makes more sense than Verne’s Moongun, but not by much. Even with 200 kilometers of launch track, the unfortunate passengers would have to withstand 30 gees for more than half a minute. And the cost of the magnets, power stations, transmission lines, etc. would run into billions; rockets would be cheaper, as well as far more practical.
I am sure that “Akkad Pseudoman” would have been surprised—and delighted—to know that men first circled the Moon aboard Apollo 8 at Christmas 1969; the date he gave in his novel was June 28, 1961. Incidentally, he was not the first to propose this scheme: the Winter, 1930 Science Wonder Quarterly has a beautiful Frank R. Paul illustration of a line of giant electromagnets, shooting a spaceship up a mountainside. It could very well have served as the frontispiece of Zero to Eighty.
A few years after reading Dr. Northrup’s book (which is still full of interesting ideas, including a remarkably sympathetic—especially for the time—treatment of Russian technology) it occurred to me that he had made one slight mistake. He had put his electric launcher on the wrong world; it made no sense on Earth—but was ideal for the Moon.
First: there’s no atmosphere to heat up the vehicle or destroy its momentum, so the whole launching track can be laid out horizontally. Once it’s given escape velocity, the payload will slowly rise up from the surface of the Moon and head out into space.
Second: lunar escape velocity is only one-fifth of Earth’s, and can therefore be attained with a correspondingly shorter launch track—and a twenty-fifth of the energy. When the time comes to export goods from the Moon, this will be the way to do it. Although I was thinking of inanimate payloads, and launchers only a few kilometers long, suitably protected human passengers could be handled by larger systems, if there were ever enough traffic to justify them.
I wrote up this idea, with the necessary calculations, in a paper titled “Electromagnetic Launching as a Major Contribution to Space-Flight,” which was duly published in the Journal of the British Interplanetary Society (November, 1950); it may be more conveniently located in my Ascent to Orbit: A Scientific Autobiography (Wiley, 1984). And because a good idea should be exploited in every possible way, I used it in fiction on two occasions: in the chapter “The Shot from the Moon” (Islands in the Sky, 1952) and in the short story “Maelstrom II” (Playboy, April 1965, reprinted in The Wind from the Sun, 1972). This is the tale which Paul Preuss has ingeniously worked into Venus Prime, Volume 2.
Some twenty years after the publication of “Electromagnetic Launching” by the BIS, the concept was taken much further by Gerald O’Neill, who made it a key element of his “space colonization” projects (see The High Frontier, 1977; Gerry O’Neill is justifiably annoyed by the Star Warriors’ preemption of his title.) He showed that the large space habitats he envisaged could be most economically constructed from materials mined and prefabricated on the Moon, and then shot into orbit by electromagnetic catapults to which he gave the name “mass drivers.” (I’ve challenged him to produce any propulsion device that doesn’t fit this description.)
The other scientific element in “Maelstrom II” has a much longer history; it’s the branch of celestial mechanics known as “perturbation theory.” I’ve been able to get considerable mileage out of it since my applied maths instructor, the cosmologist Dr. George C. McVittie, introduced me to the subject at Kings College, London, in the late ’40s. However, I’d come across it—without realizing—in dear old Wonder Stories almost two decades earlier. Here’s a challenge to you: spot the flaw in the following scenario…
The first expedition has landed on Phobos, the inner moon of Mars. Gravity there is only about a thousandth of Earth’s, so the astronauts have a great time seeing how high they can jump. One of them overdoes it, and exceeds the tiny satellite’s escape velocity of about thirty kilometers an hour. He dwindles away into the sky, toward the mottled red Marscape; his companions realize that they’ll have to take off and catch him before he crashes into the planet only six thousand kilometers below.
A dramatic situation, which opens Lawrence Manning’s 1932 serial “The Wreck of the Asteroid.” Manning, one of the most thoughtful science fiction writers of the ’30s, was an early member of the American Rocket Society, and was very careful with his science. But this time, I’m afraid, he was talking nonsense: his high jumper would have been perfectly safe.
Look at his situation from the point of view of Mars. If he’s simply standing on Phobos, he’s orbiting the planet at almost eight thousand kilometers an hour (a Moon that close to its primary has to move pretty fast). As spacesuits are massive affairs, and not designed for athletic events, I doubt if the careless astronaut could achieve that critical thirty kilometers an hour. Even if he did, it would be less than a half-percent of the velocity he already has, relative to Mars. Whichever way he jumped, therefore, it will make virtually no difference to his existing situation; he’ll still be traveling in almost the same orbit as before. He’d recede a few kilometers away from Phobos—and be right back where he started, just one revolution later! (Of course, he could run out of oxygen in the meantime—the trip round Mars will take seven-and-a-half hours. So maybe his friends should go after him—at their leisure.)
This is perhaps the simplest example of “perturbation theory,” and I developed it a good deal further in “Jupiter V” (reprinted in Reach for Tomorrow, 1956). This story, incidentally, was based on what seemed a cute idea in the early ’50s. A decade earlier, LIFE Magazine had published space-artist Chesley Bonestell’s famous paintings of the outer planets. Wouldn’t it be nice, I thought, if sometime in the 21st century LIFE sent one of its photographers out there to bring back the real thing, and compare it with Chesley’s hundred-year-old visions?
Well, little did I imagine that, in 1976, the Voyager space-probe would do just this—and that, happily, Chesley would still be around to see the result. Many of his carefully researched paintings were right on target—though he couldn’t have anticipated such stunning surprises as the volcanoes of Io, or the multiplex rings of Saturn.
Much more recently, Perturbation Theory plays a key role in 2061: Odyssey Three; and I won’t promise not to use it again one of these days. It gives all sorts of opportunities for springing surprises on the unsuspecting reader—
—Over to you, Paul Preuss!
Arthur C. Clarke
 Colombo, Sri Lanka
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PROLOGUE
 
Dare Chin was not a nervous man, but he was edgy tonight. Mainly it was that damned plaque, the infamous Martian plaque. It had been discovered ten years ago, somewhere near the edge of the north polar ice-cap, no one knew where exactly, because the guy who found it wanted to keep it a secret. And he had, long enough to blow himself up in a drilling accident.
The plaque was a mirror-finish scrap of alloy the size of a broken dinner plate, inscribed with line after line of undecipherable symbols. Its discovery and authentication had proved that beings who could write—everybody assumed the inscriptions were writing, though nobody had proved it—had been hanging around Mars a billion years before humans evolved on Earth.
The plaque was sitting downstairs in the middle of Town Hall right this minute, as I had been for most of the last ten years. Not a copy, which would have been sensible, but the real thing, unique in the universe so far as anybody knew, and therefore truly without price. The rationale for exposing the real thing instead of a copy was that it was one of the attractions that drew tourists to Mars, and who would steal it anyway?
Tonight Chin was staying late to guard it. He had better things to do, or at least other things to do. Chin was the assistant mayor of Labyrinth City, the biggest settlement on assistant mayor of Labyrinth City, the biggest settlement on Mars—a town that needed water on a planet where what little water there was went straight from ice to vapor in the dry, thin atmosphere, a town whose people needed to breathe oxygen on a planet where atmospheric pressure was less than one percent of Earth’s, and needed to stay warm on a planet where during heat waves the temperature rose to a toasty minus five degrees centigrade, a town which needed to dispose of its sewage on a planet where there were no native microorganisms to digest it.
Besides dealing with these everyday challenges to the town’s infrastructure, its administrators somehow had to manage an unmanageable, unmeltable pot of residents—a third of them permanent citizens, the working-class roughnecks, with another third transient, mostly rich tourists, and a final third which floated, consisting of ivory-tower types, scientists, and Council of Worlds mouse pushers.
The pile of yellow hard copy on Dare Chin’s desk would have reduced any administrator who believed in the perfectibility of humanity—as he was supposed to, being a card-carrying member of the Interplanetary Socialist Workers Party—to anger, tears, suicidal depression, or all three. The local roughnecks, with a two-to-one ratio of men to women, got drunk and cut each other up just about every weekend. The tourists daily got themselves cheated, robbed or mortally insulted. The scientists and bureaucrats, supposedly possessed of the best educations, had the morals of feral cats and spent their off hours playing spouse-, companion-, and child-swapping games.
Take the case in his wait file right now, a three-way marriage between a geologist and two hydrologists: they were breaking up because the geologist’s hitch with the Terraforming Project was over, her contract hadn’t been renewed, and she wanted to ship for Earth taking their daughter with her… She’d borne the child, who was the product of gamete fusion between her and the other woman; the husband and legal “father” had contributed nothing genetically, but he was siding with his hydrologist colleague in the custody fight—they both had two years to run on their work contracts. Chin wished they could all go back to Strasbourg where they came from and fight it out there.
But contracts were involved, so he had to make an administrative ruling before the case could go up to the civil court on Mars Station. Meanwhile four unhappy people were spending another night together in the green-glass maze of Labyrinth City. He hoped they’d all get out of it alive. Right now there were more pressing things on his mind.
The tall blonde who was glaring at him across his desk wasn’t making any of it easier. She had the thin, tough build of a Martian long timer and a net of fine lines around her eyes that indicated she spent a lot of time squinting into the distance. She was wearing the standard brown polycanvas pressure suit, its helmet slung casually from her belt. “You can’t put me off tonight, Dare,” she was saying, at a volume just short of a yell.
“Any night but tonight.” He and Lydia Zeromski had been lovers for most of the last three years; that, in his experience, was about as long as a woman’s patience lasted.
“Tonight,” she said. “Tomorrow I’m starting a run. Do I head for your place when I get back? Or do I write you off before I leave?”
He stood up and moved toward her, his hands opening in supplication. “Lydia, nothing has changed between us. But don’t try to pressure me right now. I’ve got a ton of work. Plus the guy downstairs to worry about.”
“That fat jerk?”
“He’s got our most revered piece of scrap metal out of its case…”
“And you’re afraid he’s going to drop it and make a dent.”
“Yeah, sure.” Chin breathed an exasperated sigh. The Martian plaque was harder than diamond, harder than any material humans knew how to make, as everybody well knew; denting it was a nonproblem. “Get out of here. I’ll talk to you before you leave.”
“Forget it.” She pulled her helmet over her head, a movement so practiced it was like putting on sunglasses. She paused in the doorway and gave him one last incendiary glare, but said nothing. As she turned and walked rapidly away she sealed her faceplate.
Chin could hear her footsteps rapping lightly down the hall and then going down the stairs to the ground floor. He stared into the dim, greenly lit hallway outside his office, trying to collect his thoughts.
Chin’s narrow face was handsome; he had straight black hair and black eyes and a wide firm mouth, now down-turned. He was a tall man, with a naturally slender build kept slim—like Lydia’s—by twenty years of life at a third of a gee. It was a typical build for Martians because, while it was easy to carry extra mass at low gees, it was unnecessary and could even be dangerous to sling around a lot of extra fat and muscle.
Through the glass outer wall he noticed a lantern outside in the windswept street; the yellow glow of a patroller’s hand torch wavered through the green glass like the phosphorescent organs of some benthic fish. As he watched, the light resumed its slow movement. He glanced at his watch: 20:08. Old Nutting was as regular as a cesium clock.
He went back to his desk and sat down. He leaned back in his chair, staring up through the glass ceiling at the vast shadow of the sandstone vault that arched overhead. Beyond the edge of the natural stone roof shone ten thousand stars, unblinking—hard bright points in the Martian night.
What was to be done about Lydia? The question had plagued him for most of the three years they’d been intimate. She was younger than he was, a passionate, demanding woman. He was a man who felt older than he looked—people age slowly on Mars, because of the low gravity, provided they stay out of the ultraviolet—but for all his apparent maturity, a man still uncertain of his wants and needs…
He mentally pinched himself. He had to put the personal stuff out of his mind tonight. He had to decide what to do with the information he’d recently acquired.
He pulled the yellow fax sheets from beneath the pile of other papers, where he’d hidden them when he’d heard Lydia’s unexpected footsteps on the stairs. The data stared up at him. The facts were bald enough, but crucial connections were missing; Chin knew enough about evidence to know what was needed in court and what was needed to make an administrative ruling, and in the communications before him he didn’t have enough of either. But there were other routes to justice.
Shortly after he’d come to Mars, years back, Chin, like a lot of other tenderfeet, had managed to get himself cheated on a work contract. Lab City had been a smaller and rougher place then, hardly more than a construction camp—not that the same kind of thing didn’t still happen today—and a cheap shuttleport lawyer had given him some advice.
“Don’t bother to convince me you’re in the right. I’ll grant you that without argument,” said the lawyer, “but getting a settlement, and especially collecting on it, is something else again. So how far are you willing to go?”
“What do you mean?”
“To make them think you’re crazy?”
“Crazy!”
“Crazy enough to beat somebody up. Burn something down. Zero some expensive equipment. Catch my drift?”
To Dare Chin’s eventual amusement and edification, it had proved unnecessary either to sue or to carry through on his threats—so apparently he’d been willing to go far enough. As an administrator he had learned to think of this sort of paralegal strategy as the “personal approach.”
The time had come to use the personal approach on Dewdney Morland. Chin left his office and descended the stairs to the ground floor.
Morland was standing in the middle of the floor under the dome, hunched over his instruments. His back was to Chin; work lights on tripods joined with the overhead spots to pinpoint the Martian plaque and Morland himself in a circle of brilliant white light. Dewdney Morland, Ph.D., had arrived on Mars a week ago, preceded by clearances from the Council of Worlds Cultural Commission. The past two evenings, starting when Town Hall closed for the night, Morland had set up his kit and worked until dawn. He had to work at night because his optical instruments were sensitive to minor vibrations, like footsteps—
“What the hell?”
—the tremor of which now caused Morland to look up and whirl around angrily.
“You! Look what you’ve done, Chin! Twenty minutes’ recording ruined.”
Chin’s only reply was a look of distaste bordering on contempt.
Morland was a disheveled fellow with a pasty complexion, a patchy beard, and sticky blond hair that hadn’t been cut in recent months; split ends curled over the collar of his expensive tweed jacket, which had long ago sagged into shapelessness. Those bulging pockets, Chin knew, contained a pipe and a bag of shredded tobacco, the paraphernalia of a habit that people who live in controlled environments regarded as not only offensive but extraordinarily quaint.
“First that cow tromping through here and now you,” Morland screeched. “What does it take to get it through your provincial skulls? I need absolute stillness.”
On the floor beside Morland’s chair, Chin noted an open briefcase; from what Chin could see, it contained a few fax copies and the remains of a portable dinner. “Would you step aside, Dr. Morland?”
“What did you say?”
“Please move to one side.”
“Listen, do you want me to get an order barring you from these premises while I’m working? It can be swiftly arranged, I assure you. The Council of Worlds executive building is only a few steps away.”
Chin leaned forward and his features darkened. “Move, fat man,” he bellowed, “before I break your stupid face!”
It was a convincing display of homicidal rage; Morland recoiled. “That’s… This… I’m reporting this to the commission tomorrow,” he choked, meanwhile dancing rapidly away from the display case. “You’ll rue this, Chin…”
Chin ignored him as he stepped forward to examine the plaque. It rested on a cushion of red velvet, glittering in the converging beams of light. The silvery fragment had been broken from some larger piece by a blow of unimaginable force, but nothing that had happened to it in the billion years since had left so much as a hair’s-width scratch upon it. The perfect surface in which Chin now observed his own features proved that this was not a copy of metal or plastic, and when he breathed upon it and saw his cloudy breath obscure his reflection, he knew without touching it that this was no hologram. It was the real thing.
Morland was still yammering at him. “You must realize, of course,” he said with all the venom he could muster, “that even the condensation of your foul breath on that surface renders everything I have done tonight utterly useless. I shall have to wait hours before…”
Chin straightened. “Shut up.”
“I most certainly will not shut…”
“I’ve been talking to people about you, Morland. Yesterday, to the Musée de l’Homme,” Chin said over Morland’s breathless monologue. “The University of Arizona this morning. An hour ago, the Museum of Surviving Antiquities in New Beirut.” He held the yellow faxgrams up in front of Morland’s face.
Morland, for the first time since Chin had entered the hall, stopped talking and eyed the faxes warily. He did not ask to read them. “All right, Chin. I despise your primitive behavior but now at least I comprehend your pathetic excuse,” he said more quietly. “I should like to remind you that penalties for libel are spelled out quite specifically in the Uniform Code of…”
“I’m not going to bother to tell anyone anything about you, Morland,” Chin said coldly. “You’re on Mars.” He nodded to the nearest wall of glass. “There’s not enough oxygen outside that wall worth mentioning. The temperature tonight is minus fifty cees. Our pressure tubes require constant maintenance, and every once in a while we still get failures. If that happened in your neighborhood you’d have to grab your pressure suit—you’ve got it with you, haven’t you?” Chin had already noted that he didn’t. “No? A lot of visitors make that mistake—sometimes their last. And even when you do have your suit with you, you can’t always be sure it hasn’t sprung a leak. You might want to look yours over pretty carefully when you get back to it.” Chin nudged Morland’s open briefcase with his foot, not bothering to look at it. The briefcase was big enough to hold the plaque, big enough to conceal a copy, easily big enough to hide a miniature holo projector and who knew what other clever submicro gizmos. “I hope you hear me. I don’t have any interest in libeling you. I only want to give you some expert advice.”
Chin turned his back on Morland and walked out of the hall. He waited to hear if Morland would shout after him, in threat or protest. But Morland said nothing. Perhaps the man really had gotten the message.
 
Lydia Zeromski needed to be alone for what she was facing, so she’d sealed her helmet and gone directly outside, into the freezing night.
Labyrinth City sprawled around her, a jumble of glass. But for the glowing pile of the Mars Interplanetary Hotel to her left, perched on the edge of the cliff, the only illumination came from dim lamps inside the pressure tubes and the night lights of darkened buildings, hundreds of little spheres of light that glowed like jellyfish behind the rippling green glass.
She paused and turned. She could see Morland clearly, inside Town Hall’s central dome, lit up like a patient in an operating theater. He was bent over the plaque, apparently deep in study. High above the dome, the glow from his lights reflected from the arching sandstone that sheltered the upper town. She looked for Dare in his office; his office light was on, but she could see no movement on the second floor.
She turned away and walked until she came to the edge of the cliff. She waited there, peering into the darkness. The lower city fell away like a handful of crystals down the cliffside below her. Moving among its steep stairs and huddled houses and the ruby glow of the late-night wine houses was a single bobbing yellow lantern—Old Nutting hurrying along her rounds.
Lydia’s mind was so full that she hardly saw the familiar starlit vista beyond, the huge cliffs of Noctis Labyrinthus—the Labyrinth of Night. Banded strata of red and yellow sandstone were reduced in the half light to stripes of black and gray with, occasionally, a thin edge-on layer of bright white. The white was ice, permafrost, the buried water which filled the Labyrinth with wispy sublimated clouds on the warmest of mornings, the water which made Mars habitable, upon which all its life and commerce depended.
Spires and spectacular arches of rock outlined themselves against a sky filled with hard blue stars—hundreds of spires, arrayed in ragged ranks, marching stiff-shouldered toward a horizon that should have been near but was lost in a soft haze like a Chinese ink painting, a haze of hanging microscopic dust. Lydia stood quietly, hardly moving, as the comforting wind stirred the fine sand around her.
Gradually she became aware of another figure standing and watching the sky, silhouetted against the glow of the Interplanetary.
Lydia knew the man; even masked in a pressure suit, Khalid Sayeed’s tall, graceful figure was easily recognizable. He was gazing at the distant horizon, where among the stars two brighter lights gleamed. One of the two was moving toward the eastern horizon, inching along against the fixed backdrop: that was Mars Station, swinging high enough above the planet to catch the light of the sun. The other was a wanderer too, but it moved too slowly for its movement to be obvious within a single night: that was the planet Jupiter.
Lydia thought she knew what Khalid was looking at—not at Jupiter but something far beyond that planet, far and dark and invisible but coming closer to Mars every day.
Movement caught her eye. The main lock at the entrance of the hotel opened, and for a moment a group of tourists was silhouetted against the lobby, laughing soundlessly inside the pressure tube. They milled about briefly in drunken confusion and then found an intersection that led toward the lower town. She turned away, but not before she saw the hotel manager follow them out.
Wolfgang Prott was a man Lydia loathed, an unctuous charmer who had the good sense to stay away from the local women but was rarely without a tourist lady on his arm. His romances lasted about the length of the average tour package.
It was a small town, Labyrinth City, and the people who lived here knew each other too well. They tried to laugh it off, but sometimes it was hard to do what you wanted to do or had to do, with the whole planet looking over your shoulder.
 
Dare Chin regained his office and keyed his commlink for patrol headquarters. He intended to take no chances—his first priority had been to let Morland know he was under surveillance, but that was only partially true; now Chin was going to try to bully or cajole the local patrollers into actually providing decent protection for the plaque until Morland was safely off the planet.
He’d tapped in two digits of the three-digit code when he heard something downstairs.
Chin left the patrol code unkeyed and walked quickly back down the hall toward the stairs. He went down the steps slowly, as silently as he could, hoping to catch Morland off guard.
Stepping into the hall from the bottom of the stairwell, he brought himself up short, surprised by what he saw. He opened his mouth to speak—
—but Dare Chin had already spoken his last words.
 
An hour passed. The sleepy town grew quiet. Jupiter was still bright, but Mars Station had set beyond the eastern horizon. No one was looking out over the Labyrinth when the moon Phobos crept over the rim of the town’s sheltering arch, following Mars Station in its track across the sky. No one was there to see the streak of white fire that leaped from the clifftop above.
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In the night country there are no sure identities, no trustworthy coordinates, no breakable codes…
The woman’s dream was the same dream of swirling that had overcome her so often before, but she had never dreamed it in this form. Black wings were beating, beating, inches over her head; they went around like spokes in a wheel; they bore down upon her and simultaneously threatened to suck her into the center point of their turning.
In the darkness at that turning center, eyes were staring, hands were reaching, mouths were calling: “Linda, Linda…”
She thrashed and struck out, but she was mired in some viscid invisible fluid, some ethereal muck that rendered her strongest efforts feeble, her quickest motions slow.
“Linda!”
She knew that she was losing the struggle, going under—and she cried out.
The sound of her cry awakened her.
She found herself naked in hot darkness, wrapped in a clinging shroud. A man was pressing himself against her, pinning her arms against the bed, crushing her, lying across her with his own nakedness. She bucked and squirmed and cried out again.
“Linda, wake up. Please wake up.” His words battered her. “It’s a dream. It’s only a dream.”
All at once she fell limp and silent. She knew him.
And a moment later she remembered approximately where she was, on the still-accelerating ship.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
“Yes,” she whispered hoarsely.
He released her wrists, lifted himself, moved his weight to crouch beside her on the bed. “Can you tell me what…?”
“Don’t call me Linda.” Her voice was empty, drained of strength and emotion.
“I’m sorry. I was asleep. You started hitting…”
“Linda is dead.”
In his silence, his refusal to reply, she read contradiction: no, Linda was not dead—
—but she was lost, and until she was found again she was better considered dead.
The woman peered at the man’s face in the darkness, seeing him better than he could see her. To him, in the blackness, she was an immediate construct of memory, a familiar form, a warm smell, sweet textures under his hands, but to her the pinprick light on the cabin wall, gleaming red beside the commlink, was enough to lacquer his smooth-muscled skin with a faint ruddy glow. She saw his eyes gleaming in the night. The smell of him was like spiced bread, rich and comforting—
—and arousing. With the involuntary return of heat to her body came, in a rush, the full memory of the night.
They were two days out from Earth on the speeding ship, en route to Mars. They had played just-friends at first, but once they had gotten to know the ship and its crew they no longer felt awkward about being by themselves—though it took her longer than it took him to relax her innate shyness—or about taking time to be alone together. After dinner in the wardroom that evening, after the ship’s clock had turned the corridor lights low, they had disappeared into her narrow cabin. The crew had taken care to pay no attention.
They had begun to pick up the fallen threads of their renewed acquaintance where they had been forced to drop them more than a week before. Here, they were alone, unrushed, unreachable, with no obligations, and with all the momentous events that hung over them held in suspension until the day, almost two weeks away, when the ship would reach its destination.
She thought she might love him. He already claimed he loved her. She loved his kind of loving: sensitive, understanding beyond even his intimate knowledge of the facts—after all, he had known her since they were children—at once intelligent and sympathetic. But his loving, his desire for love, was insistent too, and physical.
At first it had seemed as if their lovemaking would be as easy and natural as if they had never stopped being with each other, as if they had always lived together. A few minutes after they had closed the cabin door behind them, all her clothes were fallen to the floor, and all his had fallen on top of hers, and they had stretched their slim hard bodies beside each other on her narrow bunk, unmindful of the crowding.
Something she could not define was wrong. She hesitated. Responding, he paused. She felt the effort it required of him, as intensely as if she were him—what it required to restrain the hot urgency that so easily slides into mindless need. His love was before his need, but the need was strongly there. And she wanted him, too; her body had wanted his, especially and only his…
When she tried to move toward him again she was seized with sudden pain. Its cause was not apparently physical; it had nothing to do with him. But it had manifested itself below the pit of her stomach—a cramping, seizing abnegation.
“I… I can’t…”
“Can’t?”
“I’m sorry.”
“If this isn’t… I mean, just tell me…”
“Something’s wrong.”
“Are you all right? Should I call someone?”
“No. No, stay here. Stay with me. It’s better now.”
He had stayed with her, eventually curving his arms and legs and the length of his body around her as she faced away from him, nestling into her as she rested in his embrace—
—while she wept silent tears. And when finally she fell asleep he stayed awake, surrounding her in her sleep.
For an hour or more black unconsciousness settled over her. He slept too, relaxing his hold on her. Then the dream started…
Now she was awake again, awake and full of fear and desire. “I don’t think I want you here,” she said to him. “I can’t be myself with you here.”
He was still for a moment, unmoving. Then he swung his legs over the side of the canvas bunk and stood. “As you say—Ellen.” He stooped to pick up his shirt and trousers from where they lay discarded on the floor.
“No, I…” Her head was spinning. “I didn’t mean it that way…”
“What did you mean?”
“Something … in me…” Fragments of speech fell from her lips, unconnected. She pushed herself to say what she resisted acknowledging, even to herself. “I’m afraid…”
“Of them?”
“No. Yes, of course.” She hesitated. “Yes, I’m afraid of them, but that’s not what I meant, I meant that…” She forced the truth out. “I’m not human. I’m afraid I’m not human anymore. That’s what I think.”
He sat on the bed and reached a hand to touch her shoulder. At his electric touch she began to cry. She leaned into his chest and let his arms go around her shoulders, and she cried with sudden apprehension of the depth of her loss—the loss of her parents so long ago, the loss of herself, the loss of everyone who had tried to love her.
She cried a long time before she fell asleep for the second time. He laid her gently back on the bed, lifted and smoothed the tangled sheet, and let it settle over her. He sat beside her in the darkness, holding her hand.
 
They did not sleep together after that. She said little to him when they met in the small confines of the ship, and she spent her time reading obsessively, reading the files of the current case, listening and viewing and reading what the ship’s library had to tell her about their destination and, having finished everything pertinent to her assignment, reading everything else the ship had in its files.
She did not ask him what he found to amuse himself. It was hard to bear his disappointment, his hurt and defensive looks.
Three nights later the dream came again. Even as she was in it she watched it as if from another persona, a newer, more hardened persona, and it seemed to her that what she was seeing was not a dream at all, but a vivid and true memory…
There was a knock on the bedroom door—her bedroom was in the gray woman’s house, a low brick house, prettily furnished, with a big yard and old trees, but for all its suburban charm it was inside the multiple fences of the compound in Maryland—and the knock surprised her, because the gray woman and the gray man never knocked, they just came in when they wanted to, caring nothing for what she was wearing or doing, making a point of her lack of privacy. She knew what brainwashing meant, and she knew that was part of what they had been doing, or trying to do, ever since they had taken her from her parents.
But now there was a knock. “Linda.” It was her father’s voice, and she could smell the warmth of him through the door.
“Daddy!” She jumped up and tried the knob—usually it was locked—and opened the door to reveal him standing in the narrow hall, small and tired, his brown tweed suit crumpled as if he hadn’t taken it off for days, his black hair streaked with more gray than she remembered.
He did not move, only stared at her. “Linda, thank God you’re safe,” he whispered.
She threw herself into his arms. “Oh, Daddy.” She surprised herself by starting to cry.
He hugged her tightly a moment in silence before he whispered, “We have to leave right now, darling.”
“Can I bring…?”
“No. Leave everything and come with me.”
She leaned back in his arms and turned her tear-streaked face up to him. The touch and smell of him alerted her that he was afraid. She nodded yes silently and stepped away, still clinging to his hand.
He led her through the darkened house. She saw the men in the shadows—at the front door, in the kitchen hall, beside the glass doors to the backyard—standing in brace-legged poses with pistols held high. As her father pulled her through the living room and toward the open glass doors he signaled to them, and they fell into step at their backs, covering their retreat with nervous glances.
A low black Snark crouched on the lawn, its twin rotors swinging quietly in whistling arcs, its twin turbines whispering through muffled exhausts.
Her father hesitated inside the glass door and then broke from the cover of the house and ran for the helicopter, tugging Linda after him. The men followed, moving out to flank them.
With her uncanny eyesight Linda could see in the night, could see the staring white face of her mother waiting inside the open side door of the chopper. She opened her mouth. Something was wrong…
A hand yanked Linda’s mother aside. A man stepped into the chopper door. Linda heard the cough of the gun muzzle and the simultaneous screech of enfilading fire from above and behind her, saw the fiery streaks of tracers overhead.
She and her father had come half the distance from the house. The man in the chopper door was directing his fire not at Linda or her father but at the men who guarded them. There was at least one attacker on the roof of the house, at least one other in the trees. Caught in the crossfire—taken by surprise—the guards were falling.
Linda’s father had yanked her arm and sent her sprawling on the grass, diving and rolling after her.
But she was up and on her feet again before he came to a stop—at the time she did not know she possessed the dense tissue knotted in her forebrain, but her separate persona, her new persona, who was watching this vivid dream, knew she possessed it; that knotted bit of brain kicked in to make the calculations and deductions; her right eye zoomed in on the man in the helicopter and saw his deliberate aim, tracked the trajectories from his automatic weapon, saw that he was carefully shooting around her, even at the risk of leaving himself exposed—and she crossed the final few meters of lawn, under the whistling rotor blades, in a lightning sprint. Inside the chopper her mother was screaming with open mouth, but the words emerged so slowly that Linda could not hear them. The gunman turned away from his work in what seemed like slow motion, comically shocked to see Linda rushing at him.
His hesitation was his death. She caught him at the knees and knocked his weapon aside with a wrist-breaking blow, and as he twisted in a vain attempt to avoid her, he put his head in the way of a bullet from one of the wounded guards and tumbled out of the chopper, lifeless. She had already memorized his appearance; now she could forget it.
Linda thrust at the person who held her mother, not hesitating at all when she recognized the gray woman who had been her captor, but launching her fist like a piston into the woman’s eye and sending her reeling back against the fuselage wall, stunned.
“Linda, behind you!” her mother shouted.
Linda spun and dived for the chopper’s cockpit. She could have been floating on the moon: the scene was a frozen tableau. The man in the left seat was half out of it, twisted toward her, swinging his arm toward her at the rate of one millimeter per century; the body that slumped out of the other seat was presumably that of the legitimate pilot. Linda—in case she should ever meet him again—dispassionately recorded the usurping pilot’s looks and the strange smell of him, half cologne, half adrenaline, noting calmly that she had seen him at least once before. Then she plucked the pistol—a .38 Colt Aetherweight with flash suppressor—out of his unwilling hand.
Time unfroze. She brought the pistol down with precisely aimed force against the side of his head, under his ear. He collapsed, and she yanked him out of his seat, pulling him bodily over the backrest.
She moved with the grace and sureness of an acrobat, leaping into the seat, taking hold of the controls. She shoved the throttles forward; the turbines rose in pitch and the rotors accelerated. She twisted the pitch control, and the armored machine shuddered and rose half a meter from the ground. Expertly she let it spin where it hung on the axis of its own rotor shafts, just a quarter turn, until it faced the attackers on the roof of the house, presenting those unseen gunners with a slender target. She stopped it there and squeezed the triggers of the Gatling guns.
The noise was an ear-piercing howl. Blue fire—a hundred rounds in half a second—ate off the roof of the house.
In the stark white beams from the chopper’s floodlights she saw her father’s body lying facedown in the grass. There were other bodies in the grass, not moving, those of the guards. She pushed the chopper’s nose down and the heavy craft stuttered forward, roaring and blowing, until it was hovering almost on top of her father, its steel skids bracketing him.
She spoke aloud to the helicopter. “Snark, this is L.N. 30851005, do you acknowledge?”
“I acknowledge your command,” the helicopter replied, confirming her voice pattern.
“Hold this position in three-dees,” she ordered. “Rotate to cover me if necessary. Return fire if fired upon.”
A handful of bullets sprayed the chopper’s nose, crazing the armored cockpit glass—somewhere in the shadows to the right, there was another gunner. The Snark jerked right and its starboard Gatling gun screeched; the tree from which the bullets had been fired exploded in tatters.
There was no resumption of fire from beyond the disintegrated tree. “Order confirmed,” said the helicopter, with a machine’s satisfaction.
“Hold your fire,” she heard a man shout in the darkness, and she knew the voice: the gray man’s, Laird’s.
She jumped out of the command seat, into the cabin. “Mother, help me.” Together she and her mother—a strong and slender woman, her hair as black as her husband’s—wrestled the limp bodies of the hijacker-pilot and the gray woman and rolled them through the open door. The gray woman tumbled out after the man and bounced from the skid to lie motionless beside him in the grass.
“Stay back. Inside,” Linda said to her mother, as she jumped out and landed lightly on both feet, flexing deeply, diving and rolling under the chopper in a continuous series of precise actions. The noise and the wind buffeted her ears, but she could separate the boom and shriek of the chopper from the shouted voices nearby.
Her father’s black hair was bright with blood from a scalp wound, but he was conscious. “Can you move?” she shouted.
“My leg is broken.”
“I’ll pull you.”
The chopper suddenly shifted where it hung in midair, and she saw shapes running at the edge of the lawn. But no bullets came out of the dark, and the Snark, following its orders to the letter, did not fire. Crouched on her knees, she hauled her father by his shoulders, and he did what he could to help, pushing at the muddy lawn with his good right leg; she saw that he had lost his shoe. For fifteen seconds she was exposed as she pulled him under the skid.
She boosted her father by his shoulders and he hopped unsteadily onto the skid. Her mother took his hands and tugged as he bent and pushed off with his right leg. He landed heavily on the floor of the chopper.
As Linda poised to jump after him she felt the blow to her hip. There was no pain, but it was as if someone had hit her and pushed her to the ground, and when she tried to jump up again, nothing happened. She felt nothing in her leg and could not move.
The Snark swiveled, but its Gatling gun stayed silent. It had not heard the bullet any more than Linda had.
Linda lay on her back, staring up into the meshing blades, seeing the white faces of her mother and father peering down at her only a meter away—“Linda! Linda!”—their hands outstretched.
Her mother started to climb out over edge of the door.
“Snark,” Linda shouted. “Immediate evasive action. Take all necessary measures to protect your passengers.”
The Snark heard her. Its searchlights went dark; its turbines instantly wrapped up to supersonic pitch and it rose screaming into the sky, rocking sideways.
Laird’s shout: “Fire! Fire! Stop them!”
Tracers tore at the chopper and bounced from its skin and whined away from its rushing rotors. With her uncanny eyesight Linda saw her mother fall back through the open door and saw the armored door slam closed behind her, as the Snark took steps to protect its human cargo. In seconds the helicopter had vanished into the hazy night sky.
She lay on her back, alert and helpless, smelling the wet warm grass and the burned fuel and the H.E. and the blood, as figures came running out of the darkness to stand over her.
“Kill her, sir?”
“Don’t be stupid. Not until we’re sure her parents are dead.”
“We’d better face facts, Bill,” said another. “We can’t just pretend that nothing’s…”
“Don’t tell me my business. Patch her up and do a good job of it. There may be inquiries.”
“Bill…”
“It’s not over. This can be contained.”
“William…”
The gray man flinched, and Linda looked up ruefully at the face that pushed into the tightening circle of her consciousness, the face of the gray woman; she stood beside Laird, her long gray hair spilling in tangles, a silenced pistol in her hand. That’s who had shot her, Linda realized—after Laird had told the others to hold their fire. Shot her because Linda had not taken the time, had not had the will, to kill her first.
“Why her?” Laird barked at the gray woman. “It’s Nagy you should have killed, him and his wife.”
“I didn’t intend to kill her, William. I intended to keep her here.”
The bedraggled helicopter pilot staggered into the circle of faces, his face contorted in rage. “You left her an opening! She…”
“Shut up,” the gray man said, ignoring him, glaring at the woman. “Nagy came near to succeeding, and he’s not through yet. How could you be so careless?”
“We can’t simply discard her, William. She could be the greatest of us.”
“No more! She resists our authority. She has always resisted it. Look at this … this debacle.”
“She’s a child. When she realizes the truth, when she really understands everything…”
“To resist us is to resist the Knowledge.”
“William…”
“No more talk from any of you.” He looked down at Linda with the hardest eyes she had ever seen, even in his hard face. “This one is so much unenlightened meat. We’ll put her away somewhere she can’t be found. Then we’ll start over.”
Seeing herself lying paralyzed on the grass, her new persona knew that if she could free herself from this horrible dream of reality, she would be safe. Linda opened her mouth—“Blake,” she whispered. “Blake.”
Laird looked down at her and his face twisted into a bitter sneer.
 
This time when she came awake, there was no one with her. And as she lay alone in the dark cabin, her heart pumping, she struggled mightily to remember what she had just been dreaming.
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The gleaming white ship fell swiftly toward Mars, a sleek cutter emblazoned with the blue band and gold star of the Board of Space Control. It was falling tail-first toward Mars Station; its fusion torch had been extinguished at the radiation perimeter, and the ship was braking itself into parking orbit on chemical rockets alone, maintaining a steady one-gee acceleration.
Shielded against heavy radiation in every wavelength, its hull had no windows opening upon the universe. The young woman stood before the wallsized videoplate in the wardroom, watching the view from the stern, where black Phobos slid across the pale orange disk of Mars—a moon only twenty-seven kilometers long seen against a planet only 6,000 kilometers away. “Potato-shaped” was the cliché people had used to describe Phobos for over a century, but no other phrase captured the essence of its form so succinctly: pitted, lumpy, black, Phobos could have been a fine russet spud freshly dug from Idaho’s volcanic mud.
The woman who watched this intimate spectacle called herself Sparta. It was not her real name. It was her persona, the mask she showed only to herself, and Sparta was a secret name, secret from everyone but herself. To most people she was known as Ellen Troy—Inspector Troy of the Board of Space Control. Which was not her real name either. The people who knew her real name held her life in their hands, and most of them wanted to kill her.
To those who did not know her, Sparta seemed young, beautiful, intelligent, mysteriously gifted, strangely lucky. She was in fact powerful beyond casual comprehension. But to herself she seemed frail, her humanity crippled, her psyche constantly on the edge of dissolution.
Now she’d been yanked out of the normal course of her life once again—if her life could in any sense be considered normal—to be thrust without preparation into a situation which would require her complete alertness and total concentration, a peak performance that was to be demanded after two weeks of suffocating shipboard imprisonment on this cutter. Given the present alignment of the planets, an Earth-Mars crossing in two weeks was as close to instantaneous as even a Space Board cutter, the fastest class of ship in the solar system, could get … two weeks during which Sparta had nothing to do but study the meager information on the unsolved case that awaited her.
Her brooding was interrupted by the young man who entered the wardroom behind her. “Phobos and Deimos,” he said cheerfully. “Fear and Terror. Wonderful names for moons.”
“They fit well enough,” she said. “The chariot horses of Mars, weren’t they?”
He lifted a black eyebrow over a green eye. “Ellen, is there really something your encyclopedic brain hasn’t stored? If you want to get fussy, the god in question was Ares—the Greek war god, not the Roman. Phobos and Deimos were two of his three sons by Aphrodite, not his horses.”
“I read they were his horses, and they ate human flesh.”
“Mangled mythology. The man-eating horses—there were four, one also named Deimos but none named Phobos—belonged to Diomedes. You’ll recall him from The Iliad.”
She smiled. “How do you keep all that stuff in your head?”
“Because I love that stuff. I love The Iliad enough that I got through even Alexander Pope’s awful translation.” He smiled back at her. “A woman who calls herself Ellen Troy,” he whispered, “really should read it at least once.”
Blake Redfield—his real and quite public name—was one of the few who knew that her name was not Ellen Troy. He was one of the few—perhaps the only one of those who knew the truth—who did not seek to kill her for it. If at times Sparta thought she loved Blake, at other times she was afraid even of him. Or perhaps of her love for him.
Love was a subject she had been avoiding lately. “Look, you can see Phobos Base.”
Bright points glistened on the edge of Phobos’s biggest crater, high-rimmed Stickney, eight kilometers across. Sharply limned against the midlatitudes of Mars, Stickney was an iron-black chalice against a golden mirror. Eighty years ago the first human expedition to Mars had landed on Phobos, and for several decades the moon had served as a base for the exploration and eventual settlement of the Martian surface. “Looks like it was built yesterday,” Blake said. “Hard to believe it’s been deserted for half a century.”
Aluminum huts and domes still stood on Stickney’s far rim, undamaged, unoxidized, a time capsule of planetary exploration.
On the videoplate Phobos was already sliding away; off in the far corner of the screen Mars Station emerged from the crowded field of stars—it being the reason Phobos Base was deserted, no longer of practical use. The station was a big bottle of air that rotated fast enough to provide substantial artificial gravity on its inner surface.
They watched in silence until Mars Station blazed as bright as the sun and the black moon had dwindled to a void in the star field. Sparta turned to Blake. “What we talked about before… I’ve thought about it some more. I want you to stay on Mars Station until I’ve completed the investigation.”
“Sorry. I won’t do it.”
“They know who we are. We don’t know who they are.”
“We know how they operate, anyway. I better than you.”
“I was trained for this job,” she said, her voice hardening.
“I believe my training matches yours,” he said quickly, “even if it has been a bit unorthodox.”
“Blake…”
“I’ll prove it to you.”
“Prove it?”
“Right now, in the gym. Hand to hand.”
“What would that prove?”
“You said it yourself: we don’t know who they are. So you’ll have no more warning than I will. If I can beat you hand to hand, what’s the logic of penning me up?”
She hesitated only an instant. “I’ll meet you in the gym.”
 
Perhaps Blake had played into her hands. The side of her that loved him had its own motivation, for she wished him to survive even if she did not. The side of her that wanted him out of her life, that wanted all things human out of her life, could dispense with him easily. But as she knotted the black belt around the rough cotton of her gi, she knew that she would have to fight him handicapped.
Was he really playing into her hands then? Or was she playing into his?
 
They entered the ship’s tiny circular gym from opposite sides. Sparta was slight, muscular, her sandy blond hair falling straight to her jawbone, where it was chopped off in a practical cut that made no concession to fashion; the bangs above her thick brows were short enough to leave her dark blue eyes unscreened. Blake was a few centimeters taller, with broader shoulders and heavier muscles. His dark auburn hair was as straight and choppy as hers and his green eyes were as steady as hers; his Chinese-Irish face could have been unsettlingly pretty, but it was saved from perfection by a too-wide mouth and a sprinkle of freckles across his straight nose.
They bowed to each other, then straightened.
A heart’s beat … their knees flexed, their hands came up like blades, they began warily to close. Unlike most human fighters, who tend to circle, they came straight on like animals. In combat, neither favored their right or left; any such asymmetries they had failed to train out of themselves would be betrayed only in the extremity.
At two meters distance they reached an imaginary boundary, the edge of the lethal zone. Here each could still take in the other at a glance, from head to foot, from eye to hand. Here neither could reach the other without evident preparation.
But Blake was the one with something to prove; he would have to make the first move. It was quick, a leap and a high wide-legged kick that left him vulnerable. For a flicker of time her inhibition intervened—as he had calculated and hoped.
But his kick missed her jaw.
She would not be reticent again. So quickly was she on him when he landed that he barely escaped with a sideways roll. He regained his balance and shot a hard jab at her belly, but she pivoted and chopped at his neck, connecting only with air.
The battle was truly joined. The minutes stretched to two, then five, then…
 
A shoulder roll across the rough polycanvas floor of the gym brought Sparta bounding to her feet in time to catch Blake’s counterattack; despite a feint to her midriff with his left fist she easily read his intention and brushed aside his right hand as it swung toward her nose, taking his wrist. As she pivoted to take his arm down and past, she indulged in a split-second’s reconsideration and realized that the move had been a setup. Here was the real assault. Just as the fingers of his left hand brushed the lapel of her gi, she let go and somersaulted backward, launching herself with a knee to his hip; his fingers closed on nothing.
Again they rolled away to opposite sides of the little gym. Again they bounced up, panting. Both were pouring sweat, nearing exhaustion. For ten minutes they’d been going at each other with all the strength and guile they could muster. He’d laid an offensive hand on her just once. She’d done little better. The ruddy patch on her cheekbone where he’d caught her with the hard edge of his palm was darkening to a bruise; his bruises, on his ribs and the outside of his left thigh, were invisible under his gi, but they would leave him limping when he cooled down.
Neither of them said a word, but no one seeing the red gleam in Sparta’s eye or the knotted muscles of Blake’s jaw could mistake this for friendly exercise.
It got abruptly unfriendlier when Blake pulled a knife.
In half a second he had hitched up his thick black belt and freed it from where it was strapped to the small of his back. Its diamond-filmed carbon-carbon blade was just long enough to be lethal; standard North Continental Treaty Alliance military issue, it was a useful tool for cutting or stabbing or, in a pinch, for throwing.
He moved toward her, the knife grip snug in his right palm, its leaf-shaped blade pointed at her wishbone.
“Aren’t you taking this … a little far?” she rasped.
“Give up?”
“Don’t make me hurt you,” she warned.
“Words. We’ve been even. Until now.”
Warily he circled, lunged in a feint, recovered before her darting hand could capture his wrist, lunged again and went inside her guard, found himself snared by her leg and had to snap roll out of it, found her diving for him. He faked a retreat and then rolled into her; she overshot.
The tip of the blade ripped the cotton of her gi at waist level. He too had his inhibitions.
Before he could get to his knees she was back on her feet and coming at him. He measured the kick aimed at his head and dodged it, but her bare heel connected with his wrist instead. The knife flew out of his numbed fingers, but he got his other hand on the back of her black belt and allowed her momentum to carry him onto her back as she sprawled. His right hand was useless, but his arm went around her neck and he pulled her chin back with the crook of his elbow.
Not soon enough. One of her legs and one of her arms had escaped his pin and she was twisted sideways under him. He felt the tip of his own knife against his kidney; her long jump had brought it into her hand.
For a moment they lay like that, frozen, two battling carnivores caught in the ice.
“You could have broken my neck,” she whispered.
“Just before I died, maybe,” he said. He slowly relaxed his grip and rolled away from her.
Sparta sat up. She said nothing, but flipped the knife endwise to catch the tip and handed it to him handle first.
“Okay, I didn’t beat you.” As he took the knife he expelled his breath sharply, ballooning his cheeks. “But you didn’t beat me, either. And nobody we’re likely to come up against could be as good as you.”
“You don’t think so?” She put her hands behind her neck and gripped it with knitted fingers, rolling her head to stretch out the kinks. “What if Khalid turns out to be our man after all? You said his training was the same as yours.”
“Up to a point.”
“Maybe beyond it. We don’t know who they are, Blake…”
“Yes, yes. But I’ll hold you to your promise.” He gave her his hand and they helped each other stand. “I’ve proved I can defend myself.”
“At a constant one gee. Mars gravity is a third Earth’s.”
He ignored her sophistry; she didn’t need reminding that she’d never been to Mars either. “I didn’t come all this way to sit in a tourist hotel in Labyrinth City.”
“You’re a civilian consultant, not a Space Board officer.”
“Then I’ll work the case on my own.” He slipped the knife into its scabbard and settled his belt over it. “With your cooperation or without it.”
“I could arrest you for interfering.”
“Forget what a sap that would make of you,” he said hotly, “since it was you that brought me along. Just think about how much time you’ll waste trying to find me after I disappear.”
Sparta said nothing. He had no idea how easy it would be for her to find him, no matter how cleverly he disguised himself, no matter what steps he took to cover his trail. She could follow the touch and smell of him, the warm tracks of him, anywhere he tried to run. That he had fought her to a draw impressed her, for she had fought as hard as was humanly possible. But she did not want him to know how far she was from simply human, or that she had not used against him the abilities that set her apart.
Not that she was stronger or better coordinated than he. Her muscles were smaller and her ordinary nerve impulses were no quicker than his, but this was compensated in the normal way of things by her smaller size and mass, her ability to move the parts of her body faster through space in simple obedience to the laws of physics. Weightlifters are not good gymnasts; sumo wrestlers are not good at karate. But between her and him it was an even match, more even than it might have been.
Things had been done to her brain, among other organs. The natural human brain had evolved to its species-specific state in grasslands and open forests. The ancestors of humans effortlessly performed simultaneous partial differential equations, continually matching and revising trajectories while running alongside fleeing zebras and wildebeests while pelting them with rocks, or swinging from branch to branch, plucking an occasional fruit along the way—and our relatives can still be observed doing it, in the great parks of Africa and the Amazon. We humans retain some of this ability, if only a shadow.
We are very good at throwing things, much better than our nearest relatives, the chimpanzees—good at hurling spears, shooting arrows, aiming guns, playing horseshoes, and so forth. We are almost as good at catching things. Perhaps the most extraordinary demonstration of the human brain’s capacity to compute and match trajectories occurred in the mid-20th century when an athlete named Mays, playing the traditional American game called baseball, positioned himself—while running as fast as he could—beneath a small white horsehide-covered sphere which, struck by an ashwood club, had been lofted into the air some hundreds of feet on an unpredictable parabola. Mays—still running, not turning around, and shortly before colliding with a wall marking the boundary of the playing field—caught the ball as it descended over his left shoulder into his glove.
Probably no natural human before Mays or since could have done that. But Sparta, if the need arose, could do the equivalent. The tiny dense knot of cells that nestled in her forebrain just a little to the side of where the Hindus place the eye of the soul was a processor that integrated trajectories and made many other kinds of calculations faster, far faster, than the brain itself. Had she made use of this knot of cells, had she switched it into her mental circuits, Sparta could have read every move Blake Redfield made before he had well started it; she could have ground his face into the mat ten seconds after their match had begun.
She had stayed human voluntarily and done her best. Which was as good as they naturally come. And Blake had done his best, which was equally good.
“Okay,” she said. “You can work on your own. If you promise to keep in touch.” She didn’t tell him he was right, that he was probably as formidable as anything the enemy could bring against him. And if they were armed, which was likely—well, he would be too.
The look on his face was peculiar. “I promised that already.”
“I know you, Blake,” she said.
He leaned toward her, and as his lips parted there was a softness about his eyes and mouth, an expression almost of longing. But then a ripple of uncertainty crossed his face. His mask hardened. When he spoke he said, “I wish I could say the same.”
 
Still sweating, they rode the cramped elevator to the command deck.
“All this is useless if anybody makes you,” she said.
“Makes me what?”
“Excuse the jargon. Recognizes you on Mars Station, I mean.”
“We’ve gone over this.”
“Equally useless if you don’t make it onto the regular shuttle run. I could commandeer a shuttle if I had to, but you’ve got to make the scheduled run or you’re out of the fight.”
“Give me credit for some brains.”
“I give you credit. I don’t want anything to go wrong.”
“Stop worrying about me.”
She watched him sidelong. “Before I met you, I didn’t worry about anybody but myself.”
“You worried about finding your parents,” he said bluntly.
“Yes.”
“And the others.”
“Yes, Blake, the others. The ones who tried to kill me and who probably killed them.”
“Because that’s why I’m here…” He broke off. When his emotions got the better of him he sometimes forgot that he must always call her Ellen, if he named her at all. When he’d first met her as a child, and throughout the eight years of their growing up together, her name had been Linda. “That’s what all this is about.”
“No, it’s simpler than that. We’re here to solve two murders. We’re here to recover the Martian plaque. That’s all anyone needs to know.”
“I think your bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, blue-eyed Space Board commander knows more already. A lot more.”
She was saved a reply when the elevator door abruptly slid open. “Let’s talk to the captain.”
 
“Through the flush tubes,” said the captain. Her name was Walsh, and she was maybe thirty years old, this veteran cutter pilot—old enough to have gained the experience, young enough to have retained the synapses. “We put you in a bolus bag, flush you into the station’s holding tank; half an hour or so later, somebody fishes you out.”
Blake paled. “You want to flush me into a tank of liquid hydrogen?”
“Deuterium slush, technically speaking.”
“What keeps me from freezing? What do I breathe?”
“That’s all covered. These bolus bags are supposed to be pretty good,” said the captain. “Never had occasion to use one personally.”
“Is there some method a bit more traditional?” Sparta asked quietly.
Walsh shook her close-cropped head. “We know there’ll be spies. Every port crawls with ’em, freelance types mostly. We know some of the spies on Mars Station, and we know they’re onto what you call the traditional methods, Inspector—assuming you mean laundry bags, that kind of stuff.” She shrugged. “Told me before, we could have dumped him on Phobos, picked him off on the next orbit.”
“That’s standard?” Sparta demanded.
The captain grinned up at her. “I just thought of it this minute. Phobos looked pretty good on this approach. Might be worth a try, don’t you think?”
“You’re very resourceful, Captain,” she said.
Walsh relented. “I know it sounds scary, Mr. Redfield, but it works. I can’t guarantee the local busybodies aren’t onto it already, but at least you’re not going to die in there.”
Blake let his breath out slowly. “Thanks for the reassurance.”
“Make sure your bladder’s empty when you climb into the bag. Could be a while.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
Mars Station dominated the sky, its thick blunt cylinder turning against the stars, its axis pointing straight down; from the approaching cutter’s angle the space station looked like a slowly spinning top, balanced on the sharp arc of the planet’s horizon.
Newer and more comfortable than L-5, the first of the giant space settlements which orbited the Earth, but older and simpler than Venus’s Port Hesperus, the crown jewel of colonies, Mars Station was a pragmatic place built from metal and glass that had been smelted from a captured asteroid, its design owing much to the Soviet engineers who had supervised its construction. The station was too close in the cutter’s videoplates for those on board to see anything but the glassy expanse of the cylinder’s starside end—its angled mirrors, its communications masts, its docking bays protruding from the unrotating axle like spokes from a nave.
A ring of ships floated “at anchor” in near space, for docking room was limited. But the Board of Space Control maintained its own high-security locks and had its own ways of moving passengers and cargo on and off its ships. The paid spies and idle watchers who continually lurked about Q sector clustered thicker whenever a Space Board ship arrived.
This time, after the docking tube had slammed shut over the cutter’s main airlock, the watchers saw only one passenger emerge, a slight blond woman in Space Board blues. Inspector Ellen Troy.
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Blake spent two hours cuddled in fetal position inside an overheated black plastic bag with an oxygen mask clamped to his face. As he was beginning to feel the first nibblings of anxiety—do they remember I’m in here?—something punched the side of the bag; a teleoperator arm had gripped it and was drawing it slowly through the deuterium slush in which it was immersed.
Once through the tank’s locking valves, it took Blake several minutes to work himself free of the triply insulated bag. He was getting unseen help from outside. Finally he clambered sweating out of it, leaving it wobbling like a collapsed balloon in the microgravity. Blake found himself hovering inside the Q sector pumping station, surrounded by huge spherical tanks of deuterium and lithium, the precious fuels that powered the Space Board’s fusion-torch ships.
“You are Mr. Redfield,” announced a small, black-haired woman in Space Board uniform, who was studying him with evident distaste. “I am Inspector L. Sharansky.”
Blake nodded at Sharansky, trying to be polite as he glanced curiously at the raw steel walls that surrounded him. The cavernous chamber was festooned with thick garlands of pipe and cable. Clouds of white vapor rolled through the air, condensing from tanks and pipes that flowed with liquid hydrogen. Red and yellow warning lights made the clouds glow and turned the dripping steel room into an antechamber of hell.
He returned his gaze to the inspector. She was definitely unhappy about something; her thick black brows were knitted together in a fearsome scowl.
“Very happy to meet you, Inspector Sharansky,” he said.
“Da,” she said. “These for you.” She thrust a bundle of smelly clothes at him. “Please put them on now.”
He was glad to comply, since he was wearing nothing at all, and if he was in hell, hell felt like it was freezing over.
It occurred to him that Sharansky’s disapproval had to do with confronting a naked man; for all their political progress in the past century, the Soviets had never lost a certain puritanical streak. When he finally finished pulling on the grease-stiffened black pants and heavy black sweatshirt and black boots—no simple task in weightlessness—he oriented himself toward her and tried another smile. “They’ll never see me coming on a moonless night.”
“Is no moonless nights on Mars,” said Sharansky.
“A joke,” he said.
“No joke,” she said, shaking her head vigorously.
“Right,” he said, clearing his throat, “and it’s not funny, either.”
“Is other clothes,” she said, shoving a duffle bag in his direction. He took it without comment and waited for her to make the next move. She consulted her noteplate, then held out a tiny sliver. “Is I.D. sliver and job record. You are Canadian. Your name is Michael Mycroft.”
“No doubt I’m known as Mike,” he said brightly.
“That is correct,” she said, nodding briskly. She continued to consult the noteplate. “You were dismissed from Mars Station Central Administration Bureau of Community Works. You were grade six-point-three-three plumber…”
“Why?”
She glanced up. “Why?”
“Why was I fired?”
She stared at him a moment before she said, “Insubordination.”
He grinned. “I’ll bet you just made that up.”
She colored slightly and bent her head closer to her noteplate, peering as if she were nearsighted. “You want to go home but have not enough credits. No one on Mars Station will hire you. You have only enough credits to get to Mars surface. If you do not get employment there … work shelter for you.” She looked up then, and he suspected that she was perversely satisfied at the prospect of work shelter for him. “Your passage to Labyrinth City is reserved and paid.”
“I don’t know the first thing about plumbing,” Blake said. “Does it have something to do with pipes?”
Sharansky handed him another sliver. “Learn from this. Contains all details of your covering story. Earpiece in shirt pocket. Learn fast, data self-erases in one hour—sliver becomes popular-music library, latest hits. Questions?”
“Uh, no point in asking … just steer me out of here.”
 
Dressed in the greasy coveralls that seemed to be the lot of workers at the bottom of the pile, even in socialist utopias, Blake followed Sharansky’s directions and got himself out of Q sector without being challenged or, he hoped, observed. He had sixteen hours to catch the shuttle at the far end of the station; Sharansky had firmly suggested that he report directly to the planetside shuttle port, but he thought it would be a good idea to become as familiar with Mars Station as he could without drawing attention to himself.
He wasted no time in the starside docking area, where a grade six plumber would have had little to do, but instead headed for the living areas. He rode one of the three wide, slow escalators from the starside hub, the one marked 270 DEGREES in Russian, English, Japanese, and Arabic. He got on the thing weightless, grabbed a moving handrail, found gentle footing after a few dozen meters of descent, and walked off the telescoping steps at the bottom weighing what he would have weighed on Earth.
The ride had taken him down the long slope of faceted glass window-rings that refocused the rays of the distant sun, like the Fresnel lens of a 19th-century lighthouse turned inside out. He moved past built-up terraces where passengers lately arrived from other gravitational environments—Earth’s moon, the asteroids, the surface of Mars, or any long journey through space—could spend time adjusting to heavier gee forces. Blake was already adjusted; most of the cutter’s trip from Earth orbit had been at one gee, the first half accelerating, the second half decelerating.
Mars Station was simple in design but impressive in its sheer size—an entire town curled up inside a kilometer-long cylinder, so that houses and public buildings climbed up the sides and hung down from the opposite wall far overhead. Each narrow street was lined with neat, modest town houses stacked side by side, each with its patch of grass and carefully trimmed trees and flowering shrubs—the whole lot looking like a prosperous Siberian suburb under the long summer’s midnight sun, but rolled up like a map. Sunlight entered the station from the angled reflectors at both ends of the cylinder, and some visitors had likened the effect to living on a planet with two small but rapidly rotating suns.
Mars Station lacked the contrasts of sprawling L-5, lacked that station’s huge farms or its raw-steel industry or the range of its living quarters, from the primitive to the opulent—nor was Mars Station as luxurious or as tasteful as Port Hesperus, with its great garden sphere. But it was home to 50,000 busy souls, half again as many people as lived on the surface of Mars itself.
Blake studied the view a few minutes, matching the reality to the maps he’d been given. The mythical Mike Mycroft had been employed in maintaining water mains and sewers; the datasliver provided by Sharansky included not only instructions on how to fix pipes, but a layout of Mars Station’s water recycling system.
The principles of municipal plumbing were simple enough, and Blake thought he could be persuasive on the subject if the need arose; he was more interested in the feel of everyday life on the station. He set out on a walking tour.
His first stop was on nearby Nevski Place at the base of the escalator, at the residential hotel which was supposedly Mycroft’s last address. Like many of the station’s larger buildings, the two-story hotel was sided and roofed with corrugated iron streaked with a thin wash of black paint; from a distance the effect was surprisingly delicate, almost like that of plaited bamboo.
Blake walked boldly past the front door and then returned to peer into the small lobby. On his first pass he’d seen an old woman in black dozing behind the counter, snoring profoundly. With quick, quiet steps he crossed the asphalt tiling to the narrow stairs. He climbed to the second floor and quickly located what was supposed to have been Mycroft’s room, which faced the building’s facade. He put an ear to its thin painted iron door and heard nothing.
It took him no time to force back the latch bolt, using as a lever the stiff datasliver Sharansky had given him. That act ruined the datasliver, but he’d already absorbed what it had to teach him, and he was not interested in the album of “latest hits” into which it was soon scheduled to transmogrify.
He looked around the closet-sized room with its bunk bed, wall-mounted videoplate, iron desk, and iron chair. It occurred to him that wood is necessarily a rare commodity when the best source of raw materials is a captured asteroid. The wall hooks had nothing hanging from them. It was apparent that the local Space Board office had done their homework—it was the sort of place a lone man like Mycroft would stay, and it appeared recently vacated.
The room had a single open window. Standing at it, Blake could see down into the crowded plaza. The grand escalator was full of people descending and ascending, like angels on Jacob’s ladder. Blake had never been to Russia; the potpourri at the bottom of the staircase reminded him of the tram terminal at the Manhattan end of the Fifty-ninth Street bridge, although here, in one corner of the square, a woman in a red velvet jacket was putting a dancing bear through its paces, and nearby a man was selling not bagels or franks but hot piroshkis from a wagon.
He leaned forward and peered out the window. From this angle—or to someone lying on the room’s bottom bunk—the window gave a view of the huge glass rings at the starside end of the cylinder. The angle of the prisms which filled the circular “sky” had gradually adjusted so that now the incoming sunlight was halved; the blue street lights surrounding the plaza had begun to glow, and a stage-managed twilight was about to close upon the station.
Station time had been arranged to correspond to time at the prime meridian on Mars; because the normal Martian day, or sol, was twenty-four hours, thirty-nine minutes, and 35.208 seconds long, humans adjusted happily to the diurnal rhythms of Mars.
On Nevski Place, opposite his hotel window, there was a restaurant; the leafy ornamental trees of its “outdoor” patio were strung with festive colored bulbs that spelled out its name in several languages: Nevski Garden. The aroma of grilled sausages wafted to Blake, and he realized that not only was it the local dinner hour, but he had not eaten since gulping a prepackaged high-carbohydrate snack on the cutter, more than five hours ago. Surely Mike Mycroft would have been a frequent patron of that attractive place.
Then Blake noticed something else. Two men and a woman had stopped still in the crowd that swirled in front of the Nevski Garden and all three were staring up at him. One of the men pointed, and his shout carried easily across the bustle of the crowd to Blake’s ears.
“It’s him!”
The men and the woman started pushing their way through the crowd toward the hotel, shoving people out of their way, breaking into a run when spaces opened before them.
Blake jerked away from the window. What was going on? Three people were coming after him and they looked mad.
There were only two ways out that he’d noticed, the main stairs up which he’d come and the fire escape at the end of the hall. From half a block away it’s hard to make subtle judgments about people you’ve never met, but he doubted that his pursuers were stupid, even if they were making a big mistake. They surely would split up to cover both his escape routes.
That was about all the thought he had time for. He looked out the window again. The three weren’t in sight. A couple of them were probably already inside and coming up the stairs.
He threw the sash all the way up and climbed onto the windowsill. He stood there a moment looking up—the eaves were wide—and then down. He would survive a jump to the plaza below, but he could easily break an ankle. He turned around on the sill, facing the inside. Carefully he balanced himself, extending his arms and bending his knees like a diver on the edge of a high platform preparing to do a back flip. He let himself fall back—
—and a fraction of a second later jumped with all his strength.
He got his hands on the edge of the eaves. The corrugated iron dug into his palms, but he hardly noticed. He swung once, twice, his body straight as a pendulum, then up, thrusting his upper torso flat across the roof—the pitch was gentle, to match the programmed rains—and he got his right knee up, then his left, and he was on the roof and running.
He ran to the opposite end of the building, hoping to find another fire escape. No luck. There were no alleys in all of Mars Station; the sort of business that went on at the back doors of buildings on Earth—deliveries, recycling, and the like—was handled in the station’s sublevels, and most buildings were widely separated. Blake saw no neighboring roofs within handy jumping distance.
In the garden behind the hotel—an L-shaped patch of grass defined by the back of the hotel and two apartment buildings—an exhaust stack thrust up from the sublevels. With luck, he could leap across to the ladder rungs on the side of the stack. He hurled himself across three meters of plain air and hit the stack hard, slipped on a rung, wrenched his shoulder, and banged his ear against the side of the stack—
—but he was still mobile enough to climb down.
His feet hit ground level just as the two men tumbled through the back door of the hotel. For a second they all stared at each other. Then the men rushed him.
Blake was cornered in the little garden, hemmed in by walls of corrugated iron. The men—young, lean, hard, curiously slender—set on him with flailing fists. They had more enthusiasm than style. “Dirty scab,” one of them hissed, just before Blake discouraged his ardor with a savage kick to the groin.
That one was down, writhing in pained surprise on the ground, but the other man was a little quicker, a little warier. Blake easily parried a couple of his vigorous light-handed blows, but—feeling an awkward wrench in his shoulder from his slip on the ladder—fumbled the counterattack. Still Blake managed to roll out of the clench. He dashed for the corner of the hotel, hoping to reach the crowded plaza beyond.
From above, two booted feet slammed into his wounded shoulder—the woman, the third member of the trio, had climbed up the fire escape ladder but had turned around when she realized he’d gotten past her, getting back down in time to jump him as he ran under her—and he went sprawling under her weight. Blake’s bad landing slowed him, and he was on his knees when the woman kicked him again, her boot connecting with his ribs beneath his upraised left arm. She was strong for a skinny gal! He caught the shadow of the two men out of the corner of his eye and tried to hurl himself away, but he was too late; he was hit from behind by something blunt and heavy.
For a second—or maybe a minute, or maybe more—everything was black with whirling purple splotches. When Blake opened his eyes, the woman was walking away, looking back at him with undisguised venom, her pale complexion flushed and her brown hair streaked with sweat, but showing no apparent inclination to continue the fight. Behind her stumbled the two men, equally angry but oddly subdued. The one Blake had kicked was trying to disguise his limp; he spat on the ground in front of Blake as he passed, but said nothing.
“You are all right?” The man helping him sit up had a huge square face, chiseled in flat strokes as if it were a sculptor’s rough wooden model, deeply lined around his mouth and nose. He was wearing loose blue coveralls that like Blake’s might have been washed once within the past year or so.
“What … oww!” A searing pain shot through Blake’s side as he turned to look at the sullen trio, now arguing loudly among themselves as they disappeared into the crowd.
“You are sure you are not hurt?”
“Not really, just bruised,” said Blake, gingerly feeling his ribs. The bruises were psychological, too. After his bravado performance in the gym against Ellen, he’d flunked his first real test and had needed rescue by a stranger. “Thanks for helping.” He lifted himself slowly to his feet.
“Yevgeny Rostov,” said the man, thrusting out a callused and grease-blackened hand. “I convince them they make big mistake.”
“Mike… Mycroft,” Blake said, holding out his own right hand, suddenly conscious of how badly it matched his cover. Not that it was a soft hand—Blake exercised himself by climbing rocks, among other pursuits—but neither was it a plumber’s hand. Blake’s ordinary work, which he had not paid much attention to of late, was with rare books and manuscripts. Dusty work, not greasy work. “Who did they think I was? Who are they?”
“They are from Mars, like me. They think you are man living in that hotel room last week, but I stay in that hotel and I tell them nyet, that room is empty two days now, you are not him.”
“I wonder what he did to get them upset?”
“Something bad, who knows?” Yevgeny shrugged expressively. “You come with me, Mike. You don’t need clinic, maybe, but you need to restore your strength.”
 
A few minutes later Blake and his savior were seated under a gnarled Russian olive at one of the Nevski Garden’s outdoor tables, anticipating the arrival of a platter of the sausage of the day. The waiter slid a couple of foaming mugs of black beer onto the zinc tabletop and Yevgeny nodded at him, which was apparently good enough to settle the bill.
“Thanks. Next round’s on me,” said Blake.
Yevgeny raised his mug. “Tovarishch,” he growled.
“Comrade.” Blake raised his own. He sipped tentatively at the opaque brew and found its flavor strong but not unpleasant.
In the busy plaza nearby, most people were hurrying home for the night. A few poor souls, possibly including a grade six plumber or two, were trudging to their night jobs. The inhabitants of Mars Station were less flamboyant than the hothouse crowd on Venus’s Port Hesperus, their clothes and hairstyles tending toward the sensibly dull—more overalls than shorts and miniskirts—but the racial and social mix was what Blake was beginning to think of as typical of space, mostly Euro-Americans, Japanese, and Chinese, with some Arabs. Most people were young to middle-aged; there were only a few children and first-generation oldsters in evidence. But Blake knew he shouldn’t generalize from his brief experience. Besides Port Hesperus, he had visited only Farside Base on the moon, and that briefly, and there were many other colonies in space, farther from the sun, where the odor of vegetable curry was more prominent than the odor of grilled meat.
“You are new to Mars Station,” Yevgeny said.
“Passing through. Going to Lab City on tomorrow’s shuttle,” said Blake, thinking that perhaps he should have taken Inspector Sharansky’s advice and gone to the shuttle dock right away.
“Thought I might take a hotel room for the night, but they ask a lot here. For what you get, I mean.”
Yevgeny’s thick brows lifted above his deep-set black eyes. “Not tourist, I think.”
“No, looking for work.”
“What kind of work?”
“What kind you got?” Blake said with a shrug. He didn’t want to be too mysterious, but he hoped he could curb Yevgeny’s bold curiosity.
The waiter arrived with their dinners. Blake sliced into a crisp brown sausage with enthusiasm as Yevgeny stabbed his and raised it whole toward his mouth. After a few minutes of relative silence Yevgeny emitted a satisfied belch. Blake said, “Good food.”
“Pig that went into it raised here on Mars Station. Pigs are efficient. Garbage in, protein out.”
“As efficient as the engineered food molds?”
Yevgeny shrugged. “You don’t look like vegetarian to me.”
Mike grinned and wiped the last drop of fat from his chin, reflecting that maybe a plumber’s life on Mars Station wasn’t all that bad. Already his stressed muscles were beginning to relax.
A woman came out of the restaurant and sat at a table in the shadows beneath the wide eaves: Ellen, looking slim and confident—and, Blake couldn’t help thinking, beautiful—studying a portable flatscreen. She was wearing her blue Space Board uniform. He stared at her a second longer than he should have, but she betrayed nothing.
Yevgeny was watching him. By now the fractured sun had disappeared from the glass sky, and the big man’s swarthy features were illuminated only by the colorful glow from the strings of decorative bulbs. “Personal history not important, only social history,” said Yevgeny with heavy affability, his eyes flickering toward Sparta, the cop in the shadows.
“Her? I’m not running from the cops, if that’s what you mean.”
“There is great socialist work to be done on Mars.”
“The terraforming?”
“Da. Two centuries, maybe sooner, people will walk outside without pressure suits, breathe good air. Then water will flow on surface. Beside canals will be green fields, like in fantasies of 20th century.”
“Big job,” said Blake.
“Plenty to do. You find work without trouble, Mike.”
“You said you live there?”
“But do liaison work here, for Pipeline Workers Guild. Guild workers employed by capitalist corporation, Noble Water Works Inc., employed by socialist government of Mars, prime agent of consortium of North Continental Treaty Alliance and Azure Dragon Mutual Prosperity Endeavor under charter from Council of Worlds.” Yevgeny grunted. “In spare time am student of history. Is necessary.”
“You’ll be up here a while, I guess,” Blake said hopefully.
“Going back tomorrow on Mars Cricket, same shuttle as you.” Yevgeny lifted his mug and downed the bottom half of its contents with a series of muscular swallows. When he slammed the mug down on the tabletop again he said, “You stay by me, I introduce you around Lab City. Make sure you find work without trouble.”
“That’s great,” said Blake, cursing himself. Blake, not much of a drinker, took a sip from his mug and tried to look enthusiastic. He knew now that he should have taken Sharansky’s advice and kept out of sight. Unless he could find a graceful way of detaching himself from this insistently friendly character, he would arrive on Mars with his cover blown in advance.
“You know any women here, tovarishch?” Yevgeny asked. One woolly eyebrow arched lasciviously as he slowly swiveled his great head to watch the women passing in the plaza. He returned his gaze to Blake, and his expression sagged. “Is foolish question. I introduce you around Mars Station. Maybe you meet somebody you like, don’t need hotel tonight. Now drink your beer, is good for you, plenty proteins.” Yevgeny belched heartily. “Must keep in condition. Easy to go soft, on Mars.”
 
Among the craft clustered at the station’s planetside docking hub was a sleek executive spaceplane, the Kestrel, flagship of Noble Water Works Inc. In the little head just forward of the tiny four-couch cabin, the Kestrel’s pilot was peering intently at his reflection in the mirror, using small tweezers to pluck at the fine hairs of his pale eyebrows. He was a pleasant-looking fellow whose round face was covered with confetti-sized freckles; his bright orange hair nestled in tight curls against his skull.
A warning bell sounded. The pilot reinserted the tweezers into a slot in the handle of his penknife, straightened the knot of his orange wool tie, and turned away from the mirror.
He pulled himself effortlessly through the cabin to the airlock aft and checked its panel lights. “Pressure’s fine, Mr. Noble. I’m opening up.”
“About time,” came the answering voice on the comm speaker. “I catch you in the head again?”
“Things to do forward, sir.” The pilot spun the wheel and pulled the hatch open. He floated back toward the nose of the plane as Noble emerged from the airlock. Noble sealed the airlock and followed the pilot toward the flight deck.
Noble slipped off the jacket of his dark pin-striped suit and secured it in the locker opposite the head. As the pilot strapped himself into the left seat, Noble climbed into the right. Noble was a square-built man with a sandy crewcut, his handsome face made rugged by wrinkles he’d acquired in two decades of drilling and construction on Mars.
“Did the meeting go well, sir?” The pilot, without prompting, was already running the prelaunch check.
“Yes, the laser drills and the truck parts will be offloaded today and come down to us on tomorrow’s freight shuttle. The textiles and organics will have to go bonded through customs. Should be three days or so.”
“That’s not crowding the launch window?”
“No, it’s not. It’s precision timing. Rupert assures me Doradus will be loaded and cleared for launch on schedule.”
“Well, sir, no problem then.”
“No problem.” Noble rearranged his silk tie under the harness. “By the way, the Space Board investigator is here. Quick trip.”
“I saw the cutter starside as we came in.”
“Aren’t you curious?”
“Should I be?”
“She’s famous. Getting to be their star. Let’s see”—he ticked off the examples on his fingers—“solved the Star Queen case. Got Forster and Merck off Venus. Saved Farside Base.” Noble raised an eyebrow. “Maybe the Martian plaque will be next.”
The look on the pilot’s face was curiously mixed: part pleasure, part something else. “Ellen Troy?”
“Right first time.”
The pilot nodded and resumed his flight check. “If you’re all set for launch, sir, I’ll notify traffic control.”
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The gossamer Martian atmosphere extends much farther into space than does the air near gravid Earth; the wind began to whistle over the wings of the Mars Cricket soon after the shuttle left Mars Station, falling planetward. It would not stop even when the shuttle rolled to a halt on the ground, for on Mars the wind is eternal.
After what seemed a too-short trip the shuttle’s tires walloped fused sand and the craft slid unimpeded across the desert floor. Sparta bent her head to peer out the tiny oval window for a first close-up peek at the landscape of Mars.
Nearby, it was an astonishing blur.
Spaceplanes and shuttles land hot on Mars. Supersonic aircraft must be wedge shaped, and even with swing-wings forward they stall easily in the thin atmosphere, despite the low gravity. So runways are narrow lines across the red sands, thirty kilometers long and aligned with the prevailing winds, with ranks of barrier nets across their ends.
Farther from the blurred runway Sparta could resolve a plain of shifting dunes stretching to the base of distant bluffs. The banded bluffs were steep and high and everywhere in shadow, except to the east, where only their tops were in sunlight; their line stretched across the horizon, glowing vibrant gold at their ragged crests, deepening to royal purple in the open shadows below. At this longitude evening was approaching, and the twilight sky was a peculiar shade of burnt orange in which pale stars were already twinkling.
Minutes passed, until at last the shuttle perceptibly slowed its headlong rush, finally braking to a smooth stop well before it needed a barrier, letting its pointed snout droop toward the ground. Its wings, carbon black when cool, still glowed orange in the Martian twilight.
A ground tractor fetched the shuttle from the runway and towed it slowly toward a distant cluster of low buildings. The freshening breeze blew wisps of pink sand across the taxiway. Except for blue runway lights and the distant green gleam of the passenger terminal, there was no hint of life in the dusty expanse. Then Sparta caught sight of figures moving across the sand, people wearing brown pressure suits, hunched against the wind. She had no idea what their business was, but in their postures she read the cold, and she shivered.
 
Inside the terminal the air was warm. She stepped lightly from the docking tube; she weighed no more than forty pounds, and here she was strong enough to lift a desk or jump all the way across the little terminal building, which was no bigger than an ordinary magneplane station on Earth.
The building was oddly charming: it was a long barrel vault of green glass, improbably arched, its interior surface cast in intricately slick and watery designs, its streamlined outer surface polished by the wind. Iron-rich green glass was a favored building material on Mars, and low gravity permitted virtuoso feats of architecture. Unlike brick, which needs water for its manufacture (much less cement, which needs quantities of fossil sea creatures as well), glass requires only sand and solar energy. Even a little thickness of glass screened the ubiquitous ultraviolet radiation that impinged on the Martian surface. Thus an entire Martian style had arisen, an oddly light and delicate style for a frontier culture.
Sparta did not linger to admire the terminal building’s miniature glass cathedral. She stayed just long enough to watch Blake and his big, boisterous new friend Rostov walk off in the direction of the shuttleport hive. They’d climbed aboard the Mars Cricket showing every sign of intoxication; while the Russian was belting out a soldier’s colorful drinking song, Blake had been imitating a balalaika—or so his thrummy-drumm-drumm noises were intended, as he’d loudly announced to the passengers.
Most unlike Blake. He wasn’t a drinking man.
Shortly after she’d spotted them at the Nevski Garden, datalink access had identified Rostov and provided her with his resume. Yevgeny Rostov was a high-level operative in the Interplanetary Socialist Workers Party, currently the business manager of the Pipeline Workers Guild, Mars local 776. Sparta wondered how Blake had managed to make such an interesting connection in so short a time.
Unless Rostov, not Blake, had made the connection…
Given that Blake’s cover had made him out to be virtually indigent, the shuttleport hive was the only place for him. Sparta, traveling expenses paid, had a reservation at the Mars Interplanetary Hotel. She grinned. Too bad for Blake, but he was the one who’d wanted to work underground.
Among the two dozen shuttle passengers were a few businessmen and engineers, but most were gaudily coiffed and coutured tourists of the type who could afford the money and time required for a grand tour of the planets. Sparta followed the pack past the exchange desk to the luggage chutes. “Direct transportation to Mars Interplanetary Hotel! Premier accommodations on Mars! Visit Phoenix Lounge! Best view of spectacular natural wonders and entertainment nightly…!”
A robot trolley squatted in the mouth of the main corridor, a jolly pink light revolving on the mast above its open seats, its voicer squeaking: “Visit Ophir Room! Lavish gourmet fare! Swim in largest expanse of open water on Mars! Only three thousand dollars per night, per person, double occupancy! World Express and major bank slivers accepted! Limited number of rooms available to late registrants…” by which the trolley meant that the hotel wasn’t full.
The trolley repeated its spiel in Russian, Japanese, and Arabic while fumbling tourists climbed aboard. Sparta was in no hurry to arrive at the hotel. She stood by watching as the loaded robot vehicle trundled off down the slanting corridor on its rubber tires. She shouldered her duffle bag and began walking slowly along the underground corridor.
She went through two pressure locks and arrived at a curving slab of dark glass in the wall. Overhead, the shuttleport runway ended in a cliff. The corridor through which she was walking had brought her through a short tunnel to the side of that cliff—and what she saw through the clear glass of the vista point was so beautiful it brought tears to her eyes.
What she saw was the standard holocard picture of Labyrinth City, set in a tiny corner of the Labyrinth. Like any famous view, the local residents took it for granted and, in fairness, anyone no matter how aesthetically responsive would sooner or later have filed the view with the familiar—that was human nature. But at this moment it was new to Sparta.
She wiped her eyes, angry at the stab of emotion that left her feeling vulnerable. Why does a person cry, confronted with unexpected beauty? Because sudden beauty is a reminder of what we believe we have lost, whether or not we ever really had it. At least we had—before our lives got too far down the line—the potential. Here Sparta was presented with a glimpse of paradise, a perfect world that once was or might have been, but now never would be.
Overhead, Phobos was moving against the stars as slowly as if in a processional. That close dark moon was no wider than a fourth the width of Earth’s moon seen from Earth, but for all its inherent blackness it was a beacon in the Martian sky. And even at its slow pace Phobos was a hustler, orbiting Mars once every seven and a half hours, rising twice each day in the west and setting in the east.
Beneath Phobos the Labyrinth’s great mesas stood up steeply out of canyons so deep their bottoms were lost in shadow. On the far western rimrock, beyond a thousand baroque spires, a dust storm raged; spikes of lightning stabbed out of its rolling black clouds.
Natural spectacle was not the only thing that had arrested Sparta. Against the shoulder of the nearest mesa a frozen torrent of softly glowing green glass spilled toward the canyon’s gathering shadows: Labyrinth City itself. At the head of the glass cascade were the principal buildings—the Town Hall, the local Council of Worlds executive building, the sprawling Mars Interplanetary Hotel—wind sheltered by a soaring arch of sandstone that would have swallowed all the Anasazi cliff dwellings of Mesa Verde. Below the great stone arch, arranged in precipitous terraces, were the town’s shops and houses, trailing off somewhere below in hydroponic farms and livestock barns. Bottommost, glowing brighter than the town above it, was the sewage processing plant.
Sparta lingered long enough to match the sight of the Labyrinth and the city to the maps she had stored in her memory, and then turned away from the vista point and started the curving walk to the center of town.
Noctis Labyrinthus, the Labyrinth of Night, was a huge, chaotic patch of badlands—only a fraction of which was visible from any vista point—carved out millions of years ago by the catastrophic melting of subsurface permafrost. Before explorers had landed on the surface of Mars it wasn’t known whether the heat needed to form the Labyrinth had been generated by the impact of a giant meteorite, by a vast volcanic outburst, or by some other mechanism. Whatever had melted the ice, the resulting torrents had flowed northward and eastward in flash floods as great as any in the history of the solar system, into the rift valley of the Valles Marineris, where they had helped sculpt the fantastic cliffs and hanging valleys of the biggest canyon on any of the known worlds—four times deeper than North America’s Grand Canyon, longer than North America is wide.
When the first explorers reached the Labyrinth, they confirmed that it had formed not as the result of an instantaneous event but over tens of thousands of years—instantaneous by geological standards, perhaps, but not in terms of human life. Mars was still geologically active; deep down, and occasionally at its surface, the planet’s volcanic fires still burned. Vulcanism was more common on Mars than 20th century planetologists had suspected. The first active volcano on Mars was sighted within a year of the establishment of a permanent observation base on Phobos.
The Labyrinth’s volcanic heyday was over, and today it was stabler than other regions of the planet. The cliffs were still rich in water ice, which here and there lay exposed in layers. The site included some of Mars’s most spectacular scenery and was only five degrees south of its equator, which made shuttle landings and takeoffs convenient and fuel conservative. Even the temperature was balmy—for Mars. Throughout its short history Labyrinth City had grown simultaneously as a scientific and administrative base and as a tourist attraction.
A fifteen-minute walk brought Sparta through the municipal tubes to the grandiose lobby of the Mars Interplanetary Hotel.
Sparta’s only luggage was the carefully packed duffle bag that rested lightly on her shoulder. Her instinct was to resist the bellgirl who reached for it as she approached the desk, but the social awareness in which she’d been trained, although she’d never felt it a part of her nature, reminded her that the Mars Interplanetary wasn’t exactly a youth hostel. She surrendered the duffle without resistance.
She had not been at the desk half a minute when a man approached; disguising her wariness, she turned calmly toward him as he came too close, pushing into her personal space. His blond hair was cut very short and he had skin of the peculiar burnt-orange color that comes from addiction to a tanning machine. His transparent eyebrows were lifted in a smile over his watery blue eyes, and all his yellow teeth were exposed. Sparta noted the wide gap between his upper incisors. He needed work.
He leaned even closer. “You are Inspector Troy?”
She nodded. Sparta needed no heightened perception to smell the rademas heavy on his breath. It was a common addictive stimulant.
“Please allow me to introduce myself. I am Wolfgang Prott, the manager of our Mars Interplanetary Hotel here.” Prott was a tall man, wearing a shiny suit of some silklike fabric—not real, which would have been worth a fortune—a suit that was expensive enough to border on the flashy. “Please call me Wolfy, everyone does, and it would be odd if you did not.” He held out his right hand.
His W’s were V’s, and as she took his moist hand she asked, mocking his thick Swiss-German accent, “Did you say Volfy? Or Wolfy?”
“Volfy or Volfy, it’s all the same to me,” he replied, resolutely cheerful.
Sparta wondered why she’d been rude. She was not habitually sarcastic, not the sort to dislike people at a glance.
“I am here to extend my personal and most hearty welcome,” Prott continued, pushing on. “May I present you, as a distinguished guest, with this brochure explaining the particular luxurious advantages of our establishment?” He released her hand and at the same moment thrust a folder of press releases and publicity holos into it. “And I hope you will now join me in our lovely Phoenix Lounge so that we may enjoy drinks on the house and listen to the enchanting Kathy at the keyboards.”
“Thank you but no, Mr. Prott,” she said firmly. The enchanting Kathy? The man talked like a recorded advertisement, like the hotel’s robot trolley. She realized that she was responding to more than one layer of phoniness in Prott—some layers were deliberate; others seemed compulsive, perhaps psychotic. “I will contact you later to arrange an appointment.”
He seemed unfazed by her rejection. “I understand, you are tired from your trip, you have many important business matters to attend to”—making all the polite excuses for her that she had not bothered to make for herself—“and this is not the most proper time, but soon, and meanwhile be assured that our entire most efficient and friendly staff is at your disposal, and now you will excuse me, I regret that my own pressing business calls me away.” With that rush of words he retreated, smiling fixedly, calling out one final, “What a pleasure to meet you!” as he disappeared into the echoing depths of the hotel lobby.
Sparta turned back to the desk clerk. The clerk—who doubtless had signaled her arrival to his boss—returned her gaze without the slightest suggestion of humor.
 
Her hotel room was discreetly lit and cool, featuring polished glass and slabs of picture sandstone. Glass, lava, petrified dust: the bounty of Mars…
She fumbled with a bundle of the local paper and put some of it into the discreetly upturned palm of the bellgirl, who promptly left.
The message diode on the bedside phonelink was blinking redly. She addressed the link verbally as she stripped off her uniform jacket. “Message-board, this is Ellen Troy. You have a message for me?”
“Just a moment…” The voice was that of a human clerk, not a robot. “Yes, Inspector Troy. Would you prefer a direct feed?”
“No. Read it, please.” Why not? The staff and who knows who else had doubtless read it already.
“Dr. Khalid Sayeed of the Mars Terraforming Project called to ask if you would allow him to take you to lunch tomorrow at the Ophir Room. He will meet you at noon, if that is convenient for you. If not, his commlink access is…”
“Never mind.” She knew Sayeed’s commlink number. “Thank you,” she said and keyed off. She went to the window and pulled back the drapes. Rather than the wild and austere beauty of the Labyrinth, she was looking down into a stone atrium, a forest of leggy potted palms and spidery ficus trees and, as advertised, the largest open expanse of water on Mars, the hotel’s Olympic-sized swimming pool. The “lavish gourmet fare” of the Ophir Room was evidently served at poolside.
She studied her reflection in the room’s window. Interesting. First Wolfgang Prott and now Khalid Sayeed. Neither of them knew, or should know, who Ellen Troy was, other than a Space Board inspector.
As manager of the hotel, Prott at least had an excuse—but why would Khalid put himself forward? Would Khalid be coming boldly forward to extend a greeting to the detective who’d been sent from Earth to determine his role, if any, in the disappearance of the Martian plaque and the murders of two men?
Or did Khalid know that Ellen Troy’s name had once been Linda? No one alive knew that, except Blake—and some few others among the prophetae of the Free Spirit.
 
The spaceport hive was what hives are, a stack of steel honeycomb compartments, each outfitted with a hard bed, enough shelf space to fold your clothes, and an overhead videoplate you could watch while lying on your back. Blake had no intention of spending time there. After he said goodbye to Yevgeny he started prowling.
The shuttleport turned out to be a livelier place than he’d expected. The marshaling yards and motor depots for the big trucks that drove the Tharsis highway were here. This was where they transferred the off-planet goods from the freight shuttles to the truck caravans—tools and machinery, sheet metal and plastic pipe, shoes and clothes and food and medicine and all the other necessities that weren’t produced on Mars. Warehouses and commissaries and shops and fuel depots were here, and barracks for workers and researchers and half the population of Labyrinth City, in fact, who referred to the glass houses on the cliffside as the “showcase.”
If the transients who passed through the hive had little to entertain them besides the canned viddies on their ’plates, the locals had a hangout they didn’t talk about much with strangers. Yevgeny had told Blake where to find it. Trudging through the drifted sand between the half-buried hangars and warehouses, Blake had been walking head down into a forty-knot breeze, and he almost missed the long narrow shed tacked onto the back of a spaceplane hangar.
A yellow spotlight illuminated a torn-off scrap of titanium aluminide which hung over the pressure-lock door, a chunk of metal only an expert could recognize as part of a rocketplane’s vertical stabilizer, with a name sintered onto the metal in black carbon script: My Pain.
The name of the place was officially the Park-Your-Pain, but Yevgeny said everybody called it Porkypine, or just ’Pine.
Blake pushed through into the lock, waited for the green, and opened the inner doors. He slung his helmet back. The unique atmosphere of the place hit him in the head, a really special stink compounded of rademas, tobacco smoke, perfume, spilled beer, pressure-suit sweat, disinfectant. The noise was at rocket-test-stand level, and this was still early in the week; the synthekord was programmed for a melody like the anguished shriek of a shuttle disintegrating in the upper atmosphere, supported by a complex basso that sought to suggest the sound of the first moments after the Big Bang. No lyrics, though. Pure introspection.
Blue runway lights lit the place, helped out by a dozen surplus videoplates tuned to rolling color bars; it would have been a lot darker if the walls hadn’t been sheathed in stainless steel and slagglass. The burnt-out steel casings of penetrator rockets and spent RATO bottles hung from the ceiling.
Getting from the door to the bar was fun too, sort of the way rugby is fun. Blake wished he were invisible, but every eye in the house was staring at him. He moved as cautiously as he could, inching toward the bar. He didn’t want to bump anybody’s beer bottle too hard, and he didn’t want to brush against any of the local women at the wrong angle—even when they looked at him the way they did. One set of problems at a time.
He made it to sanctuary. “Let me have a Pilsner,” he said to the barman, whose bald scarred head had suffered at least as much damage as the torn rocketplane fin outside—in the same wreck, maybe? Well if the wreckage had anything to do with the name of the place and the fact that the owner was supposed to be a retired pilot, this guy behind the bar was so crazy-mad-looking Blake was not about to ask.
When he got his beer he tried to find a corner where he could stand out of the flow of the crowd. He kept his elbows in and his beer at chest level.
Yevgeny was supposed to meet him, having promised to do a bit of job scouting for him. Blake wasn’t really all that eager to get a job, but he’d just recognized three faces, the two men and the woman from Nevski Place who’d jumped him, and he wished Yevgeny would hurry. He didn’t want to have to repeat his flimsy story again. He’d dribbled out bits of the plumber business here and there, although he’d been forced to improvise, shifting the background of his employment from Mars Station to Port Hesperus.
He moved along the bar, waiting for something to happen. The men closest to him were yelling at each other over the music.
“…bust the PWG. They think they can make it bad enough to make us walk.”
“What good does that do ’em?”
“When we get hungry they invite the STW in. We have to sign or starve.” The speaker’s creased and sun-blackened face seemed to belong on a much bigger man, but this was a long-time resident of Mars, with the light build of an old-timer.
His pale opponent still wore a lot of extra one-gee fat. “Noble’s never gonna talk to those crooks in the STW. His ass is too tight.”
“Noble’s not the saint you think he is,” a third guy put in.
“I didn’t say he was a saint, I said…”
“Noble’s the biggest capitalist on the planet. He doesn’t give a damn about the PWG or the STW. He’s out to bust the MTP.”
“That’s the dumbest theory I every heard…”
The beery debaters confirmed what Blake had already picked up in a couple of hours of scrounging around the shuttleport. The local Pipeline Workers Guild was under siege; the huge Space Transportation Workers union, one of the first workers’ consortiums to extend its influence beyond Earth, was trying to swallow it up. According to some barstool analysts, the entrepreneurs who ran the private businesses on Mars wouldn’t mind seeing the PWG, tinged as it was by old-style syndicalism, broken once and for all, even if that meant cutting a deal with the corrupt STW. Others claimed that the real aim of laissez-faire capitalists like Noble was to undermine the Mars Terraforming Project—of which Noble himself was a board member.
“What’s a waterworks for?” The pale one was pressing his case. “It’s for people. For houses, industry, development. And who’s stopping development? The MTP…”
“Man, have you got it backwards! The project is developing the whole planet … the project is contracting with Noble for the pipeline! So what would he have to gain…?”
“That kind of development is too real. The MTP measures development in centuries—and meanwhile don’t disturb the fossils, all that crap. Look, friend, they say capital accumulates in the long term. Maybe, but where it comes from in the first place is short-term scams. What Noble and the rest of the honkers are looking for is a land rush…”
Too much political theory in the absence of fact made Blake’s head spin. He sidled further along the bar and tuned in another high-volume conversation.
“…a coupla’ months ago they got a case of cyclines. Last month half a metric tonne of copper wire…”
“Merde…”
“You’re not kidding. And a week before that, a crate of survey rockets.”
“Penetrators?” The questioner was a tiny brunette whose brown hair fell in straight bangs to her heavy brows.
“Three to a crate.” Her friend was a tall sandy blonde whose eyes shifted to catch Blakes’s.
“That’s in my department. How come I never heard that?” the brunette demanded.
“Nobody reported it. I came across it in manifests and my supervisor said to keep my mouth shut. I think the company wants to keep it quiet.”
“Why?”
“So other people don’t get ideas, I guess.” The blonde studied Blake while sucking her beer and, in a gesture that was at once crude and oddly delicate, wiped her mouth with her thumb.
“Who’s doing it?” The brunette was persistent. “I mean, what would you want with a crate of penetrators?”
“Depends on how desperate I was,” the blonde said, still watching Blake—
—who decided it would be a good idea to sidle back the way he’d just sidled from.
“Mike! Mike Mycroft! Tovarishch!” Yevgeny’s baritone cut through the shouting and the whistle and mud of the synthekord music, and for an instant Blake saw every eye in the house flicking his way again.
So much for establishing an identity.
He grinned as Yevgeny plowed toward him. He hadn’t figured out exactly what Yevgeny did for the union, but it was something important: a path was opening before him through the packed bodies. The big man had his right arm around a slender woman’s shoulders and was crushing her affectionately against his ribs. “Look who I brought to see you,” Yevgeny roared, with a wink that would have done credit to Long John Silver. “Lydia, here is my good friend I have been telling you about so much…”
Big brown eyes, bold eyebrows, high cheekbones and a generous mouth, long blond hair tied in a practical knot at the nape of her neck—what was that name again?
“Mike, here is Lydia Zeromski, whose praises you have been hearing from me. We are lucky to have her with us. She is to leave tomorrow, but had delay. She will be gone soon, though.”
Actually Yevgeny had mentioned Lydia Zeromski once, while reeling off a list of currently unattached women he should keep an eye out for, but Blake knew very well who she was.
He went along with the gag. “Nice to meet you.” He smiled his most charming smile at Lydia and got back a stare that went straight to the back of his head.
“Sure,” she said, shifting her penetrating gaze to look past him at the wall.
From Ellen’s files, Blake knew that the man Lydia had supposedly been in love with was one of the victims who had been murdered two weeks earlier. It was a bit early to expect her to have recovered her cheerful disposition—even if she’d killed him herself.
“Mike, very best of news,” Yevgeny said, turning back from the bar with two sweating beer bottles in his wide hands. He handed one to Lydia. “Mm,” he said to Blake, meaning wait, and poured half of the other down his throat. “Ahh … news! You have job, my friend!”
“I have job … a job?”
“Grade eight mechanic, at pipeline head. Even though you are not of our union, I was able to arrange you to enter at appropriate level.”
“Yevgeny, not that I’m not grateful, but I’m already a grade six plumber. A grade eight mechanic’s a swabber, a gofer…”
“Be glad you don’t have to enter as apprentice, tovarishch, according to strict interpretation of bylaws. Also, because I pull strings, no written exam for you. Start day after tomorrow.”
“Day after tomorrow!?”
“Report eight in the morning at waterworks motor pool. Crummy leaves for Tharsis at eight-thirty sharp.”
Blake stared at the big grinning Russian for several seconds before he found his voice. “What’s a crummy?” he croaked.
“Personnel carrier,” said Yevgeny. “Ten of you in back. Will be four days on road. Food is standard spacepak—well, almost. Don’t worry, tovarishch! Is job, eh? And good job! You save much money—no place to spend it!” Yevgeny’s laughter was a bark. “Have one more beer from me.”
Blake looked at Lydia, who seemed to be profoundly absorbed by one of the bright senseless videoplates on the stainless steel wall. “How long does it take you, the run to the pipeline head?” he asked.
“Three days,” she said, without looking at him.
“All by yourself?”
“Usually we do it in convoy. This trip I’m doing it alone.”
“Doesn’t anybody ever go with you?”
“Never.” She turned to him. “Hardly ever. Only when the honkers make me take him.”
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“Inspector Troy reporting, Lieutenant.” Sparta threw a neat salute at the man behind the steel desk in the tiny cubicle.
Polanyi, the local chief, was a pudgy fellow with pale skin and an officious manner, a newcomer to his job and at most five years her senior. “Sit down, Inspector Troy.”
She didn’t really want to sit, but she had to let him play his role. She took the steel chair facing his desk.
He peered down at the flatscreen on his desk. “We have everything you requested, I think. Our people have been on it full time.”
“You know what I really want, don’t you?”
“I beg your pardon?” He looked up.
She smiled, trying to reassure him. “I want you to tell me you don’t need me. Then I can go home.”
His smile was thin. “I think we do need you, though. You’ve made quite a reputation for yourself in just the few…”
“Lieutenant, excuse me, but I start itching when people read my resume out loud. I think it’s hives.”
He seemed to relax a little. “My point is, maybe some of your famous luck will rub off.” He shoved the desktop flatscreen toward her. “While you’ve been en route we’ve conducted a couple of hundred interviews, anyone who could have been in the neighborhood at the time of the robbery and murders. We even managed to account for most of the tourists.” He and his people had done their work by the book, and he wanted her to know it. “The three locals we named earlier are still on the list. They had opportunity, anyway. Motive…”
“Let’s not be too concerned about motive for now.”
“I take it you’re referring to the connection with the sabotage of the other Culture X materials.”
“I mean that if we develop the means, the motive will follow,” she said, quoting from the manual.
Lieutenant Polanyi nodded. He liked things by the book; what he didn’t realize was that Sparta knew the motive behind the motive and had no intention of sharing her knowledge with Space Board functionaries like him.
“What’s your unit’s relationship to the local patrol force, Lieutenant?”
“The patrol force does what it can to keep the peace, and we handle anything that gets complicated.”
“Such as?”
“Black market, that takes up a lot of our time. Drug smuggling is a problem. Occasionally we see contraband items of artistic, historical, or cultural value. Also there are labor questions—this so-called socialist government seems to have had difficulty adjusting to the notion of unions—but short of sabotage or financial finagling, we let the patrollers handle the brawls between the workers and the state. Or the corporations. Whichever.” The state and the corporation were evidently equivalent concepts to Lieutenant Polanyi; in that, he was a typical Euro-American, a typical good soldier of the Space Board, willing to do what he was told wherever he was posted.
Sparta glanced at the graphic display on the flatscreen and slid quickly through a few screensful of data. She pushed it back to him and said, “I’ll study this later.” When she got some privacy she could tap the system memory and absorb what she needed in a few seconds, rather than slog through hundreds of pages of police prose. “Right now I’m still vague on the geography.”
“I have a model of the crime scene right here.” He took a holo unit from the shelf behind him and set it on the desk.
“Good, bring it with you. Let’s look at the real place first.” She stood abruptly.
Polanyi was taken by surprise, but jumped up quickly. “Sounds like a good idea,” he said heartily, as if he’d been just about to suggest it himself.
 
They walked through the busy halls of the Council of Worlds executive building, where all the administrative functions of Mars that couldn’t be handled from Mars Station were centered. They passed a courtroom and a library. Glowing signs pointed to the detention center, the clinic, the cafeteria. Through the glass walls Sparta could see people moving, talking, communing with their computers; through the thin green floors and ceilings she could see even more people.
She remembered a toy she’d played with once, a plastic maze made of stacked sheets of clear plastic; the objective was to roll a steel ball bearing around and down through the whole stack—through each of the single bearing-sized holes in each deck. She wondered how easily she could find her way down through this vertical maze at night, unless she already knew it well.
A few steps through a busy, echoing connecting tube brought them into Town Hall. All of Mars wasn’t big enough to require two jails, two well-equipped clinics, two master libraries, so Labyrinth City’s Town Hall held only offices.
With one exception.
She stopped inside a dome of clear green glass. People brushed by on both sides, their heels clicking on the glass floor, some wearing pressure suits, others in indoor clothes, but with their pressure suit bags slung easily over their shoulders.
Sparta looked around, intrigued. The architecture was Palladian inspired but stretched in the vertical dimension; here again the building material was almost all glass. The glass dome was perhaps thirteen meters high and six meters across, cast in a single bell-shaped paraboloid; arches on four sides of the central dome led into vaulted corridors, also of glass, through one of which they’d just come. The other wings could vaguely be seen through the glass walls, although with the increasing thickness and distortion, it was rather like looking into deep green water. But overhead, where the thickness was minimal, the roof was transparent. The improbably high sandstone ceiling of the cave in which the upper town nestled was clearly visible.
“The glass is so clear,” Sparta said, studying the dome. “I’d have thought that your infamous sand storms would have etched it to translucence.”
“Martian dust isn’t like Earth sand,” Polanyi said. “The individual grains are more like clay particles, only a thousandth the size of typical terrestrial sand. They tend to polish the glass rather than etch it.”
Her neck was still craned back. “Dust carved that arch, it looks to me.”
“Maybe. Melting and freezing water did the rough work—and think how long ago. Keep in mind, most of these buildings are only about ten or twenty years old; in the long run you can polish a hole through anything.”
Sparta lowered her gaze to the floor. “Not through that,” she said. “Wherever it is, it hasn’t been scratched.”
Centered beneath the dome stood a display case capped with a hemispheroid of Xanthian crystal that mimicked the dome above it. There was nothing inside the case except a red velvet cushion and a hand-lettered cardboard sign: “Exhibition temporarily removed.”
Temporarily, eh? Someone was optimistic.
She looked around at the busy foot traffic, heard the echo of voices and footsteps. “If you wouldn’t mind waiting here a minute, Lieutenant.”
“Well, if you…”
“Just for a minute,” she said sharply; his hurt feelings would heal.
She walked quickly down the daylit corridor in which the other murder had taken place, looked at the pressure-lock door at its end, checked the orientation of the buildings outside.
On the way back she made a quick trip up a staircase, walked down another hall, poked her head into an office into which someone was moving new furniture. She ignored the curious stares of those around her. Senses of which they had no imagining were probing and storing in memory everything she laid eyes on.
Barely a minute had passed before she was back under the central dome with Polanyi. “Let’s see the model now.”
“All right, Inspector. If you’ll give me a moment…” Polanyi fiddled with the tripod mount of the holo projector, then adjusted its beams. “Here we are.” He keyed the projector. Daylight vanished, and the people around them with it. Sparta and Polanyi were invisible to each other.
Around them had formed a visually perfect reconstruction of Town Hall shortly after local patrollers had arrived on the scene of the crime. “The night of seventeen Boreal, twenty hours, eighteen minutes—that’s local time in sols,” said Polanyi, from somewhere in darkness, “which would correspond to fifteen September on Earth, about two A.M. UT.”
The display case was open, its crystal hemisphere tilted back to expose in the crossed beams of overhead spotlights the blank cushion where for almost ten years the renowned Martian plaque had rested. Around the case stood several tripods, some with additional lights, others carrying instruments whose snouts peered at the empty cushion.
Nearby, on the floor, was an overturned chair—and a body.
“Dewdney Morland,” said Polanyi.
Sparta walked forward. The whole virtual building responded to her movements; she came closer to the body of the man on the floor until it was at their feet.
“Twenty-two caliber, high-velocity uranium slug entered at the base of the skull, exited upper forehead,” said Polanyi’s disembodied voice. “Clean entry and exit wounds, powder burns indicating shot was fired from less than a meter away. An execution.”
“Why a uranium slug?”
“Couldn’t say, but it’s a common load on Mars. The patrollers claim the extra mass gives stopping power at a distance in low gees. Local folklore.”
“You haven’t found the bullet.”
“No, nor the one that killed Chin. Nor the pistol.”
“The killer must have located them with a counter and picked them up,” Sparta said. Uranium slugs were made from spent reactor fuel; they carried slight residual radioactivity.
She bent her attention to the victim, peering at the holographic body on the floor. Morland was a thirty-five-year-old xenoarchaeologist who had been studying the Martian plaque under high visual magnification and in various other wavelengths. He was overweight, with a scruffy blond beard that climbed his cheeks in patches and hair that hung in tangles past his collar. His clothes were expensive organics, baggy tweeds which had apparently not been recently cleaned. A pouch of tobacco had spilled on the floor by his side, and his right hand gripped a pipe.
“Rotate, please,” she said.
The invisible Polanyi invisibly fingered the holo projector’s controls. The projection turned slowly, the building seeming to sway with it, so that the body could be viewed from every angle. The apparently solid masses of the display pedestal and instruments slid through Sparta without tactile impression.
“Underneath too, please.”
The scene tilted strangely away, and Sparta was looking up from beneath the floor at Morland’s body where it lay face down.
“Not completely relaxed, but no sign of fear,” she said. “The pose suggests he had no suspicion of what was about to happen.”
“What do you make of that?” Polanyi’s voice was distant and hollow.
“I don’t know what to make of it. Maybe he was tense because of what he was seeing through his instruments.” She paused. “How much do we really know about Morland?”
Sparta rarely asked rhetorical questions, but she hoped Polanyi would start thinking in less conventional directions than he’d taken so far.
What Sparta herself knew about Morland, while detailed, lacked focus. The man’s archaeological reputation, a minor one, had been based on only three papers—although he’d published dozens—which attempted to deduce the nature of prehistoric tools from the marks they’d left on the artifacts they’d been used to shape. Morland had written about calendar lines scratched by Cro-Magnons on reindeer bones, about scraped ears of maize found in Anasazi garbage pits, and about masons’ marks on Syrian neolithic shrines. No precise examples of the tools and methods he had posited had been found, but his arguments were persuasive and no one had disputed them. Journeyman scholarship.
Mars had been new territory for him, a leap from the study of primitive technologies on Earth to the study of an alien technology so advanced it was not understood. Although the elemental composition of the Martian plaque was known—titanium, molybdenum, aluminum, carbon, hydrogen, traces of other elements—the techniques by which these had been alloyed into a compound far harder and stronger than diamond were a mystery. Equally mysterious were the methods by which the plaque had been machined with script; this was the question Morland had been pursuing.
It was a question other researchers had studied without success. This, the hardest alloy ever discovered, had been shaped by tools harder still, if by any tools at all. Morland had convinced the Council of Worlds Cultural Commission that he could do no harm to the plaque—no problem with that, who could?—and had persuaded them that he might add some trivial details to humankind’s knowledge of it.
“We’ve recorded his data banks,” said Polanyi.
“Have another look at them,” she said. “And see what else you can dig up. That’s enough of Morland for now.”
The building tilted and skittered under Polanyi’s controlling fingers, until it was upright. Without moving, they were suddenly moving swiftly down the corridor Sparta had investigated earlier.
“The other victim…”
The view halted instantly—had the illusory walls had mass, they would have splintered from inertia—and there was the second body, lying on its back with arms and legs spread wide in a pool of bright blood.
“Dare Chin,” said the lieutenant. “Darius Seneca Chin. One of the best liked of the original settlers of Labyrinth City.”
“The assistant mayor, working late because Morland couldn’t do what he needed to during business hours, and somebody had to keep an eye on him,” Sparta said tonelessly.
“That’s accurate.”
“And where was the mayor that night?”
“The mayor’s been on Earth for two months. Leadership conference, I believe.”
Chin was a tall man, sparely built, with black hair and a handsome face more deeply lined than his thirty-five years would have suggested. His dark brown eyes were open; his expression was one of interested surprise, not fear. He was dressed in the practical, heavy brown canvaslike polyweave fabric favored by Martian old-timers.
“Uranium slug again?” Sparta said.
“Through the heart. This time at a distance. Tossed him eight meters.”
“Not merely an executioner, then. An expert shot.”
“A professional, we think,” said the Lieutenant.
“Maybe. Maybe an enthusiastic amateur, a gun lover, someone with a cause.” The crime had been committed for a cause, that much she knew. “He came down the stairs back there?”
“Yes, those go up to the second floor near his office. He was working on a batch of civil cases. We have his…”
“I’ll get to it later,” she said. “His office is visible from the street?”
“Yes. Old Nutting—that’s the patroller who walked by outside just a couple of minutes before the estimated time of the murders—said the whole building was dark except for Morland’s work lights under the dome and Chin’s office lights on the second floor. That and a few corridor lights. Anyway, she could see them both clearly, alive and well. Lydia Zeromski was with Chin. They were arguing.”
“They didn’t care who saw them?”
He smiled. “There’s a saying here, Inspector: people who live in glass houses don’t give a damn about stones. About privacy, that is.”
“Never?” She was skeptical.
“They have window shades when they want them.”
Sparta knew from the reports that the patroller, a veteran near retirement, had sworn she’d seen no one else in the building except those three. From seeing the real building and its nighttime holo reconstruction, Sparta knew the patroller could easily have been wrong—someone could have been hiding motionless in the shadows; the distortion of the glass was sufficient to disguise even a human shape.
“I’d like to speak to her this afternoon.”
“The patrol office is in the executive building. You can set up a meeting on the way back to my office.”
Sparta would go through the motions, but she knew what she would learn. For one thing, Nutting’s rounds were as regular as clockwork, against all accepted security practice—Nutting had fallen into laziness and a lifetime’s habit, and her movements about the neighborhood had no doubt been timed by the killer in advance.
It was easy to sympathize with the old woman. Compared to a night on Mars, Antarctica is Tahiti, and normal people stayed inside if they could. Sparta could understand why the patroller—old enough to feel the cold in her bones even through her heated suit—would delay leaving the warmth of the office, would put off sealing her pressure suit to walk the cold, sandy streets of the town until the last minute. The killer had probably been waiting in one of the pressurized tubes that connected with the Town Hall until she passed.
Three minutes after the patroller passed the lighted building, alarms went off in the patrol office—hardly a hundred meters from the scene of the crime. The first alarm sounded when the Martian plaque was moved. Most of the other alarms—sniffers, movement detectors, pressure detectors in the floor, and so forth—were already disarmed in deference to Morland’s work, but additional alarms went off when the outer door of the airlock at the main entrance of the building was opened before the inner door had closed, permitting a temporary pressure drop inside.
So the robber had been wearing a pressure suit too; he or she had fled the scene not through the warm corridors but through the freezing streets.
“Let’s look at the airlock.”
“Not much to see, Inspector.” Polanyi manipulated the holo controls and carried them spastically to the big bronze-rimmed doors of the main airlock—and then through the doors to the outside.
In the sand outside the airlock there were only smooth windblown rills and a few vague depressions, nothing suggesting a clear footprint. A few meters away, the entire scene faded into a black void at the edge of the holo.
“Seems there was a wind blowing.”
“A light breeze by local standards.”
Sparta peered at the holographically frozen ridges in the fine sand. Her visual capacities far exceeded the resolution of the holo recorder, so her eyes were almost useless here—as were her nose and tongue, with their capabilities for chemical analysis. The crime was two weeks past. Perhaps if she had been on the real scene, in real time… “You’re right, Lieutenant. Not much to see.”
“This is pretty much the extent of our reconstruction. We figured the killer went outside because the way back through the corridors was blocked by the patrollers responding to the first alarm. Or maybe there was an accomplice outside.”
“Maybe,” said Sparta. Without evidence, she did not make hypotheses.
“The local patrollers did a good job,” said Polanyi, loyal to the locals he had to live with. “They responded in minutes. What you’ve seen is what they found. No murder weapon. No witnesses. No unusual prints or other physical evidence.”
“Thanks, you can turn it off.”
He did so. Instantly they were standing in the bright and busy center of Town Hall.
 
Ten minutes later, they were back in Polanyi’s cramped and overlit office. “Now shall I run down for you the likely ones? The three with opportunity?”
“Please.” Let him do his job; she would draw her conclusions later.
She already knew the Martian plaque had been taken that particular night, and not, for example, the night before or the night after, because the robbery had been timed to coincide with the destruction of the Culture X records on Venus and elsewhere throughout the inhabited solar system. Simultaneously the prophetae had unleashed their secret death squads in a mass attack—attempting to murder everyone who might remember the texts well enough to reconstruct them. A dozen scholars had died on Earth. Here on Mars, Dewdney Morland was the intended victim, Dare Chin only an innocent bystander.
One man, the most important of all, had been missed in this assault against the crown jewels of xenoarchaeology. Aboard Port Hesperus, Professor J. Q. R. Forster had barely survived the bombing attack on his life and was now protected by heavy Space Board security.
Polanyi was talking. Sparta reminded herself to listen.
“…permanent population of almost ten thousand,” he was saying. “At any given time there could be at most a couple of thousand tourists on the planet. We were able to account for all 438 of the registered guests at the Mars Interplanetary Hotel and the six other licensed accommodations in Labyrinth City that night. If there were other strangers in town nobody saw them, and in a town this small that’s a good trick. So we concentrated on the locals.”
On the desktop videoplate a young woman’s face appeared. Bold eyes, wide mouth, with blond hair tied at the nape. Despite the apparent delicacy of bone that characterized a long-term resident of the Martian surface, the woman looked competent and tough.
“This is Lydia Zeromski,” the lieutenant said. “A truck driver who works the pipeline run. She was Darius Chin’s girlfriend—one of them, anyway—the one seen in his office a few minutes before the murders. Nobody saw her leave.”
“Her?” Sparta was skeptical. “She would have had to go downstairs, shoot Morland, swipe the plaque, and then turn and shoot Chin when he came to investigate.”
“Not impossible.”
“If she was after the plaque, why make a fuss first?”
“Well, if she wasn’t the killer, she could have been an accomplice,” Polanyi said stiffly.
“Lieutenant, she doesn’t have a record.”
“Beaned a guy with a pipe in a bar once. He didn’t press charges.”
“Guns?”
“Well … none registered.”
“Other relationships?”
“None known.”
Sparta grunted. “Next.”
“This man.”
Zeromski was replaced on the screen by a smooth-faced man in his late thirties. His blond hair was fine and pale, almost colorless, and clipped so close to his head that his pink scalp shone through. She recognized him without trouble.
“Wolfy Prott—Wolfgang Prott, that is—the manager of the Mars Interplanetary Hotel. It’s an open secret that the hotel has been the scene of illegal trading in Martian ‘souvenirs’—mineral samples, fossils, even artifacts. Prott was assigned to Mars a year ago by the Interplanetary chain.”
“Zurich based…”
“Right. Prott’s been working for them about ten years—Athens, Kuwait, Cayley on the moon—first in their PR department, then in sales, then as assistant manager. This is his first stint as manager. He’s got a rep as an off-hours pickup artist.”
“His pattern?”
“Tourist ladies in the wine shops, rarely on his own premises—and he’s mostly stayed away from local women. Maybe he’s afraid of the local men.”
“And he can’t account for his whereabouts that night.”
“Claims he was asleep in his suite in the hotel. But he was seen leaving the lobby a few minutes before the murders, wearing a pressure suit. An hour after the murders, he was having a nightcap with his own barkeeper.”
“That alibi’s so weak it’s ridiculous.”
“He was up to something … whatever it was.”
“Not murder.”
“Oh, but one more thing,” Polanyi couldn’t disguise a touch of self-satisfaction. “Wolfy’s known to be an expert shot with a target pistol. There’s a range in the lower level of the hotel, and he’s his own best customer.”
“Any of his pistols missing?”
“Well, we’re not sure how many he…”
“Fine,” she said coolly. “Who else have you got?”
This was the face she had hoped not to see, a dark and handsome face, elongated and delicate, a young man’s face with deep brown eyes, crowned with black and curling hair. His lips were parted in a smile that revealed straight white teeth. He was wearing a standard pressure suit.
Alas, Polanyi had not eliminated him from the list. “Dr. Khalid Sayeed, Council of Worlds planetologist. Less than an hour before the murders, Sayeed and Morland were shouting at each other in the bar of the Interplanetary…”
“Khal… Dr. Sayeed was shouting?”
“A vigorous disagreement, anyway. Something about the terraforming project. Morland went straight from the hotel to Town Hall. Sayeed claims he went to his apartment—it’s near the shuttleport—but we can’t corroborate that.”
Sparta studied Khalid’s picture intently. He was a year younger than she was, Blake’s age, and she hadn’t seen him since she was sixteen years old; he’d aged well, grown into a poised and confident adult.
Like Sparta and Blake, Khalid was a member of the original SPARTA, the SPecified Aptitude Resources and Training Assessment project, founded by Sparta’s parents in an attempt to demonstrate that the multiple intelligences inherent in every child could be enhanced to levels the world regarded as genius. Khalid was one of SPARTA’s great successes, intelligent and sophisticated, multiply talented, dedicating his career to the improvement of human welfare.
But according to Blake, Khalid was also quite possibly one of the prophetae. A member of the Free Spirit. A member of the deadly cult.
“If you don’t mind, Lieutenant, I’ll take these with me,” Sparta said, withdrawing the data slivers from his video-plate.
“All yours, Inspector.” He leaned back and opened his pudgy palms. “You’ve got what we’ve got. What else can I do for you? Show you the nightlife?”
“Thanks, I’ll take a rain check.”
Polanyi smirked. “Rain? What’s that?”
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The glass ceiling of the Ophir Room was clouded with condensation; the air was humid. The maître d’ led Sparta up and down steps and across terraces among tables that overlooked the largest open expanse of water—very green water—on Mars. In the palm-ringed pool half a dozen young men and women splashed and swam, all lithe and tanned and naked. Sparta thought they looked more like models than tourists; probably the hotel paid them to disport themselves prettily during the lunch hour, a kind of fashion show manqué.
Khalid Sayeed’s table was on a balcony near the pool, screened from it by skinny palms. He rose to greet her. He was one of those erect and graceful men whose smile was so dazzling, whose eyes were so arresting, that he seemed taller than his medium height.
“Inspector Troy, thank you so much for agreeing to see me.”
She took his hand and shook it once, briefly. “Dr. Sayeed.” Her nostrils tasted his faint, pleasant scent. Unaided memory confirmed that it was him, the boy she had known a long time ago.
If he recognized her as the girl who had been his schoolmate in SPARTA, he gave nothing away. With the schooling they had shared, both were so adept in social matters—she only when she had to be, though to him, or so it had seemed to her, it had always come naturally—that neither would give anything away involuntarily.
As she sat down opposite him the rush of long-suppressed memories surfaced…
Khalid, age nine, arguing theology with Nora Shannon in the playground on the roof of the New School, maintaining sweet calm in the face of the girl’s increasingly desperate refusal to accept his contention that Islam had rendered Christianity irrelevant. And he finally forced Nora to retreat, if only because he had committed far more of the Koran—not to mention of Thomas Aquinas—to memory than she had of the New Testament. Whereupon he proceeded to explain why the Shi’a sect into which he’d been born was the only trustworthy repository of Islamic teaching…
Khalid, age twelve, on a field trip to the Caribbean, terrifying her mother and father with a narrow escape from sharks: after ditching his pedal-powered airplane in the warm sea he had kept the sharks at bay for twenty minutes by kicking their snouts with his deck shoes…
Khalid, age fifteen, conducting the Manhattan Youth Philharmonic in a crisp, energetic rendition of Mendelssohn’s Italian symphony, to be hailed with wild applause which was soon followed by worldwide videolink reviews announcing the debut of a new Bernstein…
“I’m scheduled for a survey flight tomorrow morning and I wanted you to have a chance to get at me before I left,” he said.
The maître d’ handed them elaborately printed menus, made of real paper by the feel of them, printed with real ink.
“Get at you?”
“The flight should only take about two days. Flying on Mars is inherently unpredictable, however, and should I be delayed I didn’t want you to think I was evading you.”
“If you will excuse me,” the maître d’ simpered, “would either of you care for anything before your meal?”
“Will you have something to drink?” Khalid asked Sparta.
She saw that he was drinking tea from a glass, Sri Lankan by its aroma. “I’ll have tea,” she said, “the same.”
“Very good, madame; sir, your waiter will be along in a moment.” He glided away.
Khalid poured fragrant tea from the pot on the table into her glass. For a moment she concentrated on sipping the tea, which was flavorful but a bit too old—shipping technologies had improved in the last few centuries, but Sri Lanka was farther from Mars than from England—before returning her attention to Khalid.
“All I need from you, Dr. Sayeed, is proof that you could not possibly have killed those men or stolen the artifact. Then I’ll be free to concentrate my attention elsewhere.”
“Proof?” He didn’t smile this time, except with his eyes. “Whole schools of philosophy and mathematics have sprung up around the proposition that there is no such thing.”
“There is, however, such a thing as truth.”
“So I believe, Pontius Pilate to the contrary. And law—in the law I believe without question. I assume you’ve already read my statements, Inspector. And read the story of my life.”
She nodded. “You argued with Dr. Morland here in the hotel not long before he was killed. You left shortly after he did and were not seen again until the next morning.”
“That’s right. I cannot prove that I went to my apartment and watched an infovideo on the Sahara rehabilitation project, then observed evening prayers and went to sleep. But that is the truth.”
“You live alone, Dr. Sayeed?”
“Yes.”
“But you are married.”
“My wife lives in Paris with her parents, not to mention with numerous aunts, uncles, siblings, and cousins. As you perhaps already know.” An odd expression, half teasing, half wistful, bent his curving brows, but was quickly gone. “But do you know that I have never met my wife? She is fourteen years old.”
Sparta did know it. When she’d known him before, Khalid’s family had been poor; he had been enabled to attend SPARTA on a grant from a society of wealthy do-gooders who called themselves the Tappers. Khalid’s brilliant performance in SPARTA had drawn the attention of his powerful relatives. His subsequent marriage, by arrangement—without a word of prior consultation with him—was a great honor, a sign that Khalid might one day be named imam of the Sayeedis by his great-uncle, the khan.
Sparta said, “Your apartment is near the spaceport.”
“Yes, on Kirov Place in the MTP complex.”
“The building is not directly connected to any civic pressure tube. When you are outside your home you habitually have your pressure suit with you.” She tilted her head to indicate the brown canvas bag in the chair beside him.
“All Martians do so as a matter of course. Where’s yours?”
“In my room.”
“I would advise you to adopt our custom quickly,” he said. “All this”—he waved at the trees, the pool, the glass roof dripping with condensation—“is an illusion; it can vanish in an instant. The reality is freezing thin carbon dioxide. Say a rock were to fall from the cave arch over our heads…”
“I’ll take your advice.” And she meant it; just thinking about the possibilities, she regretted her carelessness. But that was not a fact to be shared with him. “Your building … it has three units, each with a separate entrance. Yours is on the second floor, reached by an outside stair.”
“Well, you have done your homework this morning. Do you know why I chose that apartment?”
“For its view, I assume.”
“In fact that’s a good part of the reason.” He leaned back in his chair and sipped his tea. “When followers of Islam first embarked into space, Inspector, there arose the problem of determining the qibla, the direction of prayer, which as you know is toward the Kaaba in the Great Mosque of Mecca. The times for prayer can be decided locally, but the position of Mecca—which at a sufficient distance is coincident with the position of Earth, of course—is in constant relative motion. So we orthodox carry these.” He set down his tea glass and brought a flat round object from his pocket, the size of a large pocket watch but much thinner. He laid it on the table. “Mine is a copy, about one-quarter size, of a rather unusual 14th-century astrolabe made by the astronomer Ibn al-Sarraj of Aleppo.”
The astrolabe consisted of a thin stack of incised bronze disks, inscribed in Arabic. The topmost was a net of spherical coordinates, a rete. Tiny scratches and irregularities revealed that the piece had been made by hand.
She looked at it with interest, studying it more closely than human eyes permitted, although no one would have suspected that her glance was anything more than casual … for the brain is a flexible organ: it can be trained to suppress or ignore double exposures, as users of old-fashioned monocular microscopes well knew. Like those ancients, Sparta could focus closely on any small or distant object with her macrozoom right eye with both eyes open, and without betraying herself by squinting.
“An expensive copy.”
“It is functional,” Khalid said. “It can actually be used as an astrolabe in the northern latitudes of Earth—or with suitable conversions, even on Mars, I suppose—but its principal operations are carried out by a microminiature inertial guidance system.” He rotated the tiny astrolabe with his fingers until a bronze pointer fastened to its center pivot had risen above the curving equator of the rete. “My spiritual compass. No matter where I go, or where the Earth wanders, the alidade points to Mecca.”
“A beautiful device,” she remarked, without expression. “What does it have to do with your choice of an apartment near the shuttleport?”
“Simply that my little room faces sky through some two hundred degrees of arc. Thus the qibla is rarely in the direction of a blank wall.” He looked up. “Ah, here we are…”
The waiter arrived, with timing so precise it might have been rehearsed. Khalid smiled; his uninsistent charm was as glassy as the table between them. The presentation of the astrolabe, which he now repocketed, had been a fascinating diversion from which Sparta had learned nothing germane to her case.
Khalid led the waiter though a recitation of the specials—roast goat stuffed with garlic and prunes, all grown on Mars Station, and poached salmon, fresh by freight shuttle from the hold of the freighter Doradus, recently arrived in orbit—and details of the preparation of several of the more elaborate items on the menu.
When Sparta asked for a green salad, Khalid reacted as if this were not only normal but in fact an exceedingly rational choice; but as for himself, the salmon was too tempting.
The waiter left. Sparta said, “Tell me about your argument with Morland, Dr. Sayeed.”
His smile thinned. “I’ll give you the bare bones. I trust you’ll flesh them out from your own sources.”
“I have plenty of time.”
“Some background, then.” He sipped his tea and made a show of considering his words. “Xenoarchaeologists and xenopaleontologists have a difficult task,” he began. “The Martian atmosphere was once rich in water vapor; the Martian desert once flowed with liquid water … as in fact it still does, several times a year, in a few low places where exposed ice hasn’t sublimed and the atmospheric pressure is just sufficient to keep water from evaporating instantly. But these are scattered, evanescent episodes. A billion years ago, or more, things were different. The atmosphere was thicker, the climate of Mars was mild, conditions were stable long enough—just—for the appearance and rapid evolution of life. Thus today we find fossils of living creatures. And thus the much rarer evidence that Mars was visited, perhaps only briefly, by an ancient intelligent race. No scrap of these most precious of treasures must escape our attention.”
He paused for further contemplation. “The task of the xenologists is not only difficult but noble,” he resumed, “the task of preserving the past. On the other hand”—the fingers of his right hand opened like a flower—“in the future Mars will again be a living paradise. Even without human intervention—given the passage of another billion years.”
When she did not react to his dramatic assertion, he went on. “The period of precession of Mars’s orbit around the sun and of its poles suggests that every couple of billion years or so Mars becomes warm enough for icecaps and the permafrost to melt and for liquid water to collect on the surface. The Mars Terraforming Project has been charged with accelerating this natural cycle. To do so we must increase the density of the atmosphere and enrich it with water vapor. At some point the greenhouse effect will take over and begin to raise atmospheric temperatures, one consequence of which will be to increase atmospheric pressure even more. Once the positive feedback is established, the plentiful water resources now locked up will melt and flow freely across the open desert, without instantly evaporating. True plants will survive in the open. The plants will excrete oxygen; meanwhile a much greater supply of oxygen will be released from the rocks by seeded bacteria. Eventually we Martians will not have to worry about keeping our pressure suits handy.”
She was sure he’d given this speech often, and his oratory was rousing. But she said only, “You were telling me about your argument with Morland.”
He nodded. “Mars is dead and has been for a billion years. But because there was life here once, the xenoarchaeologists and xenopaleontologists and xenobiologists—xeno- is a prefix that seems to apply only to previously Earthbound disciplines; there are no xenophysicists or xenochemists—these xeno-optimists would like to believe that indigenous life survives to this day. Somewhere. Somehow. I understand their passion. I would like to believe so too,” he said, his expressive fingers drumming the green glass, “but I don’t. That was the gist of my disagreement with Dr. Morland.”
“You don’t seem the sort of man to get into a shouting match over theories,” she said.
“There was nothing abstract about our argument. Liquid water is the key to everything I have described. In the past there have been many schemes: to melt the north polar ice-cap by spreading it with dark earth to absorb solar radiation, or by engineering especially dark lichens or algae to achieve the same thing. Or by using nuclear reactors, dozens of them, perhaps hundreds or thousands of them. Other ideas. Any of these methods might work, but it would be centuries before the partial pressure of atmospheric water vapor would rise to significant levels. Schemes to melt the permafrost have been even more outlandish, including the subterranean detonation of nuclear devices by the thousands—an idea motivated less by concern for Mars, I think, than by the desperation of Euro-Americans to rid themselves of the antique weapons with which they once threatened each other. All of these plans have serious drawbacks.”
“They all seem hard on the planet,” she observed.
“Unnaturally hard on the planet,” he said. “But there is a way to speed up the natural Martian cycle of water and drought using only natural means. These means would also be hard on the planet. But at least they would be consistent with its ecological history.”
This time when he paused she cooperated, supplying him with the question he was fishing for. “And what would those be?”
“Cometary bombardment,” he said eagerly. “Comets are mostly ice. During the early history of Mars—and the other inner planets—swarms of comets fell, bringing water and carbon and organic molecules. Eventually the intensity of the swarms decreased, starting a billion years ago. But we can engineer a new bombardment. We can steer comets. In fact, Inspector, we’re planning to steer one now.”
“A comet to hit Mars?”
He nodded. “A test case, but if it works, the water will not be wasted. It will briefly flow over the surface of the Tharsis plateau before evaporating in the atmosphere—a greater injection of water vapor than fifty years’ slow melting of the polar cap.”
“When will this test be completed?”
“Not for several years. Our first candidate comet is still beyond the orbit of Jupiter.” He smiled. “As far away as it is, it is already encountering resistance from hot air.”
She almost laughed. “I see…”
“That’s what Morland and I argued about, Inspector, not abstract theory but the specifics of Project Waterfall. He was opposed to it in any form; he went so far as to compare it to that odious nuclear-bomb scheme I mentioned. Of course he was quite drunk at the time.”
“Drunk?”
“He’d been in the Phoenix Lounge for two or three hours, I’m told. I often have dinner here, Inspector—an indulgence, but I allow myself only a few indulgences. As I was leaving I encountered Morland coming out of the lounge. It was … the only adequate word is ‘assault’ … he assaulted me with his crude sarcasms.”
“Why did he attack you?”
Khalid lifted a wagging finger, paraphrasing his late opponent: “Cometary impacts may preserve polar caps, but they dig large holes; something could be lost, some pocket of tenacious bacteria, some precious artifact.” His palm opened upward, conceding the point. “He couched these objections in language I don’t care to repeat.”
“Had you met before? How did he know you?”
“We had met, briefly, at a reception that Wolfy—Mr. Prott, the manager of the hotel—held for him a week earlier. Thereafter I would gladly have stayed out of his way. Morland was a flamboyant character, but in his opposition to the project he was not unlike others in the xeno-professions. He found me as offensive professionally as I found him personally.”
“What’s your role in Project Waterfall, Dr. Sayeed?”
“To put it concisely, it was my idea.”
The waiter arrived, bearing an iron tray. He slid their plates in front of them.
For the next few minutes neither Khalid nor Sparta spoke; she was busy absorbing the odd textures of the space-station-grown lettuce. He relished his salmon.
When the meal was finished there was an awkward silence that neither seemed eager to break. For Sparta it was a delicate moment, and she found herself uncertain how to handle it. “You should know, Dr. Sayeed, that you are a principal suspect in the murders of Morland and Chin.”
“I had thought so, but thanks for confirming it.”
“You can’t stage-manage your own interrogation, you know. You can’t walk cleanly away. There are too many unanswered questions.”
He didn’t argue or protest his innocence or try to explain himself. He only watched her, evidently weighing his options. “For my own sake, I’d like you to get to the bottom of this. If I could delay my trip, I would. But it would be dangerous—at this time of year the weather grows worse every day.”
“Don’t worry, Doctor. I’ll be waiting for you when you get back. No matter how long you’re gone.”
He leaned toward her, his dark eyes filled with serious purpose. “In the interests of both of us, then: if you want to continue our discussion, come with me. I promise you will learn more than you imagine.”
Here it was, the crux of the meeting, the real goal of his stage-managing.
“I’ll consider it,” she said.
“Call the MTP office when you’ve decided. If the answer is yes, I’ll meet you in the lobby at five-thirty tomorrow morning,” he said. “Wear your pressure suit.” Abruptly he stood. “If you will excuse me … the account is already settled. I have to leave.” He turned and walked away.
She watched him go. His long, deliberate stride seemed more suited to the desert than to a hotel restaurant.
 
With the pistol on full automatic she fired a full clip into the paper target twenty meters away. The roar of the gun was continuous in the long stone room, its muzzle flash a single strobing flare. Spurts of sand leaped from the bullet trap against the back wall; shreds of paper fluttered lazily down from the target.
She lowered the gun and cleared the chamber, then stepped away from the line and pushed the headset back from her ears.
The range director lifted his own ear protectors from his head and set them on the bench. “Well, let’s see the bad news.” He was a burly man in whites, with the hotel’s insignia on his close-fitting tee-shirt. He punched a button and the target traveled slowly along its guide wire until it came to the line.
He unclipped the paper target and studied it in silence, then looked up at Sparta with sour suspicion knitting his thick black brows. “Fair shooting.”
He handed her the target. A hole the size of a dime had been punched out of the center.
“Beginner’s luck,” she said.
“You’re trying to hustle me, Inspector. You’ve shot on Mars before.” He nodded at the target. “‘Course you did miss once”—there was one other hole in the paper, a hole the diameter of a single bullet, outside the outer ring in the lower right-hand corner; Sparta’s first shot had missed the bull’s-eye—“Still, I wouldn’t mind taping this on my office wall. Inspire the other amateurs.”
“That’s a nice compliment, but I’d better decline.” She handed him the target pistol, handle first. “Thanks for letting me try out.”
“Go ahead, use another clip. The hotel can afford it.”
“No, I don’t want to get a sore wrist—these uranium slugs pack a wallop.”
“Don’t do anything for you except make the pistol harder to control.” He took the gun and set it aside for cleaning. “Goes against the natural advantage you’ve got here, a lighter weapon with the same punch.”
“Why does Mr. Prott use them? He’s an excellent shot, I’m told.”
“He’s not as hopeless as some.” He hesitated. “Never knew him to use uranium slugs, though. Doesn’t mean he didn’t.”
“Who does?”
“Not many who use this range; this is for guests of the hotel, and maybe a few of the local business types. That guy that got killed tried them once.”
“Morland?”
“Yes. A real S.O.B., but after he practiced awhile he got so he could hit the back wall.”
“He’d never shot before?”
“Not with a pistol. Not on Mars. I think Prott sicced him on me to give the guy something to do. Keep him out of the bar. Tell you, with his mouth I was tempted to shoot him myself.”
Sparta looked at him straight-faced. “And you don’t care who knows it, do you?”
He shrugged. “So arrest me.”
“Too bad. A whole roomful of witnesses puts you elsewhere on the night of the crime.”
The man’s round, sour face widened in a grin. “Yeah, those guys out at the ‘Pine are great, aren’t they? They’d say anything to keep a friend out of trouble.”
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Phobos was sliding across the stars and Deimos was a bright distant spark when Blake left his cubicle at the hive.
The Noble Water Works motor pool was half a kilometer away through dark windblown alleys. Blake moved swiftly through the shadows until he reached the edge of the shuttleport complex. His target for tonight faced open desert.
Fifty meters away, a clutch of liquid-hydrogen tanks bulged from the sand like half-buried ostrich eggs. He dashed across the exposed sand to their shadow. Crouched in the darkness, he peered at the fenced and floodlit marshaling yard. He’d cased the motor pool earlier in the day, but had decided not to show his face to anyone in the yard until he was supposed to report for work.
Outdoors on Mars one did not have to worry about sniffers, either chemical or biological—a guard or two perhaps, but there weren’t going to be any dogs around. Chain-link fences, floodlights, remote cameras, maybe pressure sensors and movement detectors … at best, the security would be primitive. And if freight depots were raided as often as the scuttlebutt at the ’Pine had it, even the guards weren’t going to be too alert. Someone on the inside was inviting the thefts.
The vehicles in the yard were ranked behind a double line of fences. A row of huge marstrucks squatted like beetles. Rovers and utility tractors huddled around the trucks as if seeking shelter from the wind. The vehicles Blake was looking for, the personnel carriers that Yevgeny had called crummies, were parked together in the shadow of a building that looked like a fueling shed; the crummies resembled military APCs, armored personnel carriers—steel boxes on treads—although there was no war on this planet. None declared, anyway.
Blake hunkered down in the lee of the liquid hydrogen tank and cogitated. APCs. Three of them. He could disable them one by one, but it would take most of the night, and if all three were found to have crippling mechanical defects at the same time, that might rouse a bit of suspicion.
Better an accident that took them all out at once. Plus a few other vehicles along with them, and maybe some miscellaneous machinery thrown in. Blake tried to suppress the incipient thrill: he loved to blow things up, even though he knew he shouldn’t. So he only did it when he had a good excuse.
He peered up at the shell of the liquid hydrogen tank. A big Noble Water Works corporate symbol was painted on its side. Some distance away was a stack of slimmer tanks, requiring less pressurization: liquid oxygen. Liquid hydrogen and liquid oxygen, derived by electrically dissociating water-ice mined by the company, fueled the big gas turbines that powered the marstrucks. Hydrogen plus oxygen. Highly efficient. Highly energetic.
The pipes from the bulging tanks ran on pylons above the sand, left exposed for easy maintenance, and high enough to bridge the traffic in the yard. A couple of meters up, the pylons were braceleted with razor-sharp accordion wire to discourage climbers. With some effort Blake could have gotten around the wire, but his expert eye had earlier located an easier entrance to the yard.
Blake slipped across twenty meters of open sand to a salient of the chain-link fence. He paused in a cone of shadow, hidden from two angled floodlights by the bulk of a clumsily placed transformer. Clumsily placed or expertly placed? Blake almost laughed to see the often-cut, often-spliced square of wire fencing in front of him. Others had been here before him. Great thieves—not to mention everyday thieves, even company thieves—think alike.
Blake reached into the patch pocket of his pressure suit and withdrew his “tool kit.” Improvisation was his way of life, and on his travels around the shuttleport he had accumulated a handy set of tools just by keeping his eyes open and his fingers nimble.
He used an induction sensor he had rescued from orphanhood to make sure no current was running through the patched wire: then he swiftly reopened the fence with a pair of lever-wrench pliers, out to him on long-term loan. He was through the outer fence in no time and almost as swiftly through the inner fence.
In the yard, yellow windblown dust glistened in the haphazard floodlighting, which could hardly have provided better cover for intruders if it had been designed for that purpose; lanes of black shadow connected one squatting vehicular hulk to another.
As he had predicted, there were pressure sensors scattered across the yard, but their placement was obvious and their sensitivity was necessarily low; a few thrown handfuls of dust and rock offset the tremors of his footsteps. It was like slow-motion dancing through a minefield, with all the mines lying on the surface.
The movement detectors depended on lasers and would be set off if the brightness of the reflected beam varied from the reference setting. For Blake’s purposes many of the beams were conveniently obstructed by carelessly parked trucks or by empty fuel dewars and other equipment. Blake moved cautiously among the metal giants in the yard, hugging the big treads of the marstrucks.
He was about to cross between two rovers when he saw a red thread of beam set to trip him; it was betrayed by a sparkle of drifting dust a half meter away.
The unobstructed beam was looking straight into the night beyond the fence. Blake peered at its focus point; a small red dot came and went as the fence links blew back and forth in the wind. Blake took a shiny, nickel-plated socket wrench from his pocket and gingerly inserted it into the beam path; he was poised to run. There was no alarm; he cautiously twisted the wrench, reflecting the beam to another part of the fence. Careful of the movement detectors, he walked around the beam, rotating the beam as he went. When he was past, he pulled his makeshift reflector out of the way.
Still no alarm. He let his breath out slowly.
Nothing to it.
 
The videoplates in the guard station were ranked in a semicircle around the security chief’s desk. The picture on each screen slowly panned back and forth across a different sector of the deserted marshaling yard.
“Nothing yet?” Yevgeny Rostov was standing behind the security chief, his massive arms folded over his chest, a scowl on his saturnine face.
“You can see as good as me, Yev. The board’s all green and the viddie on the ’plates ain’t switched channels.”
“So many holes you’ve left in security, he could walk in and out again and you would never know.”
The security chief leaned back easily in his ergonomic chair. The size of his rear end suggested how much time he spent in it. “No call to be slingin’ around lost insults.”
“Not lost, unfounded,” Rostov grumbled. “Baseless. Without foundation. We are speaking English, yes?”
“Unfound, yeah, and besides, if I was that bad at my job, the company woulda fired me by now.”
Yevgeny made a noise in his throat, rather like a hard-starting engine.
“Anyway, what makes you so sure this guy’s gonna show up tonight? He didn’t last night.”
“He never lifted wrench in his life—so I do not think he wants to go to pipeline, where he would have to work. Tonight is his last chance or he will have no excuse.”
“Why couldn’t he just call in sick or somethin’?”
“And bring note from mother? Don’t be stupid. I tell you, this man is professional.” Yevgeny turned away and looked through the glass windows of the guard tower into the empty yard.
 
Blake was under the main pipe bridge now, precariously shielded from surveillance by a steel stanchion. The pipes from the big storage tanks were directed into the fueling shed, where the portable dewars were loaded. A videocam mounted on the corner of the fueling shed panned slowly toward him. He eased back into the shadow of a marstruck’s giant tread until the camera had scanned his position. Blake noted that the coaxial feed that ran from the camera down the side of the shed was rhythmically swinging in the steady breeze, inaudibly slapping against the wall’s crude glass bricks.
That loose cable, now … it certainly looked overdue to wear through… And if it were to wear through high enough, the wind might carry the length of it across a big shunt valve inside that wire cage beside the fueling shed. And if that shunt valve had an internal leak and unfortunately happened to contain an explosive mix of hydrogen and oxygen…
When the camera was looking the other way, Blake did his step and shuffle across a few meters of exposed dust, reaching the shelter of the fueling shed. There he discovered a bonus; the exterior communications terminal through which the camera lines led also contained the connecting circuitry for the pressure sensors. Three snips of his pliers and a bit of hasty splicing disarmed the detectors all at once. Again he poised himself to run—
—but he didn’t have to; he’d wired it right the first time.
He left the video cameras functioning.
The door to the unpressurized shed swung easily on its hinges. He went inside, into a pea-green semidarkness illuminated by the reflected glow of floodlights above. They were aimed outward, into the yard.
The routing shunts and valves were arranged in banks against the wall, big steel manifolds of pipe, a tangle of tubes as extravagant as an octopus orgy.
On Mars, liquid hydrogen and liquid oxygen remain liquid only in containment, so for Blake’s purposes the fluids would have to be mixed inside the pipes. His recently acquired book knowledge of space-station municipal plumbing had not addressed fueling manifolds, but extrapolation was easy enough by visual inspection. And some of the handles were painted red.
It took most of his strength to turn the red-painted wheels; these particular valves weren’t reset often. Then he turned them back.
Outside again, waiting in the shadow of the doorway for the camera to look the other way … he wriggled on his belly to the cage around the shunt valve. More wire work, for none of the thieves who had passed this way before him—and passed frequently, at that—had had reason to cut through this fence. Once inside it, he twisted a wheel this way, another wheel that way … these wheels turned a lot easier. He got quick results. Leaning his helmet against the pipe, he could hear the hiss of mixing gases.
He climbed back through the hole in the fence and studied the videocam’s loose coaxial cable. In the low gravity it was a simple matter to mount the rough wall to the roof line, keeping himself close enough beneath the camera’s angle of depression to be effectively invisible.
He meant not to have the falling cable trigger his bomb while he was clinging to the building next to it. Which meant he must cut to within a few strands of wire, which would wear through in the time it took him to escape but in less time than it took anyone responding to the malfunction to appear on the scene.
This cut had to be precise. He used his black knife. Three strands of bare wire glistened in the night.
Then he half slid, half fell down the wall of the shed. It wasn’t an elegant dismount, but he knew the ground now, knew where to duck and jump. Any half-decent starlight security camera would have witnessed his odd solo ballet, out there among the shadows of the trucks and crummies.
 
A single red light lit up on the board.
“He is here!” Yevgeny shouted. “Where is that sector? Send guards there now.”
“Calm down, Yev, they’re already scramblin’. He’s not inside yet, not by a long shot. We’ll get the guy while he’s still climbin’ through the fence.”
On the monitoring videoplates, the figures of two armed guards ran in the improbably long strides of one-third gravity toward the salient of the perimeter fence.
“Coulda told you he’d try to get in through there,” the security director said.
“Yes? How could you have told me that?” Yevgeny roared.
“Oh, instinct, I guess you’d call it.” The fat man lolled back in his chair and grinned. “Yeah, instinct. Plus my years of exper…”
One of the video monitors went dark at that moment, and simultaneously the night sky outside the windows turned a brilliant white orange. The security chief was so relaxed that when he tried to straighten up, his sudden movement caused him to fall backward out of his chair. Yevgeny dived for his pressure-suit bag as the double-plate windows bulged inward.
The shock wave and tremor almost shattered the building’s pressure lock, but it held. So did the windows, luckily for the security chief and Yevgeny Rostov.
 
A brilliant ball of orange rose like a Japanese lantern into the night sky over the motor pool. A fountain of white flame spewed after it, a steady torch burning brighter than the gas burn-off that once lit the Texas oilfields.
Blake sat in the shelter of one of the big hydrogen tanks that was emptying its contents to fuel the spectacle.
Good show. Jolly good. He just couldn’t keep himself from grinning.
 
Sirens are useless in the atmosphere of Mars; the call went out through the commlinks and alarm circuits.
None of the guests in the Mars Interplanetary Hotel could hear the alarms or see the display, invisible from the hotel, so none were disturbed by the incident—none but one.
Sparta woke, listening…
She heard the frantic song in the wires, the tremor of footsteps and the rumble of vehicle treads. She heard voices through the walls: An accident at the shuttleport, a big fire, something blew up…
She groaned. That Blake.
Dammit, if he was tearing up the neighborhood again, he was on his own. This time she wasn’t lifting a finger to protect him from the law.
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Half buried in drifting dust, the Terraforming Project’s hangar at the shuttleport was almost invisible against the sea of dunes beyond. The wind slithered over it as if over a huge airfoil, tugging the groundbound building gently skyward.
Inside, the hangar was an immense vault of steel covering an expanse of glass tile. So gentle was the curve of the arch that the roof seemed low, yet in the center its slender, unsupported steel beams stretched thirty meters above the floor. Through panels of green glass in the roof the morning sun penetrated the interior gloom with diffuse shafts of light.
A dozen huge and spidery black marsplanes were clustered on the floor, like a nest of daddy longlegs. Khalid and Sparta crossed the floor toward the nearest.
“This is how we get around. These are a bit like the bush planes of 20th-century Alaska.” Khalid’s voice was thin over the commlink. Their pressure suits were sealed; the wide hangar doors were closed but not sealed against the Martian atmosphere.
“We live on a small planet, half the diameter of Earth, but it’s not as small as it might seem. Oceans take up three quarters of Earth’s surface, so Mars has virtually the same land area.” He ducked under a narrow black wing as long as a football field; the wingtips drooped to rest on the hangar floor. The plane’s slender tail fins, mounted on delicate booms, reached almost to the ceiling behind it. “Try to imagine Asia, Africa, Europe, the Americas, Australia, Antarctica, the major islands, all as one continent, all as one cold, dry, dusty desert—and in all this desert there are only five roads. Even to call them roads is a courtesy.”
Sparta contemplated the marsplane whose wings now shadowed them and thought that it didn’t look at all like one of the old bush planes of Earth. It was graceful. Not graceful like a dart, as a spaceplane or supersonic shuttle was graceful, but graceful like a sea bird. The wings had narrow chords and were bent a little forward, then swept gently back, with a thick foil designed for maximum lift at minimum velocity. It was a craft made for soaring.
Khalid opened the bubble hatch of the small fuselage, which was slung beneath and forward of the long wings. “We need wings this long to get lift in the thin atmosphere, but with carbon fiber it’s easy to build giants. Material strength here is effectively two and a half times what it would be on Earth.”
At Khalid’s direction Sparta settled herself into the aft seat and pulled the harness over her pressure suit. “I see wings and tail booms and this little pod I’m sitting in, but what does this thing use for engines?” she asked.
“Weather.” He bent to inspect her harness. “Plus RATO bottles to get us up if local wind conditions aren’t favorable. Once aloft, we’re a glider.”
“Just a glider?”
“Yes, just a glider.”
She thought she’d said it coolly enough, but from his chuckle, he’d caught her apprehension.
“The first explorers powered unmanned planes something like these using microwave beams: the antennas were in the wings, and onboard electric motors turned big propellors.” He finished checking her harness. His approving glance told her she’d done it right the first time. “The microwave system wasn’t efficient—the beams were sometimes blocked by dust, for one thing—and in the long run it proved unnecessary. Once there were enough satellites in orbit, the whole weather system became the engine for a fleet of planes.”
He went forward and climbed up into the pilot’s seat. “These days, satellites communicate directly with the plane’s flight-control computers. The plane always knows exactly where it is and the best way to get where it wants to go.” He buckled his harness and tightened its straps. “We never fly in a straight line, not for long, but there’s no danger of getting lost or stranded.”
“There is no such thing as ‘no danger,’ Dr. Sayeed.”
“Dust storms can be a problem, as I indicated yesterday. Especially if they come up fast and grow too wide to go around and too high to climb over.” He pulled the canopy down over them. “It doesn’t happen often, but these planes are designed for that contingency. When it does happen we land and dig in.”
“You said the storm season is approaching?”
He turned to look at her over the high back of his seat, his hand resting on a canopy latch. “Still time to get out,” he said.
“Even if I wanted to, Dr. Sayeed, I’m far too interested to back out now.”
He nodded and snapped the latches shut. He turned his attention to the controls. The marsplane had a small console-mounted joystick but no pedals, for the plane had no ailerons, flaps, rudders, or elevators; subtle movements of the stick were sufficient to flex the wings and tails in a sophisticated version of the wing-warping technique invented by the Wright brothers.
Manual control was in fact only an override mechanism. Once the marsplane had a destination entered into its computer it was happy to fly there by itself. If the pilot preferred eye-beam mode, the marsplane’s computer would readily accommodate—one could steer simply by looking where one wanted to go.
A cluster of graphic screens displayed instrument summaries, but the pilot’s principal aid was a false-color holographic projection of the atmosphere. The hologram was constructed from onboard and satellite weather data, and as Khalid now demonstrated by switching on the projector, it completely surrounded them. No matter which way they looked, the atmosphere outside the plane seemed as tangible as multicolored smoke. Even here inside the hangar, small eddies were visible as intricate pastel spirals.
“Tower, this is TP Five,” Khalid said. “We’re ready for rollout.”
“Roger, Five,” said the tower’s disembodied voice. “You’ve got good weather, prevailing winds light steady at thirty knots out of the east-northeast. We’ll open the doors and hook you to the catapult.”
Sparta looked around curiously from her high perch in the clear canopy. Pressure-suited ground crew appeared out of the hangar’s gloom, one coming to the nose and two moving to opposite sides of the plane. They took hold of the distant wingtips—the ends of the wings were so far away that they dwindled to pencil points from her point of view—and lifted them from the floor. The ground crew began walking the plane toward the hangar doors. Only a belly wheel beneath the fuselage was touching the tile.
It seemed incongruous that three tiny humans could manhandle such an enormous contraption, but on Mars the whole plane, passengers and all, weighed about half what an antique Volkswagen weighed on Earth.
Meanwhile the inner hangar doors were rolling back. The hangar was equipped with a primitive kind of airlock, not an airlock so much as a windlock; the space between the wide inner and outer doors was just enough to accommodate the craft’s short fore-to-aft length. When the marsplane had been rolled into the area, the inner doors rolled shut behind it, protecting the planes inside from the gusty wind.
The outer doors slowly opened, unveiling the morning landscape of the shuttleport, the wide, wind-carved valley with its flanking cliffs. The great glider shuddered and creaked as the “light breeze” tried to lift it. Seen from the cockpit, thick pink garlands of atmosphere, coiled like the clouds of Jupiter, writhed in the computer’s holographic projection. The ground crew threw their diminutive weight on the wings. Sparta sensed the constant, instantaneous adjustments of the control surfaces which kept the plane, little more than a big ungainly kite, from flipping sideways and smashing to bits.
One of the ground crew fastened the hook and cable of a gas catapult to a hardpoint on the bottom of the fuselage; in the catapult launch system Sparta recognized more technology borrowed from the Wright brothers. Khalid commlinked the controller—“Ready”—and then turned to look over his shoulder at Sparta. “Here we go.”
The acceleration was gentle and quick. As the catapult drew the craft down the short track into the wind, the plane’s agile wings and tail fins kept it pointed true until it was free of the ground. Then, suddenly, they were skimming the dunes.
Khalid quickly found an updraft over a light-colored patch of dunes in the middle of the valley. They began to ascend in a wide spiral, rising rapidly enough to feel it in the pits of their stomachs.
“The satellite net reports there’s a steady northeasterly windstream at seven thousand meters,” he said. “That’s enough to give us clearance if we find ourselves heading down the Valles.”
As the huge plane wheeled and banked, Sparta peered out of its bubble canopy, fascinated. Through the false holographic atmosphere she could see a faulted, cratered landscape falling away beneath her, a crisply intricate topography of tawny buttes and golden sands. A haze of frozen fog hung in the depths of the canyons of the Labyrinth. Overhead, the sky was rosy pink, streaked with wisps of ice-crystal cloud.
Off to the west the Labyrinth of Night was filling with the morning’s orange light. Far to the east, the Valles Marineris widened and deepened as it dwindled toward the distant horizon. At its deepest the system of canyons descended to astonishing depths, with a vertical drop of six kilometers from plateau to valley floor, but from above true perspective was lost, and the land seemed to flatten as the plane swiftly mounted to catch the jetstream.
Morning on Mars…
 
“Checking in. The name’s Mycroft.”
“What the hell do you want?”
“New hire. Grade seven mechanic.”
The phonelinks chortled continuously in rhythm with the constant hissing of the airlock, as busy men and women passed in and out of the dispatch office.
“Look, bud, you can see we’re kinda occupied around here.”
“Yevgeny Rostov said I was to be here by eight-thirty today and they’d put me on a crummy to the pipeline head.”
“Rostov?” The fat clerk’s manners improved at the mention of Yevgeny’s name. “Who’d you say you was?”
“My name’s Mycroft. Don’t mind telling you I’m glad to get this job. God knows I been lookin.’ Up on the station they…”
“Can it, pal. I get all the soap opera I want on the viddie.” The clerk tapped a greasy keyboard and consulted a flatscreen on which, days or weeks ago, someone had spilled coffee. “Yeah, Mycroft, you’re on the manifest. Says you’re a grade eight.” The computer excreted a yellow cardboard hard copy. “Here’s your job ticket.” He handed it to Blake. “But you’re outta luck, Mycroft. No crummy today.”
“Why not?”
“Because they all friggin’ blew up, that’s why.” The lard-slick clerk showed his rotten teeth and broke into squeaky giggles.
“They what?”
“Little industrial accident—that’s what they’re callin’ it. All the personnel carriers are indefinitely outta commission. Doesn’t mean you don’t have a job at the line head, Mycroft. Just means you gotta get there on your own.”
“When’s the next trip?”
“Depends how long it takes to get new crummies down here. You happen to know the slow-freighter time from Earth these days?”
Blake stared at him. “Slow freighter…? Oh, I see what you mean…”
“Maybe you can talk some trucker into givin’ you a ride. But them drivers usually want plenty. Whaddya got to offer?”
Blake shook his head and turned away, dejected.
But when, entering the airlock, he paused to seal his helmet, he allowed himself a private smile.
 
The marsplane found the jet stream and raced northeastward, in the direction of distant Cydonia. Khalid’s remarks were as neutral as a tour guide’s. “Lunae Lacus—the so called Lake of the Moon—is a depression north of here where the atmospheric pressure is high enough for water—should it ever get above freezing—to stay liquid. That’s one reason it’s been designated ground zero for Project Waterfall. Our route will skirt the Candor region. If the winds aloft hold steady, we’ll be paralleling the truck route from Labyrinth City north to the pipeline head.”
“Are we going all the way to the Lacus?”
“No, we’re resurveying an area just ahead of the pipeline. We could easily reach Lunae Lacus within a sol if we wanted to—our ground speed right now is over five hundred kilometers per hour—but if we went that far, with present weather conditions we’d probably have to circle the entire planet to get back.”
“How far’s the pipeline?”
“About three thousand kilometers.”
“So we could get there in six hours at this speed.”
“At this altitude, yes. But when we drop to make the sensor runs we’ll lose ground speed. We’ll spend most of our time on this trip working our way back, moving across the wind at low altitude. Could be two or three days. We’ve got plenty of time to talk.” He laughed. “Maybe Candor will inspire us.”
She laughed dryly. “If Candor inspires you, Dr. Sayeed, then tell me why you really wanted me with you on this flight.”
“So that we could talk,” he replied instantly. “Talk openly. The hotel is a sieve of information. Name any group or individual with an interest in your investigation, and you can bet they have a recording of our luncheon conversation.”
“It wouldn’t surprise me if you had made your own recording,” she said. Sparta herself recorded everything that interested her in her memory; she needed no machinery to do it for her. “And this plane’s black box is recording what we say now. Why should either of us be concerned?”
“I want to warn you.”
“Of what?”
“I think someone is trying to kill you.”
There was no hint of melodrama or insincerity in his voice, but her flesh tingled. “Who and why?”
“I don’t know who. I hear things.”
“From whom?”
“Nothing specific, and perhaps I’m reading in meaning where none exists. Prott has made some remarks…”
“What remarks?”
“To the effect that he hopes you watch your back.”
“You think he wants to kill me?”
“No… I don’t think so. I don’t know. As for the why, now that I’ve met you I would guess that it has something to do with your identity.” He turned to look at her over his shoulder. “Your holos didn’t give you away, but as soon as I saw you yesterday, Linda…”
“You mustn’t call me that,” she said.
“If you prefer—”
“The record of this portion of the flight will be destroyed,” she said. It was an order.
“Fine. But it isn’t only me. I doubt that any of us who were in SPARTA could fail to recognize you.”
For a moment she said nothing. She remembered that Blake too had recognized her easily, that day in Manhattan—from a city block away. Had SPARTA formed a bond among its members that neither Sparta’s cosmetic surgery nor her acting could disguise?
“Are you transmitting now?”
“Only telemetry.”
“Khalid, do you understand why we must erase this conversation?”
“Yes, and I’ll help you. I’ll use side channels to fill the hole with background—the wind on the wings, cockpit noises. Chances are, nobody will listen to the black box anyway, and if they do they won’t notice, unless they already know what they’re looking for.”
“They tried to kill me, Khalid. They tried to kill my parents.”
“We heard your parents died in a helicopter crash.”
“Maybe. I didn’t see their bodies. I’ve never met anyone who did, and I’ve spent a lot of time looking.”
“You mean they’re still trying to kill you? Who are they?”
“I’m in this plane because I hope to prove that you aren’t one of them.”
He jerked around to look at her. “Me?”
Again his surprise seemed genuine. If he had not really recognized her, though, if instead he had known all along who she was, then there was no mystical SPARTA bond, and he was one of the prophetae and an accomplished liar.
“Yes, you. Ten years ago, Jack Noble was one of your sponsors to the SPARTA project. Did you know that? And he’s on the board of the Mars Terraforming Project.”
“What does that have to do with your situation?”
“I have evidence that he’s one of them. No proof, only suggestive evidence. The group that sponsored you, the Tappers, has ties to the prophetae of the Free Spirit. And I do know that it’s because of SPARTA that the Free Spirit wanted my parents out of the way.”
Khalid was turned around in his seat, watching her intently, letting the plane fly itself.
“And that they want me out of the way,” she said—
—and then she screamed. The pain that went through her head originated in the middle of her spine and shot upward. Suddenly her torso was on fire from her belly up, and the fire was spreading to her rigid, trembling arms, which thrust themselves outward of their own accord. Her hands curved into hooks as if to seize the ether.
Sparta began to tremble. Her teeth chattered and her eyes rolled up in her head until only the whites showed between her trembling lashes. Thirty seconds later she collapsed.
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A skinny black shadow tumbled pell-mell from the sky. Contending winds, invisible in the clear pink sky, tossed the stricken plane first one way and then another across the wrinkled desert that rapidly rose to swallow it. The marsplane’s slender wings fluttered and twisted and bent back on themselves so far it seemed they would crumple and snap.
Radar, satellite radiolink, holo projection, onboard computers, even the commlink—everything had failed at once. Without computers to continuously warp and trim its control surfaces, the marsplane flew no better than a torn scrap of paper.
In the lurching cockpit Khalid tapped switches and tweaked potentiometers as calmly as he could while being tossed from side to side in his harness. What had been thick colored air all around him, the construction of the holo projector, was now a view of real sky and sand and rock swirling sickeningly across the plastic arc of the canopy.
Auxiliary power from shielded batteries came back online. The control computers had lost the flight destination program and many of their other functions; Khalid had to remind the amnesiac electronics that their primary job was to keep the plane upright and aloft. Another minute passed as he worked at the programs.
Finally the plane recovered from its violent and irregular plummet.
The scarp of an awesome cliff rose before them, black with basalt, red with rusty iron. The plane flew straight toward it, undeviating. With fatalistic calm, Khalid watched the impenetrable barrier approach.
The plane was seeking an updraft. Finally it found one, a dozen meters from the vertical rise of rock. As swiftly as it had fallen the plane mounted, but its long wings brushed the cliff twice before it reached the rim and won through to free air. Khalid took control of the craft then and flew it by joystick.
Auxiliary power had failed to salvage the guidance instrumentation. The radar altimeter remained out of commission, and Khalid had no communication with satellites in space or with any ground station. From the displays, he judged that the onboard inertial systems were fried. He switched off the snowy screens.
He eased back on the stick and headed the low-flying glider back in what he judged was the direction of Labyrinth City. It was the only plan he had, the only sensible thing to do. He was hundreds of kilometers from his target, but tiny as the city was it had a wider cross-section than any other inhabited place on Mars.
Each time the plane climbed too high, it would lose ground-measured distance; it was essential to stay out of the opposing winds aloft. The jetstream had already blown them so far in an hour that they would need a day of jibing around buttes and mesas, across canyons and dune fields, to regain the Labyrinth.
With the plane under his control, Khalid took the time to peer around his seatback. Sparta lolled in her harness, her head thrown back from the last violent swoop of the plane. Her face was ashen; her forehead was dewed with perspiration. Yet her breath came evenly, and the pulsing vein in her throat showed that her heartbeat was strong and steady.
He turned his attention back to the controls.
For two hours the plane flew on without incident, entering the huge plain of Tharsis. Khalid had memorized the map of Mars; from thousands of hours aloft he could match much of it to the territory. He could read the windsign in the sand below, spot dust devils spinning like dervishes twenty kilometers away; he could find the updrafts he needed to stay airborne.
What he could not do without instruments was see over the horizon.
The marsplane soared along a line of steep cinder cones, their fresh and iridescent black lava dusted with orange sand. The cone at the end of the line was the newest and highest; as the plane banked around its shoulder, an endless dune field opened to the southwest.
When Khalid saw what was out there he whispered, “God is good.”
A boiling duststorm was crawling across Tharsis, spreading wings of dust from north to south as far as Khalid could see. Its towering front bristled with dry lightning in a phalanx of glittering spears.
Wheeling the marsplane back toward the saddle between the two nearest cinder cones, Khalid dove for the ground. He pulled up in time for the plane to skim the steepening slope. He hit switches on the console and the wing sprouted dozens of upright spoilers. At stall angle the plane was hardly a meter above the slag; it lost forward speed and gently grounded itself.
Khalid slapped his harness release, threw up the canopy, and jumped out. Reaching up under the plane’s wingroots, he threw a series of locking bolts and pulled the left wing free of the fuselage. He ran to the left tail boom attachment and released its latches, laying the boom and its vertical fin flat against the ground.
He ran on to the wingtip. A slender fiber lanyard was coiled in a recessed pocket at the wingtip. Khalid pulled it out. He took a long piton from the thigh pocket of his pressure suit and clipped it to the lanyard. From the same pocket he took a steel tool like an ice axe and pounded the piton into firm lava.
More lanyards were concealed at intervals along the leading and trailing edges of the wing and along the tail boom. Working his way back toward the fuselage, Khalid nailed the disassembled left side of the marsplane to the ground. By the time he had repeated the process on the right side of the plane, the sky beyond the saddle was dark with smoking columns of dust.
His final task was to lash the fuselage pod to the ground. When it was secure he climbed back in and jerked the canopy down. He had to pull it hard in the teeth of the howling wind.
He looked at Sparta. She was still breathing, still unconscious. The pain had eased from her sleeping face. He faced front again. Inside the rattling cockpit he watched the rolling storm loom over them like an oncoming tank tread over an ant.
And suddenly it was on them, streaking toward them like a live thing, swallowing them whole. A scurrying stream of soft dust hissed over the canopy. Seconds later the air was dark, made visible again by suspended matter that hid more than it revealed, a murky scab-colored brown through which Khalid could see no more than a meter or two.
The plane’s detached wings trembled against the ground. No moving atmosphere could get beneath them, and before long their surfaces were obscured by writhing snakes of dust.
Khalid imagined that the atmosphere was alive with wriggling creatures, with newts and minnows of blowing dust, with anacondas of dust.
He dug in the pocket of his pressure suit and pulled out his astrolabe. Its electronics no longer functioned. The alidade no longer pointed to Earth. Nevertheless, he had a general notion of the direction of his birth planet.
It was time to pray.
 
Night. Blue lights and stainless steel at the Park-Your-Pain: Blake screamed at Lydia over the howling synthekord. “I don’t know whether you remember me, but…”
“Yeah, I remember.”
“…we met the other night. My name’s … oh, you remember?”
“You’re Mycroft. What do you want?”
“Listen, remember Yevgeny said he got me a job at the line head? Well, I really need the job, but they say they’re not running the crummies because of some accident. I’ve got the job, but I need a ride.”
She looked at him, incredulous. “You want a ride to the line head?”
“Yeah. I know you said you never take passengers, but if you knew what it meant to me…”
“Wait here,” she said. “I have to talk to somebody.”
“I’ll pay you. I mean, I can’t pay you right now, but I’d be willing…”
“Shut up, will you?” Her irritation was real enough to make him back away. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
He watched her elbow her way through the crowd. He could barely see her between the bobbing heads, back there in the blue shadows, yelling into her commlink.
A minute passed. She came back. “Know anything about trucks?”
“Not much. I’m a plumber.”
“Sure you are. I guess that’ll have to do.”
“You’ll take me?”
“That’s what I just said.”
“When do we start?”
“Dawn.”
“Great! Thanks, Lydia. Can I buy you a…?”
“No,” she said, cutting him off. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Do me a favor and get lost until then.”
 
Khalid roused himself from a troubled sleep. It took him a moment to realize what was missing: he’d grown used to the buffeting of the wind, but it had fallen to a gentle shiver.
Outside the canopy the last stars were fading and the sky was warming to dawn. He turned and shook Sparta’s shoulder, but she was deep in sleep.
He raised the canopy and got out. It took him longer to put the plane back together than it had taken to tear it apart, especially when it came to reattaching the right wing, for with the left wing and boom in place the fuselage was canted over to the left. But a hinge and winch arrangement was built into the wing yoke, and before long the whole huge glider was reassembled and the dust shaken from its wings.
He left only the wingtip lanyards pinned to the ground.
In the cockpit, Khalid set the arming switches for the takeoff-assist rockets. His preflight check was almost casual, perhaps because there weren’t any instruments left to worry about. With his left hand he yanked the hydraulic lever that released the wingtips; then, gripping the stick with his right hand, he hit the RATO trigger.
When nothing happened, he went through the preset again and tried once more. Still nothing happened.
The plane stirred in the breeze, eager to rise. Without a lift to altitude it could soon tear itself to pieces on the ground.
Khalid released his harness, swung the canopy up, and jumped to the ground for the third time. He checked the RATO canisters slung beneath the wings. No mechanical problems, and he hadn’t expected any. The marsplane had been crippled by a general and catastrophic electrical failure, destroying every electronic system except the multiply-redundant aerodynamic controls and their shielded batteries.
He went to an access panel in the fuselage and pried it open. There was nothing obviously wrong with the massed circuitry inside, but a foreign object was lodged in the autopilot comparator: a stainless steel ball, discolored to a strange purplish-green that suggested intense heat. He plucked the sphere out of the crevice into which it had been wedged and shoved it into the thigh pocket of his suit.
After a moment’s thought, Khalid, working more deliberately this time, took the plane apart again and again nailed it to the ground. When this was done he leaned into the cockpit, left his tools and remaining pitons on the seat, and dug into the net bags hanging against the thin walls. He scooped up a little less than half the plane’s emergency ration, of food and water and stuffed the food tubes into his pockets.
He studied Sparta’s face one last time. There were one or two things he could try, but none that seemed worth the risk. He left her there, in a coma, and after he had sealed the canopy over her he walked into the desert.
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This time when Blake showed up at the dispatch office, everybody was quietly busy. Even the fat clerk seemed to be shuffling his numbers with great attention to duty.
“I got a ride, like you said,” Blake said.
“That right?” The clerk didn’t look at him.
“With Lydia Zeromski. Where do I find her?”
The clerk pointed through the big window that overlooked the yard. A truck was leaving the loading area, its turbines blowing blue flame into the orange dawn.
Blake walked through wisps of dust in the raking light, past the blasted fueling shed. The damage was impressive—the twisted remains of the manifold where the explosion had occurred loomed overhead like a plate of spaghetti frozen in midtoss—but the blackened and gutted crummies had been dragged to one side, pipes had been rerouted, and the yard was back in operation.
As he approached Lydia’s truck he caught the scream of its turbines through his helmet, even in the thin atmosphere.
In daylight a marstruck was an even more imposing piece of machinery than at night—part tractor, part caterpillar, part train. The turbines were mounted behind the cab, big gas-expansion turbines fueled and oxidized from smoking dewars of liquid hydrogen and oxygen, so that the tractor was almost as big as a locomotive. The two cargo beds behind it were covered with fiberglass cowlings to minimize wind resistance, although nearby trailers were uncovered—Blake knew from hanging out at the Porkypine that there was a debate among the drivers as to whether trailer cowlings were more efficient as streamlining or as windfoils to lift the whole rig off the ground; being an independent lot, the drivers rigged their trucks to personal specs.
Despite their size, there was something spidery about the marstrucks. The treads were steel mesh, not clanking metal plates, and they were mounted away from the body on struts that seemed too narrow to bear the weight. The cargo trailers were long, built like bridges, and looked too fragile for their wide loads.
All this was an Earthman’s illusion. Blake had yet to get used to a planet where things weighed a third of what they appeared and structures were effectively two and a half times as strong.
Lydia’s marstruck was pretty much standard issue, with all its cowlings in place, its paint bright and its chrome polished, and only her name on the door of the cab, in blue and white script painted like flames, to indicate the rig was hers. Blake clambered lightly over the treads on the passenger side and banged on the door of the bubble cab. Lydia looked up from the console, raised a cautioning hand, and then unsealed the door. Blake climbed in.
The inside of the bubble cab was neat and clean, undecorated except for a 19th-century crucifix of polished black wood that hung above the dashboard. Behind the seats was the opening to the fairly spacious sleeping box, veiled with feminine lace.
Lydia checked the dash lights that indicated the cab was sealed and then popped the air bottles. The cab pressurized. When the board went full green, she pulled open her helmet. Blake did the same.
“You’re late,” she said. “I’ve been sitting here burning gas.”
“Sorry. I thought you said dawn.”
“The sun’s been up five minutes, Mycroft. Work on your timing.”
“Okay, sure.”
She threw the levers and the treads began to roll.
 
The road out of the shuttleport was the longest highway on Mars. Fifteen minutes after setting out upon it, the last sign of human life—save for the rutted dusty tracks themselves—had disappeared behind them in the thin light of the Martian dawn. The desert crossed by this often-invisible web of ruts was the biggest and driest and deadest in the solar system. Except for the wrecks of other vehicles abandoned along the way, there would be no other sign of life until they reached the camp at the pipeline head, 3,000 kilometers to the northeast.
Blake looked through the bubble glass, fascinated. Nothing lived here. Not so much as a blackened ocotillo was rooted in the powdery soil; not so much as a horned lizard or a vinegaroon crouched under the desiccated rocks. Everywhere the landforms, down to the smallest rill, were covered with fine dust deposited by the global windstorms that cloaked the entire planet every few years. There was a reason Mars was called the dirtiest planet in the solar system.
As the small bright sun rose higher on his right and the woman doing the driving indicated that she was determined to keep her eyes on the road and her mouth shut, Blake began to face the superlatives: driest, deadest, dirtiest, widest. A dirt road long enough to cross Australia.
Better to be stranded in the Sahel in midsummer, better to be abandoned in Antarctica in midwinter, than to be lost on Mars.
The marstruck bounded over the sand like a running cat, legs stretched, belly to the earth. Wonderful how the human mind adjusts; what was terrifying becomes routine, what was ecstatic becomes dull. The truck’s speed at first astonished Blake, but he soon grew to think of it as normal.
The truck raced along the lonely road, following the shifting ruts in the sand but guided by satellite. The ruts were an immediate but untrustworthy trace; the road was there even when they blew away, for in reality the road was only a line on a map, and the map was in computer memory. One copy of the map was in the marstruck’s own inertial guidance system; another copy was in computers on Mars Station, which tracked everything that moved on the planet’s surface through its net of sensors—as long as the lines of communication were open.
In that sense this lonely road was not so lonely. It was in intimate contact with thousands of machines and people, on the planet and in orbit around it. A nice thought—which the unfolding landscape subtly denied.
Soon after leaving the environs of Labyrinth City the road began its descent and crossing of the western provinces of the Valles Marineris, and Blake faced that ragged planetary scar for the first time.
To those who have not seen it the Valles Marineris cannot be described. Earthbound analogies are too feeble, but Blake struggled to relate what he saw to what he had experienced before, to images from his youthful summer on the Mogollon Rim and from those other summers touring the North American west—climbing down the North Rim of the Grand Canyon or the slopes of Denali in summer, crossing the Salt River or the Scablands, coming into Zion from the east, dropping into Panamint Valley from the west, rolling down the Phantom Canyon behind Pikes Peak, winding down Grapevine Canyon into Death Valley … there was no easy comparison, no real comparison.
There is a path on Earth—it cannot be called a road—known as the Golden Stair, which descends into the Maze of the western Canyonlands of Utah, near the confluence of the Colorado and the Green rivers; desert aficionados call it the Golden Slide. Built as a mining road, hacked from the ringing rock of stark perpendicular mesas and the slick sides of wind-carved grabens, the sheer slippery slide has claimed many an ATV and even the lives of a few walkers.
The highway into the Valles Marineris was worse. Seconds after Lydia unhesitatingly pushed the speeding marstruck over the edge of the cliff, Blake looked upon the deepest canyon he had ever seen. In the depths of it the distant banded cliffs were lost in blue haze. He could not see ground over the dashboard, and in that instant he was convinced that Lydia was committing suicide and taking him with her, driving straight into thin Martian air.
When a moment later his heart started again, he found that there was still rock beneath the treads and he could even see the road by leaning his forehead toward the glass of the bubble. What he saw was almost as bad as what he had imagined.
The angle of attack was twice what it would have been on Earth, the angle of a playground slide rather than that of even the steepest roadgrade. Blake strained to persuade himself that this made sense—things fall more slowly on Mars, don’t they?—but he kept worrying about a diminished coefficient of friction and wondering about side-sway as the truck whipped around these rollercoaster corners. Inertia concerned itself with mass, not weight, wasn’t that true? So what was to keep the whole hurtling pile of pipe from flying into space?
“Lydia, do you always…?”
“Shut up. This is tricky.”
Now that was comforting…
He did shut up, trying to convince himself that she knew what she was doing. Really there was no question about it, he reasoned; not only did she know what she was doing, she’d done it scores of times before.
Tell that to your stomach, Mycroft…
The truck’s speed wasn’t as great as it seemed to Blake, nor was the road quite as narrow or steep, and Lydia was driving with more caution, leaving more margin for error, and employing far more experience than a naive off-worlder could know. Nevertheless, the big truck was rolling down a cliff of sheer slickrock a kilometer high.
There were more cliffs below it.
When at last Blake managed to persuade himself he would not die, he began to appreciate the scenery.
 
For the next five hours they descended without incident, down a series of rock terraces three kilometers high from plateau to valley floor.
Reaching bottom, the truck sped across a field of dunes that spread randomly across the crumbling banks of ancient superimposed gullies. Then it began slowly climbing another cliff as high as the one they had come down.
Going up, Blake could see the road without leaning forward, but seeing it, seeing that narrow, uneven track, was almost worse than hoping something unseen but substantial was under the treads. The red rock wall was on his side of the cab now, and when he looked at Lydia all he saw was the dazzling pink sky beyond her, silhouetting her stern profile.
They reached the top of the hogback ridge while the sun was still high. Lydia stopped the truck in the only flat place on the ridge, the middle of the road itself, and powered the turbines down.
In silence they ate their lunches—shrink-wrapped sandwiches and apples, grown in the greenhouses of Labyrinth City—and took turns visiting the pressurized privy behind the cab, reached through the little tunnel beneath the sleeping box.
Lydia revved up the turbines and they moved on. The road crossed the hogback and descended at a frightening pitch. Before long they came to a place where the road seemed to run straight forward off the cliff. Blake stared at the rapidly approaching edge in horror—there must be some trick to this, but he could not see it.
“What happened to the road? Landslide?”
“Later,” she said. She kept the truck rolling, right to the end of the road. Far below them the wrinkled and scarred valley floor stretched away under serrated cliffs.
Lydia flicked on the dashboard videoplate that showed the view behind the aft trailer. Now he saw it: the narrow road continued on down behind them. They had passed the branch point, like the fork of a wishbone; there was no room on the cliff for even a rover to turn around.
“We back down this stretch,” said Lydia.
“How do you…?”
She looked at him contemptuously. “We’re built that way, Mycroft. The trailer treads are steerable. The computer does the work. I just aim.”
She just aims, Blake thought, by looking into a videoplate—steering forward while moving backward. He found a little wisp of cirrus cloud high in the sky and studied it intently as the marstruck crept slowly backward.
Within a few minutes the road ended at another cliff. Lydia kept backing up until the view in the videoplate was of empty air and distant cliffs. By then, the next switchback had revealed itself in front of them. She put the treads in forward and the truck lurched ahead. Blake felt the tension gradually drain out of his neck and shoulders.
Three more times they had to back down stretches of road with no turnarounds. Blake felt almost blithe about the last one.
This time the terraced cliffs and talus slopes descended deeper into the Valles than they had before. When Lydia and Blake reached the floor of the mighty chasm it was all in shadow, though the sky overhead was still bright.
They drove on an hour past sunset, their floodlights picking out the route through high dunes and scattered boulders. When they reached the edge of a geologically new lava flow—its edges of frozen splattered magma were still as sharp as broken glass, despite years, perhaps decades, of sandblasting—Lydia stopped the truck.
“I’m getting tired. We’ll spend the night here. Do you want chili and onions or dragon stew?”
“What’s dragon stew?”
“Textured protein and vegetables, Asian style.”
Not too exciting, but chili and onions in a confined space with a person who really didn’t want to know him all that well … hm. “Dragon stew sounds great.”
She reached into the food locker, dug out a couple of plastic packages, and tossed him one. He detached the fork and spoon from its cover, unzipped the self-heating package, waited ten seconds for the dinner to heat itself, and then dug in.
They ate dinner in silence, the same way they had eaten lunch.
Midway through the bland meal Blake snuck a look at the taciturn woman who had now driven fifteen hours with only one break and had said perhaps a couple of hundred words in that time. Her most succinct statement, shortly after he’d launched himself upon what he thought was going to be a cheerful process of getting-to-know-you, was “I don’t want to talk.”
Now Lydia was staring straight ahead into the starlit night, just as she had been for the whole long day. Her eyes were still fixed on the road.
Blake settled back into the cushioned seat, easing his safety straps. Things weren’t working as he’d planned. His scheme had been to get Lydia alone, to befriend her and gain her confidence, and then to learn what had really happened between her and Darius Chin on the night of the murders.
The name Darius Chin had never come up. Blake hadn’t even had a chance to indicate that he knew about the murders. If she were innocent—even if she weren’t—her grief and loss might have kept her from reaching out to anyone. Certainly she would find it hard to express her feelings to a stranger.
Something nagged him. She’d agreed to give him a lift, but now he was beginning to wonder why. It wasn’t because he’d charmed her into wanting his company, that was plain enough.
Had that been Yevgeny she’d talked to in the ’Pine? Was this just a favor to Rostov? If so, Blake’s trashing of the motor pool may have been unnecessary, even wanton…
Lydia threw the plastic debris from her dinner into the waste bin. She shoved a loose strand of blond hair out of her eyes and unlatched her harness. She climbed over the middle seat, up into the sleeping box.
“Here’s a pillow,” she said, tossing one down. “Sleeping sitting up’s not bad in this gravity. Not for somebody from Earth.” She yanked her lace curtains closed.
So much for good night.
 
Midnight. Mars Station was high in the sky.
Khalid trudged across an expanse of windscoured quartz sand that glittered blue-white under the stars. The plain of whiteness extended all the way to the horizon, like the dry salt bed of an ancient sea. Blue silhouettes of distant buttes and mesas raised themselves against the sky.
Khalid had enough food and water for two days—not very tasty food and not easy to eat, since he had to suck it through a valve in his faceplate, but high enough in energy content to keep him going. His heaviest burden was the oxygen generator on his back, a unit that made it possible for someone in a pressure suit to walk around in the open without carrying bottled air. The heart of the generator was biomechanical, a culture of tailored enzymes that broke carbon dioxide from the Martian atmosphere into oxygen and carbon, a sort of artificial forest in a backpack.
But the reaction needed input from batteries. Khalid estimated he had less than two days’ charge remaining in his. He could never walk to Labyrinth City in two days, and he had never planned to. He was walking toward an easier landmark.
As he walked across the crusty plain of quartz he entertained himself with mathematical exercises. How many square kilometers of desert were there in the Tharsis Plateau? Draw a diagonal across that expanse, label it the pipeline road…
He consulted his astrolabe and checked the stars. The thing had been made for Earth, but surely there were coordinate transformations one could perform … a sphere is a sphere whether it’s called Earth or Mars, and Khalid knew his approximate position, his longitude and latitude, on this one. The position of the stars was the same for both.
But his mind kept wandering. Was there a rational relationship between so-many-kilometers-of-sand-dunes squared and the volume of lava in the cone of Mount Ascraeus? He doubted it, but if he let his mind drift a little farther out into the glassy night, he might discover one…
 
Long before the sun rose above the awesome cliffs the marstruck was climbing the rim of the Valles Marineris, winding its way out of the colossal valley through one of its head-eroded dry tributaries, climbing the final kilometers across sliding slopes of talus before at last gaining the open desert of the Tharsis Plateau.
Once across the Valles, Lydia and Blake had truly begun their trip. Ahead of them stretched more than 2,500 kilometers of meteorite-blasted sand, scarred with ancient lava flows, pitted with sinkholes, faulted with slumping permafrost. They journeyed into the wilderness together, a man and a woman who had nothing to say to each other.
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What satellite sensors could not know with certainty was the condition of the ground beneath the visible surface of Mars. And so, two days out, driving blind in a windstorm, the track having already vanished in the blowing dust, the marstruck plunged into an enormous sinkhole of decayed permafrost.
The tractor went straight in and automatically decoupled from the trailers behind it, leaving the first of the two flatbeds dangling half over the edge of the hole, its cargo of pipe threatening to spill forward. Meanwhile, nimble as a gymnast, the big computer-stabilized tractor had landed on an uneven ledge of ice with its forward treads. Lydia and Blake found themselves staring down from their safety harness into depths of dirty ice.
The dashboard lit up yellow in front of her, and Lydia hit the switches that powered the turbines down and put the tractor’s systems on battery.
“We’ve got a problem,” she said.
“If you say so.”
For the first time in two days she looked him in the eye, both of them hanging there in their harnesses, and he thought she came very close to smiling.
 
They sealed their pressure suits and climbed out of the cab and up the sides of the slanted tractor to the edge of the hole. The wind at the surface wasn’t quite strong enough to knock them off their feet. They couldn’t see each other very well in the blowing dust, but they had the commlink between their suits, and Lydia was good at giving orders.
“Forward tool locker, your side. Slide the shackle left and down. Inside on the left you’ll find a dozen rock bolts, about a meter long. Yellow barrels with red tags.”
“I see ’em.”
“Take out three. Mount one forward of the sinkhole on your side. I’ll do the same on mine. Then we’ll put two out to the sides and two aft. Try to find good rock, sandstone. Otherwise, sound ice.”
“Will do.” Blake was as good at following orders as Lydia was at giving them, particularly when they made excellent sense.
They found solid rock forward of the tractor, and prepared to sink the explosive anchors.
“Have you used these?” she asked.
“Looks easy.”
“Easy to blow your head off.”
“I’ll be careful.” He ripped off the tag, pulled the pin, and stepped away. Seconds later the recoilless charge spewed fire and sank the steel shaft deep into the stone.
On her side of the truck Lydia was doing the same. With the forward bolts in place, they looked for dependable anchorage to the sides and rear. They had to go farther for it, but when they found good rock they were still within range of the truck’s winch cables.
“What’s the plan?” Blake asked.
“Cable sling. We’re going to lift the whole thing out of the hole till it’s hanging on the cables, then let it pull itself forward on the cables until it gets its treads on the ground. Computer knows this trick pretty well—we’ve done it a few times already—it will keep the tension adjusted.”
“All by itself?”
“More or less. I ride with the truck. You stand clear, in case.”
 
With all cables payed out and taut, the four winches began to wrap in synchrony. Lydia was leaning half her body out of the cab, checking the tension on the lines. The front of the big tractor came up slowly until the whole mass of it was suspended over the sinkhole on a net of fine cables. Then the tractor began to inch its way across the open pit, trembling toward the edge.
Suddenly and silently the left rear cable anchor let go, like a broken guitar string—what had looked liked good rock holding its anchor was fractured. For a moment Blake thought maybe it wouldn’t matter, because the tractor already had its front treads half on the dirt and the three good lines that were left could carry the tractor’s mass.
But the loose cable whipped into the jury-rigged lashing of the pipe load on the first flatbed and sliced through it, and the pipe came loose and spilled slowly into the hole. The enormous mass of it cut through two of the remaining cables.
Things fall a little slower on Mars and even the inevitable comes on a like a flood of molasses. Standing-by where he was there was nothing Blake could to do stop the tumbling rack of pipe, but he had time to leap onto the front right tread and reach up to the door of the bubble cab even as Lydia tried to get through it. He grabbed her outstretched arm and held on as she came out. Just before the sliding pipes sliced the cab door off, the two of them made the desperate leap to high ground.
They lay there in the blowing dust, face down and side by side. Their suits still had pressure. Neither of them was hurt.
“Now we’ve got a problem,” he said.
“Very funny.”
 
But it was still pretty much a routine problem. They spent some hours winching the loose pipe out of the hole and stacking it back on the flatbed. They rerigged the tractor, and on the second try the cable scheme worked; the tractor climbed back onto solid ground.
It wasn’t until the day was ending and the Martian sun was setting in the western desert that they got the whole outfit reloaded and recinched, and got the detached cab door patched with big olive-drab splotches of quicksetting polymer and put back on its hinges. It was nightfall by the time Lydia pronounced the rig ready to roll.
“Now?”
“Don’t be silly, Mycroft, I’m not a masochist. What do you want for dinner, chili and onions or, let’s see here … chili and onions?”
“Who does the shopping for these trips?” he asked.
“Chili and onions it is,” she said, tossing him a plastic tray. They pulled the tabs and for a few minutes they ate in silence.
“You came through on that,” she said while she ate. It wasn’t thanks, exactly, but it was an acknowledgment.
“Self-interest,” he said. “Without you, I’d be stuck.”
“No you wouldn’t. The whole planet knows where we are. I don’t think you did it just to save your skin.”
“So I’m a bleeding heart.”
“Sure.” She looked at him with eyes full of doubt and suspicion. “What do you want from me, Mycroft?”
“What I’ve got—a ride.”
“And what?”
“I don’t know. Maybe an idea of what I’ve gotten myself into. What’s it like here? On Mars, I mean. You’re an old-timer by Martian standards. Excuse me, not old. I meant…”
“I’m not old, but I’m a bitch, Mycroft. So’s life on Mars. It’s worth living anyway. We’re building a whole planet out of dead sand. Even the bosses are taking a chance.”
“The bosses? You mean like Noble?”
“Oh, they’ve got their stashes back on Earth if things go wrong—still, they’re taking their chances along with the rest of us.”
“Doesn’t sound like a good union member talking,” he said.
“What union you in?” she asked sharply.
“Yours,” he said, “thanks to Yevgeny.”
“Right enough. In this local we like people who play our game our way. We get rid of the ones who don’t.”
What was that about? “I like Yevgeny.”
“Yeah? Well, I love him,” she said passionately. “Even though he’s an ugly big S.O.B., I love him for what he’s done.”
“Love?”
She looked at him with eyes that were red-rimmed with fatigue. “Not that kind.”
“You loved Darius Chin, didn’t you?”
Lydia’s expression hardened.
“…I mean, that’s what I’ve heard around,” he finished lamely.
Lydia threw the remains of her dinner in the disposal chute and turned to climb into the sleeping box. “Tomorrow we’ll make up for lost time,” she said.
She climbed into the box without looking at him. A second later the spare pillow dropped lazily toward him through the lace curtains.
 
Darkness.
Somewhere in the freezing dark Sparta was sleeping. Her head throbbed with waves of pain, pain that brought whirling, spinning, spiraling patterns of dark color to her vision and a high-pitched ringing to her ears. Something shadowy and desperate flitted by in the sucking spirals, something rich in meaning that continually escaped her because she could not concentrate.
She could not concentrate because of the pain.
Worse than the pain in her head was the pain in her belly. Her diaphragm was a band of fire, clenching her abdomen. Her dreams filled with blood now, and with wet, staring eyes and glistening textures that could have been fur or hair or scales or feathers. She clawed helplessly at her rib cage, unable to reach the gnawing creature within.
She screamed, and screamed again…
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Hard light poured into Sparta’s eyes, glistening like the tracks of daylight meteors across the pink sky. It was morning. The light was from the far yellow sun. The meteor tracks were tiny scratches in the plastic canopy of the marsplane.
She was half sitting, held erect by her harness, and her head was resting awkwardly on her shoulder. She raised it—it felt like a cannon ball on the wilted stalk of her neck—but while the cramped muscles of her shoulders protested, she found that much of the pain in her head had been dream pain. The burning in her stomach had subsided until it was not much worse than the aftermath of a spicy dinner. Difference was, she was hungry.
She moved her head cautiously, taking in her surroundings, looking at the canopy under which she sat, perched wingless on a sand-dusted lava slope. She was alone. The instrument screens were cold and dead, and the position of the sun in the clear sky told her no more than that it was morning somewhere on Mars.
A note, written with ballpoint on a scrap of checklist, was stuck in back of the seat frame in front of her.
“We have no communications and are lost to searchers. I am walking in the direction of the nearest habitation. I pray that you recover soon. Your only hope is to stay with the plane. God will be good to us.” Khalid hadn’t bothered to sign it.
Sparta released her harness straps and gingerly flexed her wrists and elbows and knees. Physically she was undamaged, it seemed. She was stiff and her lower back was aching, but her headache had subsided to nothing worse than an irritable sensitivity to light.
She tried the instruments. As many switches and combinations of switches as she tried, she could get only succotash from the screens.
She checked to see that her pressure suit was sealed. She hit the rugged switches that controlled the air pumps; they at least were still functioning. The plane’s apparent electrical failure wasn’t total. Maybe some of its other critical systems were still operative.
When the cockpit was evacuated she moved to lift the canopy, but as she did so the pain in her belly came back. Gasping, she fell back. She left the canopy sealed and undisturbed.
She knew intimately the place of the pain, the locality of the layered sheets of polymer battery that had been grafted beneath her diaphragm, the place from which they sent surges of electrical power to the oscillator surgically implanted in her breast-bone and the superconducting ceramics that coated the bones of her arms.
Like some biological creatures—but unlike humans—she was sensitive to the electromagnetic spectrum from the near infrared into the ultraviolet. Like a few other species of naturally evolved living things—but unlike humans—she was sensitive to electric and magnetic fields of much higher and lower frequencies, and of almost vanishingly weak fluxes.
Unlike any natural creature, she could transmit and receive modulated beams of radio frequency.
Whether this peculiar and artificial power, foreign to her body and unwanted—not asked for or agreed to by her, and put into her at a time she could not even bring to memory—had now been permanently destroyed, she did not know. All she knew was her terrible pain.
She tried to reconstruct what must have happened. At first she remembered only soaring above the endless desert. Khalid had said something that had disturbed her…
…that he knew her, that was it. And something else—that someone was trying to kill her…
And then the pain.
She did not have the one benefit radio could have conferred in her present desperate situation. A brief burst of targeted microwaves, however faint, would have appeared as a small, bright blip in the sensor field of an orbiting satellite, pinpointing the exact position of the downed marsplane. She had been deprived of the ability to make such a blip, and she did not think that was by chance.
From what she had seen it appeared that the marsplane must have been crippled by a powerful broad-frequency pulse that had fried the onboard sensors and computers—and at the same time had ruptured Sparta’s only nonbiological function. Until she inspected the plane she would not know whether the source of the pulse had been onboard or beamed from outside. Nor would she know whether it had been planted and triggered by a person unknown or by Khalid himself.
Why had Khalid taken the plane apart? To keep it from being destroyed by the wind. Why would he bother, if he only wanted to kill her? Because, of course, a tragic accident must seem perfectly accidental.
She lay back in her harness and concentrated on the fire under her heart, trying to dispel it by entering it. But too soon the pain overwhelmed her conscious mind, and she slipped back into fitful sleep and lurid dreams.
Swirling signs tantalized her with elusive meaning…
 
Midday. Lydia Zeromski’s marstruck drove north.
To the west a huge shield volcano, Ascraeus, rose from Tharsis into the Martian stratosphere. On Earth nobody would have noticed it, not from this angle; one can stand on the side of Mauna Loa, the largest volcanic mass on Earth, and not notice anything more impressive than nearby trees and rolling hills and a mildly tilted plain, so gentle is its slope. Here on Mars the much bigger volcano made its presence known only by the lava flows and raveling arroyos at the hem of its skirt.
Lydia had reassumed her customary taciturnity. The morning had passed in silence except for the now-familiar whine of the turbines, transmitted through the truck frame. Blake sat on his side of the cab, brooding.
There were no more cards in his deck. He’d tried charm. He’d tried competence—gone so far as to save her life, probably—but nothing was going to make her loosen up. Lydia Zeromski was a tough cookie.
Blake slouched in his harness listening to the hissing turbines and the grab and scurry of the treads against the sand. He’d assimilated some novel sensations on this trip. He’d slowly learned the different feel of rock and lava and sand and desert quicksand and rotten permafrost, each texture translating itself into subtle superimpositions of vibration as they passed beneath the traveling treads. Now he became aware of something new—
—a rhythmic heave and rumble quite out of synchronization with the rhythms of the treads.
“What’s that?” he said, turning to Lydia. For the first time he saw fear in her eyes.
“Flash flood,” she said. She sealed her pressure helmet.
Without prompting he did the same. A flash flood on Mars? Unheard of, but obviously it was nothing fantastic to her.
She leaned on the throttles. The big rig leaped ahead.
They were crossing a wide alluvial fan at the base of the distant volcano, a thin spreading sheet of pebbles and boulders sorted by weight, of terraced sand and packed conglomerate cut through and exposed by intermittent floods of liquid water. Blake, trusting the texts he’d hastily absorbed during his journey to Mars, had placidly assumed these water-carved features to be a billion years old. Looking out the cab of the speeding truck, he now acknowledged what he’d seen but not believed: the sharply sliced contours of fresh erosion.
The huge rig was plunging and wallowing dangerously through the sand, slamming into boulders and spraying gravel from beneath its treads. Lydia had never driven with such abandon.
“We’re not going to make it,” she said.
“What do you mean?”
“We can’t get to high ground. If we can just get to an island, at least…”
“Lydia, how can there be a flood here?”
“Volcano. Outgassing melts the permafrost into a slurry and it rolls down any available channel. We’re in the middle of a big one.” She glanced up from the wheel. “Listen, Mycroft, when I say jump, you jump. Grab a couple of rock bolts and winch cables and get as far forward as you can. Don’t worry about good rock, you won’t find any in this gravel, just get out front a hundred meters or so and shoot the bolts as deep as they’ll go. Tie off. Cross your fingers they hold.”
“That bad?”
She didn’t answer.
She found the midstream island she was looking for a few moments later and pushed the truck up and over its shallow bank. Then she swerved the whole rig around to face upchannel, into the approaching deluge.
“Jump!”
As the truck skidded to a halt he jumped and ran. A second later she was out of her side of the cab and running out parallel lines. He found an enormous basalt boulder and figured that it was worth more than a steel bolt sunk into gravel, so he looped the winch cable around it. He planted two more bolts and tied off the cables.
By now he could feel the ground vibrating under his boots like the magic fingers in a cheap hive bed. He looked upstream.
“Oh, damn.”
A seven-meter wall of slush the color and consistency of melted chocolate ice cream was bearing down the channel, carrying whole boulders with it. He turned and ran for the truck. Lydia was ahead of him. He saw her climb in and struggle to secure the damaged door on her side of the cab, then reach across to his. Nice of her to open it for him.
He jumped nimbly up and over the tread and pulled the door handle. It was struck.
He pulled again. “It’s stuck,” he yelled over the suitcomm. “Get it from in there, will you?”
Through his helmet, through the truck’s bubble dome, through her sealed helmet, through layers of reflection he saw her white and determined face, set in a mask. She did not move to help him.
“Lydia, the door’s stuck! Let me inside!” The wall of mud was coming at him like a miniature flood in a cheap viddie, shot in slow motion. This was no miniature. Billows of steam poured from the improbably high crest of the wave—hot water from the melted permafrost was vaporizing instantly as it was exposed to the dry, thin atmosphere.
“Who are you working for, Mycroft?” Lydia asked.
“What? Lydia…!”
Her voice was husky and low, but it sounded plenty loud enough in his suitcomm. “We’ve known about you for months, Mycroft. Are you just a company fink? Or are you one of the STW’s bully boys?”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“You want inside this truck, fink? Tell me who you work for.”
“Lydia, I don’t have anything to do with the company or the STW.”
“Yevgeny was waiting for you in the yard, Mycroft—he thought you were going to blow up the yard so they wouldn’t send you to the pipeline. But it seems you do want to go to the pipeline. What we want to know now is why.”
Blake looked at the steaming face of the flood, its tumbling wings now spilling around the banks of the shallow braided channels that flanked the midstream island, carving new miniature cliffs in the sand as it came. The agonizing slowness with which it approached was almost more horrible than the onrush of an earthly flood.
“Lydia, all I wanted was a ride to the line head. With you—you in particular.”
“You admit you sabotaged the yard?”
“I’ll explain. Let me inside.”
The first gooey surf was breaking over the island’s prow.
“I figure thirty more seconds, maybe less,” she said. “Explain first.” She ignored the flood, staring at him implacably.
He thought about it for a couple seconds and couldn’t think of anything more that he had to lose. “My name’s Blake Redfield,” he said. “I’m working for the Space Board on the murders of Morland and Chin. I needed to get close to you, to find out about you.”
“You think I’m a murderer?” Her astonishment seemed genuine.
“No, I don’t think that, but you can prove me wrong in about fifteen seconds.”
“They think I killed Dare?”
“You had opportunity, Lydia. You had to be a suspect, and somebody had to check you out. I volunteered.”
She still stared at him through layers of reflecting plastic.
“Lydia…”
“Relax, whatever-your-name-is. You’re not going to die.” Still she made no move toward the door of the cab. Keeping her eyes on his, she tilted her chin upstream, toward the approaching flood.
What had been an enormous wall of water a minute ago was now a low-running slurry. It reached the marstruck as Blake watched; wavelets of semisolid slush lapped over the treads and dirtied his boots, but they carried no more force, and before the flood had run the length of the truck it had subsided into a smooth layer of fine ash and dirt. For a while the hot mush, like a pyroclastic flow on Earth, had sustained itself on steam; now all the moisture which had lubricated the flow had evaporated and nothing was left but a deep layer of those fine particles which covered so much of the dry surface of Mars.
Blake looked at Lydia. “Great timing.”
“I improvised. Believe it or not, I wouldn’t have left you out there to die, even if you were a fink. And maybe you are.” She opened her own side of the cab and climbed out. “Help me pull up the stakes.”
It took effort to dig down through the compacted layers of new gravel and ash and uproot the cable anchors, but in a few minutes they had done the work and were back in the cab.
The turbines rose to a scream. The marstruck floundered on across the desert.
Lydia lapsed into her characteristic meditation, fixing her eyes on the horizon of the endlessly unfolding landscape. She looked at Blake only once, a few minutes after they had resumed their journey across the alluvial fan. “What did you say your name was?”
He told her. When she said nothing more, he lapsed into his own reverie. He watched the sand hills slide by and thought about how badly he’d botched this assignment he’d insisted on giving himself. Botched it right from the beginning. The reasons for everything that had happened to him since he’d become Mike Mycroft were suddenly obvious.
He knew why he’d been attacked outside Mycroft’s hotel on Mars Station and how Yevgeny had gotten rid of his attackers so swiftly—they were Yevgeny’s own people, and he’d told them he wanted this Mycroft character to himself. That’s why Yevgeny had befriended him, gotten him a job, waited for him in the marshaling yard. Yevgeny had set him up.
They’d known about Mycroft for months, Lydia had said. Which meant that Michael Mycroft was a species of fink—a false identity the Mars Station office of the Space Board had used once or twice too often.
Just before they climbed out of the channeled terrain and moved on into the higher desert, they passed the blackened skeleton of a marstruck which had not made it across these alluvial sands. Looking at its twisted, ragged frame, half buried in sand, Blake wondered if Lydia really would have let him inside had the flood not dissipated itself too soon. Or was she waiting for a better chance to stage the perfect accident?
 
Sparta hung above the still point of the turning world.
She was a sun hawk, her eyes ten times sharper than any human’s, her ears tuned to the farthest, faintest cry.
There was a bare tree in the desert, and around it the world turned. The world was a desert of drifting sand and plains of smooth, bare stone.
Her sharp eyes saw shapes carved deeply into the barren sandstone, carved so deeply that the shadows in them, pooled there by the low sun, were like ink on the page. Her sharp ears heard the cry from the tree.
Her hawk wings sifted the air and she descended, curious to see more.
The outward form of the shape on the tree was human, a girl not quite grown to womanhood, hanging from the branches of the dead tree. They had nailed her to the tree with splintered bones—arm bones and thigh bones. Her belly was split from breast bone to navel and the cavity was empty, dark, and red.
In her oval face her brows were wide ink strokes above eyes of liquid brown. Her unwashed brown hair hung in lank strands against her pale cheeks. She turned her liquid eyes to hold fast Sparta’s gaze with her own.
I ween that I hung on the windy tree.
Hung there for nights full nine;
With the spear I was wounded, and offered I was
To Othin, myself to myself.
On the tree that none may ever know
What root beneath it runs…
The voice was not that of a Norse god but that of a woman, rich and deep—not that of the girl on the tree, but of a woman of years and knowledge.
I took up the runes, shrieking I took them…
The face upturned to her twisted and melted. The eyes of the face flared with light, and when the flare subsided the eyes were pale, the thin lips were full and parted, and the dark hair had lightened to the color of sand.
Then began I to thrive and wisdom to get
I grew and well I was;
Each word led me on to another word.
Each deed to another deed.
Now the girl’s belly wound had closed in a purple scar, but she had aged and was still aging with her pain. Her eyes speared Sparta with their light.
Sparta, full of fear, felt for the wind with her wingtips, found it, and rose into the pink sky. The runes were all around below her, carved in the polished desert stone. If she could stop the world from spinning long enough, she could read them…
She mounted higher, making the painful climb—
—to consciousness. She was in the cockpit of the marsplane. She was alone. The sun had dropped low in the west, and moving upward past it was the crisp thin crescent of Phobos.
The moon Fear.
Sparta lay motionless for a moment, not denying her fear but acknowledging it, acknowledging the likelihood of her approaching death. She let the fear of death wash through her.
When she had accepted it she let it drain away. Then at last she could turn to the business of life.
She tried the switches of the air pumps and found that they still worked. But she had already evacuated the air from the canopy—why had she forgotten?—and her suit was still sealed. This time, when she reached to release the canopy locks, the pain in her belly was only a twinge.
She stumbled out upon the steep slope of ash. The wind was steady from the west at twenty kilometers an hour. She noted the way the plane’s wings had been detached from the fuselage, the way everything had been neatly pinned to the ground.
The plan and layout of the marsplane were evident. She had no doubt that she could reassemble it—it had been designed that way. But before she did anything, she needed to find out what had gone wrong. She went to the instrument access panel in the fuselage and opened it.
Her darting macrozoom eye traced the visual outlines of the devastation inside, the fused micro-connections of invisibly fine solid circuitry.
An electromagnetic “pulse bomb,” a surge generator like one she’d seen only once before—in a Board of Space Control class on sabotage—had been lodged in the autopilot comparator. It wasn’t there now, but Sparta could picture it clearly.
It would have been a steel ball about the size of a lime; greenish-blue discoloration after detonation would have made the sour-fruit comparison even more apt. Before detonation it would have contained a microscopic sphere of frozen hydrogen isotopes, tritium and deuterium, surrounded by larger spheres of liquid nitrogen, liquid lithium, high explosives, and insulators, all under immense pressure. Triggered by an external signal, the explosives would have crushed the hydrogen isotopes, creating thermonuclear fusion—a microscopic H-bomb. The products of the miniature blast would have radiated outward, some ions at a much higher rate than others, and even though the actual force of the blast wouldn’t have been enough even to rupture the superstrong steel casing, the radiation, moving at different velocities and spreading apart like the sound of a handclap in a culvert, would have produced a sort of electronic whistler, an electromagnetic pulse strong enough to fry all the unshielded circuits in the vicinity.
It was the kind of specialized and hideously expensive device that required the capacities of a rich institution: a powerful corporation, a big union, a whole nation, or a group—such as the Free Spirit—more resourceful, if less visible, than any of these.
Khalid must have taken the gadget with him.
The plane’s ruined circuits couldn’t be fixed, only replaced, and the marsplane didn’t carry that kind of spare part. Sparta closed the access panel.
She leaned against the fragile fuselage and watched the languidly sinking sun. Maybe Khalid was telling the truth. His advice to stay with the plane may have been well meant. Nothing necessarily ruled against him; he may have removed the pulse bomb to give it to the patrollers.
Still, with the best intentions, he could die in the desert.
And if he did not have the best intentions, he might save himself and see to it that no one found her for weeks.
Common sense said she had to leave this place immediately.
Methodically she rooted the pitons out of the sand ash and recoiled and repacked the lanyards, leaving only the wingtips anchored. She reassembled the huge plane, piece by piece.
A few minutes later the whole immense and fragile assembly was trembling in the wind, pinned to the ground by its wingtips.
There were hydraulic linkages from the pilot’s seat to the wingtip lanyards, the designers having anticipated that in some situations sophisticated electronic systems would be wholly inappropriate. With the right wind, Sparta could pull the pins and let the plane rise, even without rocket assist.
She’d never flown one of these craft; until a couple of days ago, she’d never set foot on Mars. Right now there was a twenty-kilometer crosswind, not the ideal circumstance for an unpowered launch. But she had a knack for this sort of thing.
The sun had just set when she released the right wingtip. Simultaneously she leaned on the stick. The right wing lifted and the whole marsplane immediately pivoted backward on its tethered left wingtip, skimming centimeters above the slope. Half a second later, a little before the plane was head-on to the wind, Sparta released the left lanyard and leaned right on the stick. The plane quivered, tried to stay aloft—the left wingtip sank again and bounced—then rose confidently and glided slowly downslope, its line of flight falling and curving over the saddle of the dark cinder cones.
Sailplanes rarely sail at night, when the cool, dense atmosphere is falling groundward, but Sparta knew that there would be bright patches of sand in the desert that would give up their heat in rising columns some hours beyond the setting of the sun. She would have no trouble finding them. Her infrared vision, swamped in broad daylight, was at its best in darkness; she needed no holographic projection to see the atmosphere at night.
The barely visible landscape of the Tharsis Plateau was rendered in shades of midnight blue and starlight silver. Overhead, shining Phobos moved against the stars, casting deep shadows from the slopes of the desert buttes and dunes. To Sparta’s eyes there was more to the scene: the desert glowed with shades of red as the rocks and sand gave back the day’s heat at different rates. Revealed by their relative warmth, spirals of rich maroon slowly twisted in the dark blue atmosphere over the night landscape—escalating funnels on which the marsplane could hitch a ride.
She skimmed the plane over the dunes and caught the nearest of the updrafts. Soon the plane was wheeling high above the desert and Sparta was searching her eidetic memory, trying to match the remembered map to the remembered territory, seeking the airy thread that would lead her to Labyrinth City.
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A warning light glowed yellow inside Khalid’s helmet, telling him his batteries were low, but he did not see it. Half the night he had slept in dreamless exhaustion while the cold wind sent trickles of sand to cover him like a comforter.
Weariness had overtaken Khalid, and he had curled himself into the shelter of a steep dune face. He knew even as he’d succumbed to sleep that he was risking the last of his precious reserves, but in the long run a human can no more do without rest than without air.
The last thing he’d done was to make sure he was lying with his face toward the east. For it would surely take the full light of the rising sun to wake him.
 
When it rose the sun was small, low in the east, and climbing fast. The undulating surface of the sand in front of the speeding marstruck was as smooth and sensuous as a discarded kimono of yellow silk, with folds as high as the hills. Since before dawn Lydia’s marstruck had been racing across this dune field, the largest expanse of dunes Blake had ever seen or imagined.
There were tread tracks across the sand, rising and falling over the waves, and they were a remarkable palimpsest, for as faint as they were they were still visible in the slanting light. Only the persistently reapplied imprimatur of passing vehicles could have frustrated the erasing wind.
Sixteen hours away, across the endless dunes, was the pipeline camp. They would drive all day and well into the night, reaching it when the stars were bright and the moons danced in the sky.
Lydia squinted at the road. With the sun low, every little ripple was a line of brightness and shadow. She had long since resumed her taciturn silence.
Blake’s eyes were fastened on the horizon instead of the road, and he saw the apparition first.
“Good God, do you see that?” he whispered.
She slowed the truck and looked where he pointed.
It was a human figure, a man by his size and build, trudging the faint track far ahead of them, oblivious to their approach. He was frail and bent, a dark stick-puppet moving with painful speed toward God-knew-where.
Blake and Lydia sealed their suits and Lydia pumped the cab to vacuum. She sent the truck careening over the sand. Even before she drew alongside the walking figure she knew who he was. She knew his stance and gait.
She skidded the truck to a halt beside him. Gaunt and parched, the man stared up at Blake.
Blake stared back. “Khalid!”
Khalid must have heard him through his commlink, but he was too dazed or dry throated to reply. He only stared.
Lydia had her door open and was already out of the cab and running. Blake jumped down to join her.
“Battery light says he’s got maybe two hours’ charge,” Lydia said to Blake.
“By God, he was lucky.”
They lifted the frail and dehydrated man over the treads and into the cab. A minute later, Lydia had the cab resealed and repressurized. While Blake supported Khalid, she lifted the helmet from his head.
Khalid had fixed his dark gaze on Blake.
“Khalid, do you recognize me?”
“Blake,” Khalid said, in a whisper so faint it was little more than an exhalation. Then his long-lashed eyes closed and his head lolled.
“He needs water,” Lydia said. She reached for the emergency tube on the dash. She put it to Khalid’s lips.
Khalid sputtered and choked, and then began to suck greedily. Water dribbled down his stubbled chin.
When he finally released the tube, Blake asked, “What happened?”
“Blake”—his fingers feebly grasped at Blake’s chest—“Linda is out there.”
“Linda? You mean…?”
“Yes. The plane was sabotaged. This.” His fingers scrabbled at his thigh pocket, and Blake helped him open the flap. Khalid pulled out a steel sphere that appeared to have been burned to discoloration.
“What is it?”
“Don’t know. Fried the electronics. She’s still out there.”
“How far?”
Khalid paused before he answered. “Two days’ walk. Maybe one hundred kilometers, a hundred and twenty at most. Southeast. I’ll lead you.”
“What about the emergency beacon?” Lydia demanded.
“No good,” Khalid whispered.
“Lydia…”
“Out there, a miss is as good as eternity,” Lydia said.
“You can’t refuse to help!”
“I’m not refusing help,” she said angrily. “I’ll radio satellite search. Meanwhile the camp can send out search parties.”
“Tell them to track us,” Blake said. “We’ve got plenty of fuel. We can unhitch the trailers and make good time. Even if we don’t get to her first, we can narrow the search.”
Lydia studied Blake across the body of Khalid, who had leaned back against the seat between them and closed his eyes. “This man’s not out of danger, you know,” she said. “Who is this Linda? Is she more important than him? Who is she to you?”
“That’s not her name,” Blake said uncomfortably. “Her name is Ellen Troy. She’s an inspector with the Space Board. She’s in charge of investigating the murders.”
“Yes… Ellen,” Khalid whispered. “Something happened to her…”
“Why was she with you?” Lydia asked him.
He gazed at her. “Because she thought I did it.”
Lydia’s mouth tightened, but then some knot of inner resistance unraveled. She looked up at Blake. “How are we going to find her?”
Khalid fumbled in the patch pocket again and brought out his miniature astrolabe. “God will guide us.”
“What’s that thing?”
He attempted a feeble smile. “Its inertial guidance doesn’t work anymore, but with … suitable coordinate transformations … it’s still an astrolabe.”
 
All night Sparta had followed the wind. Phobos was sliding toward the east as the sun climbed to meet it. The low, fast Martian moon crossed the sun more often than Earth’s bigger and more distant companion, but there was rarely anyone in the narrow shadow path of Phobos across the planet’s surface to observe the transit.
As Sparta guided the marsplane higher into the morning’s warming atmosphere she saw the shadow of Phobos passing to the north, a slanted column of darkness in the dust-glistening sky. On the rippled plane of the dune field below, the twenty-seven-kilometer-long blob of shadow crawled eastward like a giant black amoeba.
Soon Sparta was well to the south and west of the moving moon shadow. She never saw the microscopic speck in the dunes that was the speeding marstruck, and the riders in the truck never saw the lazily circling plane that carried the woman they were hoping to rescue.
 
All day long Lydia drove fast and easily across the trackless dunes, aiming the tractor on the heading Khalid had specified along a snaking path that avoided the sharpest ridge crests but, where there was no alternative, plunging without hesitation down the shadowed slipfaces. Freed of its loaded trailers, the big tractor was an agile dune buggy.
Khalid, restored by water and food and clean air, was in the sleeping box—sleeping through it all. Lydia heard nothing from him until almost nightfall. Then suddenly he poked his head through her lace curtains and demanded that she stop the truck.
“It is time to pray,” he told them.
Lydia, remarkably fresh and alert, or perhaps just running on caffeine—already she was brewing a fresh reservoir in the maker under the console—watched from the bubble as Khalid walked fifty meters into the barren dunes, spread a square of light polyfiber cloth on the sand, and kneeled to prostrate himself in the approximate direction of an invisible Mecca. The wind whipped the cloth around his knees and blew streamers of dust over his bowed back.
“How can you keep going like this?” Blake asked huskily. Bleary and cramped, he shook himself awake from where he had dozed off in his harness, sitting on the other side of the cab. He peered through the plastic bubble at Khalid, out there bowing to the sand.
“If either of you guys could drive I wouldn’t have to keep going. Meanwhile the change of routine keeps me awake.” She nodded toward Khalid. “He seems serious about his religion.”
“Has been ever since I first knew him.”
“When was that?”
“We were nine.”
“He seems to like you,” she said.
“I like him,” he said.
“So how come this mutual woman friend of yours thinks he’s a murderer?”
“She hopes it isn’t true. So do I.”
“Maybe I don’t know Khalid as well as you two, but I’ve seen him around for a few years now, and I can’t imagine the very serious Doctor Sayeed killing anybody. Not in cold blood, anyway.”
“I can’t either. But like you say, he’s religious. Religion can take weird forms. And make people do weird things.”
“If he did it, why is he trying to save her life?”
He brooded on that before he said, “Let’s see if she’s alive.”
“Want some coffee?”
“Thanks.” He took the steaming cup she handed him. “Who do you think killed them, Lydia?”
“The way you ask sounds like you don’t think I’d give a lot to know. Well, I would.”
“You’ve been a cool customer.”
“Yeah?” She looked at him over the rim of her coffee mug. “With you, maybe.” Khalid had vouched for Blake, and Lydia had had time to think about what that meant. She sipped at her coffee for a few moments before she began to talk.
“Dare and I were here with the first bunch of regulars, the first people to really settle here. None of the explorers and scientists before us had ever stayed more than a few months. We were roughnecks, like most of the others—we worked on wildcat wells all over the permafrost regions, helped map the hydrology of Mars. And we helped build Lab City.
“We cursed and fought and got drunk a lot, the first years. Everybody did. So it took Dare and me a while to realize we were in love. There aren’t that many couples among the old-timers, you know. There used to be a lot more men than women, and a lot of the women hooked up with guys they didn’t like much just to get away from a bunch of others they didn’t like at all. When more people came in later, most of the early matches broke up. Some of the women discovered they liked freedom best.”
“Doesn’t Mars have some natives?”
“Twenty-three kids born on Mars, at last count,” Lydia said. “Not exactly a population explosion, and what’s it been, ten years now? I’m not saying there aren’t good marriages, good companionships, just that they’re pretty rare. But so is jealousy.”
“Jealousy is rare? That’s not the impression I got—the guys in the ’Pine looked ready to take my head off if I looked cross-eyed at a woman.”
“You’re not one of us,” Lydia said simply. “A stranger has to watch his step. Or her step—same goes for a strange woman. Besides, we all thought you were a fink.”
“All of you?”
“Just about everybody in the Porkypine had you pegged for trouble, even if they weren’t sure what kind. We weren’t wrong, either.”
“I’m not admitting anything.” He nodded toward Khalid, who had gotten to his feet and was making his way back to the cab. “Not in front of a witness, anyway.”
Lydia smiled. “Neither would I. They don’t pay you enough to cover the damage you did.”
Khalid’s voice sounded over the suitcomms. “You two seem to be having a lively conversation for this late hour.” He waited outside the truck while Lydia pumped the air down.
“We were talking about an explosion in the motor pool fueling depot a couple of days ago,” said Lydia. “Destroyed some vehicles.”
“Oh?”
Blake could see Khalid outside the cab, eyeing him knowingly through his faceplate. Blake cleared his throat. “There seems to be an odd notion that I had something to do with it.”
The cab door popped on Blake’s side and Khalid climbed in, maneuvering past Blake’s legs.
As he settled himself into his harness Khalid smiled, his perfect teeth gleaming in his dark face. “Remember what fun we had, Blake, that summer in Arizona? Smearing our faces with black shoe polish and blowing things up?”
“Let’s not bore Lydia with tales of our school days, buddy,” said Blake.
“I’m far from bored,” she said.
“We’ll give you the gruesome details later.” Inside his helmet, Blake had turned pink with embarrassment.
All three ran out of words. Lydia revved the big turbines and threw the tread motors into gear. The truck rolled.
Khalid coughed and said, “I didn’t intend to interrupt…”
“Yes, please finish what you were saying, Lydia,” Blake said. “About what happened…” When he ran out of words again, Khalid gave him an inquiring glance. “…the night the plaque was stolen.”
Lydia looked at Khalid. “I was saying that Dare and I were in love. That was pretty obvious to everybody, wasn’t it, Khalid?”
He nodded judiciously.
But she caught his reticence, his hesitation. “Okay. Maybe not so obvious. The truth was that I always loved him more than he loved me,” she said. “He was an independent guy, a lonely guy, and I knew him well enough to know that I couldn’t do more than put a patch on what ailed him.” She fell silent, choosing her words. “But as long as he needed me at all, I put up with it. But in the last week or so before … he was murdered … it was different. He started avoiding everybody. He was edgy all the time. I took it personally. Because I was insecure, I guess. Anyway, I knew he was working late—he’d been working late every night since that creep Morland showed up—so I went to see him at work. I suppose I had some stupid idea that I was going to give him an ultimatum. As if either of us had a choice…”
She was quiet even longer this time. Meanwhile the air pressure in the cab was back to Earth normal. She opened her faceplate, and the men did the same. When she didn’t resume her story, Blake finally broke the silence. “What happened?”
“Dare didn’t want to talk. He apologized for the way he’d been acting, said he’d talk to me later but he couldn’t right then. There was something about the other guy, Morland. He talked as if something about the guy wasn’t right. Anyway, he practically threw me out.”
“And you went?”
“Sure, what else? I sealed up and went outside. I hung around Town Hall awhile, but I couldn’t see Dare inside.” She looked at Khalid and almost said something, but changed her mind. Did he know she’d seen him that night, at that moment?
Lydia sighed. “Anyway, I went out to the port and drank a lot of beer at the ’Pine. I’d been there half an hour or so when somebody told me the news.”
“Do you remember what Dare Chin had against Morland?”
“No. He wouldn’t say.” She stared out at the packed dunes, crosslit by the setting sun. “I’d better concentrate on my driving.”
Blake nodded. The turbines rose another octave in pitch and the tractor leaped ahead, charging the dunes.
Khalid turned thoughtfully to Blake. “Do you know anything about this man Morland?”
“Not a thing, except the official resume. I don’t even know what he looks like.”
“He was an unpleasant person. An arrogant and insincere character. He had a taste for the high life. A heavy drinker.”
“Is that prejudice talking, Khalid?”
“You know me better. I have no objection to the moderate use of alcohol, although I do not use it myself. Morland, however, was an addict. And something else, my friend…”
“Yes?”
“I am not convinced that Morland was really the expert on Culture X that he pretended to be. He played his role with great panache—indeed made a spectacle of it…”
“His role?”
“The role of a typical xenoarchaeologist concerned for the preservation of the natural treasures of Mars. Yet when I made reference to certain specific finds—anything that did not directly concern the Martian plaque—his replies were vague.”
“You think he wasn’t an archaeologist?”
“He was an archaeologist, but his interest in Culture X was superficial. Or so it seemed to me.”
“A new interest for him, perhaps.”
“Perhaps,” said Khalid. “Do you know what killed him?”
“Sure, it’s common knowledge, isn’t it? He was shot.”
“With…?”
“A target pistol, a twenty-two.”
“Did you know that Morland bragged of being an excellent pistol shot?”
“Interesting. Does Ellen know that?”
“Our conversation was interrupted…” Khalid paused and abruptly changed the subject. “How far away are we from the target area?” he asked Lydia.
“From the estimated position you gave us, we’re still fifty kilometers away,” she said. “You can read it on the screens.”
“She’s already been out there two days,” Blake said.
“She’ll be all right, Blake,” Khalid said.
“I wish I was as much of an optimist as you.”
“If she regained consciousness, she’ll be all right.”
 
Maybe she was all right. They wouldn’t know right away.
Under moonlight, Blake and Khalid stood on the saddle between the lava cones. The wind had been light all day. Sparta’s footprints, and the depressions where the wings and fuselage had rested, were still visible in the sand-dusted ash.
“She is an ingenious person,” said Khalid.
“Lucky, too,” said Blake.
“I’m sure she will be safe.”
They avoided each other’s gaze as they trudged back to the tractor. Lydia had kept the turbines turning.
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Noon in Labyrinth City. The sun was high and the wind was strong out of the west.
The lost marsplane sailed in gracefully and kissed the sandy runway. It rolled a few meters to a stop in front of the Terraforming Project’s hangar. Within moments, ground crew in pressure suits were swarming over it. Sparta pointed at her helmet and shook her head to indicate she had no radio communication. The hangar’s outer doors slowly opened and the crew dragged the plane out of the wind.
Inside, Sparta climbed from the cockpit and ran in loping strides across the expanse of hangar floor. Inside the lock of the ready room, she yanked her faceplate open.
“Khalid is somewhere in the desert,” she said to the startled operations officer behind the counter. “We’ve got to go after him—he’s been out for more than three days. I’ll show you where he left the plane.”
“Dr. Sayeed is safe, Inspector,” the ops officer replied, relaxing a bit. She said, “He was picked up yesterday by a marstruck going to the pipeline head. He told us what happened.”
“So he did find help,” Sparta murmured.
“The people in the truck went looking for you and found that you’d already left.”
Sparta took a moment to pull her helmet all the way off. “Frankly, I didn’t think he could make it.”
“You did the right thing. But if we were in the habit of giving out medals, Khalid would get one. We’ll just throw him a party when he gets back.” The woman smiled at Sparta. “You’re invited.”
“Thanks. Accepted with pleasure.”
The officer had been studying Sparta intently. “We’ve heard stories about your luck, Inspector Troy. What you did, most of us would have said was impossible—over two thousand kilometers without holo, without radio link, without even a compass—and three days ago you’d never flown one of these things at all.”
Sparta shrugged. “I’ve got a knack for machines,” she said huskily.
“Some knack. A knack for navigation, too.”
“No, just a good memory. I’ve been studying maps of Mars for the last two weeks.”
“I’ve been studying maps of Mars most of my adult life. I couldn’t have done what you did.”
“Don’t underestimate yourself,” Sparta said irritably. “It’s amazing what you can do when you have to—look at Khalid.” She fiddled with her suit straps. “Well—I’ve got rather pressing business. Do you need me here?”
A clerk who had been staring at her in admiring awe now suddenly guffawed. The ops officer grinned and pointed at a flatscreen. “See all the blanks on that incident report? If I let you go before they’re all filled in, the locals are liable to arrest me.”
Sparta sighed. “All right.”
The pressure lock had been constantly popping and sighing; the hangar office was crowded with mechanics and other men and women from the ground crew who were eager to get a look at the luckiest woman on three planets.
“What’s the damage assessment?” the ops officer asked one of the men who’d just entered.
“Every unshielded electronic system in the thing is fried, like Dr. Sayeed reported,” the man replied. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“Dr. Sayeed said he found something in the autopilot,” the ops officer told Sparta. “A steel sphere about thirty millimeters in diameter. He took it with him.”
“It’s a pulse bomb,” Sparta said.
“What’s a pulse bomb?”
“A very expensive device designed to do just exactly what it did—destroy microcircuitry. Somebody wanted the plane to disappear off the screens, to lose itself in the desert and never be seen again.” And that somebody knows how I’m made and wanted to give me a severe tummy ache, she thought, but she kept it to herself.
“So, this blank that says ’cause of incident’—what do I put in there? Sabotage?”
“Yes.”
 
“Mr. Prott has been trying to reach you for two days,” said the breathless young man at the hotel desk.
“Really?” Sparta thought that a bit odd. “I’ve been away.”
“He hopes you will join him for dinner. Perhaps tonight?”
Sparta needed to see Prott, too, but dinner? Her stomach leaped. The fire in her belly was banked but not dead. “Tonight will be fine.”
“At six-thirty? Mr. Prott will meet you in the Phoenix Lounge for an aperitif.”
She was too weary to argue. What she needed above all was sleep. “All right.”
 
She pulled the drapes closed and turned off the lights. She stripped off her pressure suit and all her clothes and fell facedown onto the soft bed. Within seconds she was unconscious.
Two hours later she forced herself awake. Dazed and groggy, she dressed herself in her one of her two outfits of civilian clothes. They did not soften her appearance. While she had yet to go into battle in real armor, the yellow net stuff the Space Board issued in case of a fire fight, her slick black pants, tight black top, and high-collared shiny white tunic were armor enough for the social world; they broadcast a blunt message: noli me tangere.
As she sealed the seam of her tunic, the fire under her breastbone seared her again, so severely that she cried out and stumbled to the bed. Within half a minute she knew she could not ignore the persistent attack. She leaned over and reached for the bedside commlink. “I need to talk to somebody at the hospital.”
The ruptured structures in her abdomen were poisoning her. Whatever the risk to her safety, she had to get help from outside.
 
“You say this was tissue replacement for trauma?” The doctor was peering at a three-dimensional graphic reproduction of Sparta’s guts, concentrating his attention on the dense layers of foreign material spread beneath her diaphragm.
“That’s what I told you, didn’t I?” Sparta had spent a lot of time in clinics and hospitals, and although they were hardly the torture chambers they’d been a mere century before, she hated them.
“What sort of trauma?”
“I was in a ‘ped accident ten years ago. I was sixteen. A drunk driver ran me into a light pole.”
“Your abdomen was punctured?”
“I don’t know that. All I know for sure is that some of my ribs were crushed.”
“Yeah. You’ve got a big staple right in your sternum. Not exactly elegant work, but at least it doesn’t show.”
Sparta grunted. Maybe she wasn’t the nicest patient a doctor might wish for, but this young doctor needed to brush up on his bedside manner, and as for the staple in her sternum, it was elegant enough considered as a microwave oscillator, which is what it really was.
“Well, I don’t know what the hell these people had in mind, but whatever it was it wasn’t such a bright idea,” said the doctor. “That stuff is deteriorating. Your pH is so low it’s practically falling off the scale—no wonder you’re complaining of stomach aches.”
“What can you do?”
“Best thing would be to excise it. We can replace it with modern tissue grafts, if you really need them. Probably you don’t. I’d guess your abdominal structures have already healed themselves. In fact you look in damn good shape except for that foreign gook in there.”
“No operation,” she said. “I don’t have the time.”
“I’m telling you what you’re going to have to face sooner or later. For now we can give you local implants to balance the pH.”
“Good, let’s do it.”
“But I want you back here within two days. You’ve got a complex internal environment. I don’t feel comfortable letting it go unattended.”
“Whatever you say.”
The procedure to insert the subcutaneous implants took ten minutes. When it was over Sparta shivered as she closed her tunic. She tightened the plastic sheath of her jacket around her torso and left the clinic, feeling an irrational attack of loneliness.
Irrational, or merely submerged? As she walked along the wide, green-glass pressure tube that led to the hotel she tried to bring to consciousness a thought, a feeling, that was playing at the edge of her mind.
There was no doubt her implanted polymer batteries were ruptured; she’d been able to interpret the scan with less confusion than the doctor, who didn’t know what he was seeing. The structures were not natural tissue; they would not heal themselves; they were long dead, long gone. They had never been truly alive.
She should have the stuff removed, as the doctor urged. Those gooey battery implants were part of what she resented most about what had been done to her; they were part of what made her other than human, a prisoner of what others had wanted to do with her body.
But lately she had begun to master the arcane power they conferred upon her, the ability to beam radio signals within a wide band of frequencies, which she could use—among other things—to control remote machinery. Action at a distance. Some part of her wanted not to remove the batteries but to have them repaired, replaced.
She was unsettled to recognize this temptation in herself—instead of resentment, a desire—to be more than human. Some controlling, power-seeking part of her did not wish to relinquish the ability to command the material world by fiat, by merely taking thought.
But at the cost of her humanity itself?
This was not the time for these thoughts. She snugged her plastic armor about her and walked faster toward the hotel.
 
“Mr. Prott? I’m afraid he’s not here just yet. I’ll be happy to show you to a table.”
She looked the place over. The far wall was a sweep of hardened glass looking out upon the Labyrinth, its otherwise sublime view spoiled by reflections. To her right was a long glass bar and glass tables, lighting the customers greenly from below. To the left, in a corner under spotlights, a woman with stiff black hair sat at a synthekord keyboard, crooning smoky old favorites in a fetchingly hoarse voice. The enchanting Kathy.
“All right,” said Sparta.
The waiter took her to a glowing glass table for two with a good view of the entertainment and the scenery. When he asked what she wanted to drink she said water.
She endured the cool and curious glances of the other patrons while she waited for Prott. Approximately every two minutes the waiter reappeared, inquiring if she would care for something else. A drink from the bar? A glass of wine? Another glass of water, perhaps? Would she like to see the hors d’oeuvres tray? Nothing, mademoiselle? You are sure? Certainly…
Ten minutes passed this way, and the next time a waiter descended on her she asked for a house-phone link. The waiter brought it and Sparta keyed the number of Prott’s office.
Prott’s robot answered and offered to take a message. She keyed off. Next she keyed Prott’s suite of rooms in the hotel. Another recording machine answered. She keyed off.
Prott was not the sort to put a guest in the spotlight and then embarrass her. That could be bad for the hotel’s image. If Prott were anything like the ambitious and slightly paranoid middle manager he appeared to be, unpleasantness would be the very last thing he would wish on anybody in his vicinity.
“Excuse me, I’ve left something in my room. When Mr. Prott arrives, please tell him I’ll be back within a few moments.”
“But of course, mademoiselle.” The steward who heard this bowed deeply. Sparta did not miss the amused contempt that lurked behind his carefully neutral mask.
 
She was past the simple lock of Prott’s outer office in as much time it took for her to sense its magnetic fields.
She did not turn on the light. The flatscreen on his assistant’s desk still glowed faintly from the day’s use, warm in the infrared. No normal eye would have noticed the glow, but Sparta’s read the last image readily. Nothing of interest, only a routine manifest of rooms and reservations. She had already ransacked the hotel’s computer, of which this unit was a terminal.
No one had been in the room for half an hour or more. There were no glowing footprints on the floor, no glowing handprints on the walls.
She listened…
The air ducts and the solid walls brought her the gossip and complaints of the hotel’s staff, the murmurs and cries and bored chatter of its guests, the rattle and thrum of its mechanical innards; she clearly heard the whisper of the outside wind.
She sniffed the air, analyzing the chemical traces that lingered: strongest was the alcohol and perfume of Prott’s cologne, but through the air vents she could smell kitchen grease, burned coffee, germicide, soap, cleaning fluid, stale booze, tobacco smoke—the concentrated essence of hotel.
And faint within it, a subtler essence. Something tugged at the edge of her consciousness, a presence, distant but menacing…
Sparta reached for the door of Prott’s inner office. The lock was disguised as a standard magnetic type with an alphanumeric pad identical to the lock on the outer office. But the alphanumerics were dummies; the lock was actually keyed to its programmer’s fingerprints in the infrared. Only a precise pattern of warm and cool fingerprints ridges on the pad, his fingerprints, would open the lock.
Sparta did not have Prott’s fingerprints in her memory, but she had the means to reconstruct them.
Every human touch is unique; the skin secretes a mixture of oils and acids that ultimately depends on the genetic makeup of the individual—shared only in the case of identical twins or other clones. Sparta’s senses of touch and smell, combined with the processes of her artificial neural structures, analyzed Prott’s unique chemical fingerprints and produced a mental map of the whorls and spirals of his most recent touch on the pads—two fingers and the side of a thumb.
Reproducing the prints was trickier. It needed warmth, precision, and speed. No human could wield a tool freehand with the precision required to draw another human’s fingerprint to exact scale, but Sparta was not quite human. The dense soul’s eye beneath her forehead was orders of magnitude more capacious than the control computers of the world’s most sophisticated industrial robots.
And for warmth she needed only her own hand wrapped around a steel paperclip. Heating it in her palm, she used the curve of the clip as a stylus to reproduce Prott’s latent prints with lithographic accuracy, laying the copies lightly and swiftly on top of the originals. Then gentle pressure…
The lock clicked open. The door to Prott’s inner office slowly swung back. She stepped through. The pressure from the inner office to the outer office was positive, and she felt the cool outward flow of air. The fine hairs rose on her scalp.
She stepped inside. The pressure-sealed door slowly closed itself behind her.
Sparta did not need enhanced analytical faculties to detect the difference in the atmosphere; anyone who had ever been near a slaughterhouse would have known it. Anyone who had been in a shooting gallery would have recognized the smell of burned powder.
Prott’s body was on the floor behind his desk. He’d been dead for perhaps half an hour. The heat had long retreated from his limbs, leaving them blue in the darkness, but in Sparta’s eerie eyesight the core of his head and his torso still glowed like banked fires.
She knelt carefully beside the body, not touching it—but breathing deeply, looking, listening…
When he was killed he had been sitting in his enameled desk chair, which had fallen backward and to the side. There was a neat round hole centered above his eyes and a much larger hole in the back of his skull.
Prott’s head lay twisted to one side in a pool of blood, which was congealing on the gray industrial carpet. The expression on his face could not be read, for the bullet had triggered a reflex that had left the unfortunate Prott, so careful of his looks, cross-eyed.
Sparta glanced up. There was a crater in the sandstone wall behind Prott’s desk. The polished stone was marred with a splash of drying blood, at the level of a seated man’s head.
She stood and leaned close to the hole chipped in the wall. Zeroing in, she could see microscopic flecks of soft metal gleaming in the rock matrix. The spent bullet had not embedded itself but had fallen to the floor, where the murderer had retrieved it, for otherwise Sparta would have had no trouble locating it. The faint odor of oxidized lead and copper wrote their simple formulas across the screen of her consciousness.
Sparta crossed to the door and touched the light switch. Soft yellow room light came from scallopshell glass sconces near the ceiling.
Prott’s office was large and lavish, furnished with dark leather furniture—a couch as big as a bed, deep armchairs—with low side tables of polished basalt slabs. On the floor in one corner a full-bellied alabaster jar held an arrangement of imported dried plants. There was only one picture, an inane oil in desaturated colors, contrived so as to not look too much like anything. Maybe it was a landscape. Whatever. It was visual Muzak.
The room gave no hint of a real personality; the decor was high-priced, soulless industrial design by the same firm which had done the interior of the entire stone-and-glass hotel. The books and chips in evidence were restricted to business journals, biographies of successful entrepreneurs, inspirational tracts on management…
Inset into the sandstone wall near the couch was a liquor shelf, glinting glassily of brown and red and green. None of the bottles seemed to have been opened recently. The adjacent crystal glasses showed a fine haze of room dust; when Sparta looked closely, she saw no recent fingerprints. Prott was prepared to entertain business guests, but apparently he had not lately had the opportunity.
Sparta looked around the room, felt for it.
It was too featureless. Too much the dressed set.
She had yet to begin a serious search for clues to the identity of the killer. What already bothered her was that she did not know the real identity of the victim.
She had the records which had been beamed to her while she’d been en route to Mars, of course, but like Prott’s office they were too sterile, the sanitized resume of a middle manager’s rise through the ranks of an interplanetary hotel chain.
How convenient. And how frustrating. The man who lay dead on the carpeted floor was surely a competent hotel manager, but also, according to the testimony of the local police, he was a lecher and an expert pistol shot. Sparta’s own sense of him suggested that he was a man on the edge of a psychotic break.
Yet his resume showed the smooth curve of an undistinguished and unmarred career.
There was no such person as Wolfgang Prott. Not the Wolfgang Prott of record.
Sparta went to the tiny flatscreen on Prott’s desk. From beneath her fingernails, polymer-insert spines unsheathed themselves like cat’s claws; she inserted them directly into the computer’s I/O ports as if she were inserting skeleton keys into an old-fashioned door lock.
But like the unit on his secretary’s desk, Prott’s machine was no more than a terminal of the hotel’s master computer. Seconds later, she had learned everything it had to offer, which was nothing new.
There were drawers in Prott’s desk, locked with standard I.D. sliverports. Her PIN spines slid into them and the drawers sprang open. Inside, beside the usual paraphernalia—stationery, tacks, rubber bands, pens, clear tape—were neatly indexed racks of RAM slivers.
After building a block against outside eavesdroppers, she used his own terminal to play the slivers, one at a time; it took more time to load and unload them than to suck their contents dry. Once again she was impressed by the sheer banality of Prott’s milieu. The slivers in these locked drawers were records relating solely to business: phonelink directories, personnel records, credit checks on hotel guests, his personal financial records. From the evidence, his employees and guests were ordinary, fallible human beings. His only visible personal income was from his salary, and he had invested what he could afford of that, with only mixed success.
For a borderline psychotic, Prott had been a remarkably discreet and well-organized man. Even a good man. He hadn’t wanted the details of his employees’ private lives stored on the master computer, where any talkative clerk could soon spread rumors about who used what chemicals, who slept with whom, who owed money to whom, so he’d kept these and other sensitive matters on separate chips, locked in his desk.
Sparta rather respected him for that, even as it further roused her suspicions. Nothing in these files was truly revealing of Prott or of anyone associated with him.
There had to be more. Hidden not in his office but in his private suite, perhaps. But Prott’s suite was visited daily by maids and accessible to any determined guest in the hotel—it would be a much less secure locus than this, his inner sanctum, where even the unused glasses on the bar testified that no one ever came except his assistant and the janitor.
No, this was the place. Prott’s murderer had not used stealth or force to enter it; the lock had not been wiped clean, and only Prott’s touch was upon it. The murderer had walked through an open door, done the work without touching anything, then left and let the door quietly close itself.
Sparta moved more quickly now, searching the room with all her heightened senses. There was nothing hidden in the decorative jars, no safe behind the bland oil painting, nothing lurking in the recesses of the leather couch, no hollow places under the carpet. But a section of the picture-sandstone wall beside Prott’s desk was thick with the oils and acids of his touch.
A laser beam had carefully sawn an irregular curve around the radiating iron crystals that formed one of the “pictures” in the stone. The resulting thin plate of rock covered a shallow cavity in the wall’s cladding. Sparta had to play with the oddly shaped plate a moment before she was able to dislodge it: the trick was to press a lower corner and let the featherweight slab fall into her hand.
Inside the cavity were two objects, a microchip recording and a gun.
The gun was .22 caliber, a long-barreled target pistol uncleaned since its last use. It smelled of stale propellant and uranium oxide.
Sparta bent close to it, peered at it microscopically, sniffed it. Prott had handled it, but not recently. Less recent were other chemical signatures, two of them pronounced. One she did not know. The other she could not believe, did not want to believe…
She bent to the chip. Prott’s signature was as fresh here as his fingerprints on the door lock. He had recorded the chip shortly before he was killed.
She placed it in Prott’s desktop terminal. She let her PIN spines emerge and inserted them into the ports, and then she went into trance and absorbed the contents of Prott’s last chip.
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Here begins the recording, synthesized in the voice of Wolfgang Prott:
If you are what I think you are, Inspector, you will have found these: the gun that murdered Morland and Chin, and an eyewitness account of the scene a few seconds after they were murdered.
I hope you don’t find these things. You’ll have no cause to look for them unless I haven’t given them to you in person. In which case I’m probably dead. That is not a remote possibility, so I’m taking the precaution of recording this.
We have the same enemy, you and I. I speak of the prophetae of the Free Spirit. They did those things to you I don’t fully understand, those things that make you so “lucky” and will have allowed you to find my hiding hole and this document. Because of those same people—through no direct means, but by necessity—I have become what I have become. No, I won’t apologize for my sickly personality; after all, I’ve worked decades to perfect it.
Oh yes, I really am the odious hotelier I seem to be; the resume of my undistinguished career is quite accurate, as far as it goes. But after hours I pursue a … let’s call it a hobby. I don’t mean only the pursuit of women, although I try hard to give that impression. And apparently I succeed.
My primary … interest … has been to interdict the illegal trade in fossils and artifacts on Mars. This hotel I manage was a nexus for smuggling when I arrived here a year ago. No longer.
Smuggling still occurs on Mars, of course. How could it not? Otherwise-respectable people, museum directors and the like, will use the most extraordinary egocentric and ethnocentric excuses to justify their theft of cultural objects—usually claiming that they can better protect them or better appreciate them or show them off to better advantage than their rightful owners. But these sanctimonious deals are no longer made on the premises of the Mars Interplanetary Hotel. A smuggler on Mars needs to be much cleverer today than before I arrived.
Because of my interest in these matters, I had been following Dewdney Morland’s career for some years before I arrived here—for some years before he showed any interest in Mars, in fact.
Morland had legitimate-seeming credentials, and his vita, quite unremarkable, looked no odder than that of many academics. He studied topics that seemed, to uninitiates, obscure and unrelated, but there was a plausible and respectable theme to his researches, being the relationship of artifacts to the tools used to shape them. It was only shortly before he came to Mars that he became interested in Culture X, however.
There are … were … only a dozen or so people throughout the solar system who claimed expertise in Culture X. It may have been Morland’s misfortune to boast that he had joined them, for he and all but one of the others, Professor Forster, are dead now. And Morland was no expert.
The thing about Morland, not apparent to many people, was that valuable objects tended to disappear from the places where he did his research. He did his research on Cro-Magnon calendar bones at the Musée de l’Homme in Paris. A week after he’d wrapped up his work, a collection of valuable 20th-century ethnographic films was discovered missing. Fortunately no information was lost, for the films had long ago been transferred to more permanent media, but the acetate originals would have been extremely valuable to specialist collectors. No one suspected Morland at the time, and indeed no connection has ever been proved.
A year later, Morland was working on Anasazi artifacts at the University of Arizona. This time an extraordinary assemblage of pottery disappeared from the vaults. Here priceless information was lost with them, but although there was a thorough investigation, again nothing could be proved. Two years later, about the time Morland was visiting New Beirut, the Lebanese lost several unique items of Hellenistic gold jewelry from the Museum of Surviving Antiquities. In this instance the objects’ aesthetic value exceeded their scholarly value, but the loss was nevertheless significant, and a blow to that struggling institution.
You will have no difficulty understanding that once objects of this kind are taken there is little likelihood they will ever be seen again. For a thief to dispose of a previously unknown artifact is relatively easy, but to try to fence one—sell one, I mean—which has already been catalogued, if it is well known, invites instant arrest.
Consequently, thefts of famous objects are almost always commissioned; the stolen goods go straight into the vaults of the wealthy but discreet pirates who finance the jobs, there to be gloated over in private.
In the case of Dewdney Morland we had a scholar of middle rank and modest income, with access to first-rate museums. Even on the face of it he was not, shall we say, unapproachable.
Strict liability laws forbid the spreading of unprovable allegations, but word manages to get to those who need to know. Museum people talk to each other, and some of them talk to me. The news that Morland had obtained permission to investigate the Martian plaque made my flesh creep. He’d never been stupid enough to steal the things he was ostensibly studying, but perhaps his successes had emboldened him.
The Martian plaque was not housed in a museum with other valuables; if it were to be stolen, it would have to be through a direct assault. I had nothing to go on but my suspicions, and I could not even share these with the local authorities without giving myself away. Nevertheless, I passed hints to Darius Chin—anonymously—and he followed up on them on his own.
Morland stayed here at the hotel. There was a regrettable mix-up while his luggage was being fetched from the shuttleport—a mix-up that allowed me to ascertain that he was carrying nothing suspicious and that his instruments were exactly what they seemed—interferometers and the like. But to make up to Morland for the hotel’s error, I saw to it that he got a better room than he had paid for, plus very close personal attention.
He was not a pleasant man. He was rude to me, rude to the staff, loud and contentious with everyone. I find it difficult to understand how he could have done any work at all at night, for he spent most of his afternoons drinking. Indeed, on the night he was murdered he accosted Dr. Sayeed in the lobby and became so abusive that other guests complained, and the clerk threatened to remove him.
Putting up with him was doubly frustrating, for it appeared that if Morland was not innocent, he was maddeningly clever. The illegal devices I had left in his room and sometimes managed to get onto his person reported his whereabouts and his conversations faithfully. There was nothing suspicious in any of his actions.
I reluctantly determined to befriend the man. He had let drop that he was an excellent shot, that he considered himself something of a marksman. He bragged about it. I take it he was a hunter of deer and other controlled species on Earth.
Now, shooting has long been a pursuit of mine, a sort of hobby. Of course there is nothing to hunt on Mars, but target shooting is a popular sport here, and I offered to escort Morland to the hotel’s range and teach him to use a pistol. He condescended to accept.
I took a mean pleasure in the fact that he was predictably inept at first; he wasn’t used to a pistol and he wasn’t used to the gravity of Mars. His first few dozen rounds came nowhere near the target. Shortly, however, I was struck by his rapid progress. Even during our first session, he showed noticeable improvement.
And from the start he was obsessed with beating me at my own game. When he asked if he could borrow one of my pistols—as you see, they are rather nicer pieces than those kept at the range for the use of guests—I didn’t know how to refuse. He intended to spend the daylight hours at practice, he said, hours when I was working, and he could not.
After a couple of days we met again, and Morland gave me quite a demonstration, cutting out the bull’s-eyes with astonishing precision. To observe his skill was a useful reminder for me; we habitually assume that people who look athletic are skillful athletes in all ways and that people who don’t look athletic have no physical skill whatever. But nothing prevents a fat, short-breathed, pasty-faced fellow with high blood pressure from having the gift of deadly aim.
He wasn’t quite good enough to beat my score that day, but he came close. We agreed to a rematch and wagered a bottle of Dom Pérignon on the outcome. He must have been confident; for him the champagne was a costly prize, whereas I could appropriate a bottle from dining room stores.
That night he and Darius Chin were murdered.
I was there, Inspector.
Alas, not soon enough to prevent the deaths of those two men—but I arrived soon enough to recover the murder weapon, the one you have in your hand now. Yes, it is my gun, the gun I loaned to Morland.
It happened this way: late that night I had intended to stop at the Phoenix Lounge to have a word with the bartender when I saw what I thought was a ghost, a man I had thought long dead. But this man is hard to mistake. He is a small man, fastidious in his manners, always expensively dressed, with curly bright orange hair that he keeps trimmed close to his skull.
He is one of the few prophetae I can recognize on sight, and the deadliest of their assassins.
I had just come in from inspecting the hotel’s heat exchangers and was still in my pressure suit. The orange man was leaving the Phoenix Lounge. He put on his pressure suit in the cloak room and mingled with the group of guests who were going out on the town. I followed.
He didn’t stay with the others. I am not without skill in stalking, and I know the pressure tubes of Labyrinth City well. It was quickly apparent that he was making his way by a roundabout route to the Town Hall.
I paused to let him get a few steps ahead. As you know, the only approach to the hall through the tubes is from the Council of Worlds executive building—that stretch is exposed and fairly well lit. After a minute or so I moved as close as I dared.
The pressure lock to the hall was still open; it’s a busy lock during office hours and it operates on a slow cycle. I saw no movement inside the building, so I went toward it.
At that moment the alarm sounded.
I almost turned and ran rather than be caught there, but I feared disaster. I ran to the end of the short corridor, into the central dome. You have a good idea of what I found, I think: those horrible bright spotlights on Morland, where he lay in his blood. And the bare cushion where the Martian plaque had rested only moments before.
Then more alarms went off, and I felt pressure loss—someone had opened an outside lock. I sealed up and ran through the dome, down the apse…
I almost slipped in Dare Chin’s blood. A glance told me he was beyond help. Ahead of me the door of the outer lock was closing. I ran toward it.
I stumbled again. My own gun was lying on the floor inside the door.
If I were to have any hope of catching the killer, I could not hesitate another second. But if I failed to catch him … leaving my own gun at the scene of the double murder…
I bent to pick up the pistol. Meanwhile the pressure door sealed. I punched the keys and waited the necessary seconds until it recycled and opened.
I fled into the night. Now I was the fugitive.
Had the orange man seen me following him? I didn’t know then, and I don’t know now. Did the orange man know who I was? I didn’t know then, but now I fear the answer is yes. Did the orange man know I had recovered the weapon that incriminated me? I didn’t know—I didn’t even know if he knew the gun was mine.
But it was the orange man I feared then, and him I fear now.
I cautiously made my way back to the hotel. I put the pistol where you found it, took off my pressure suit, and later had what I hoped seemed like a relaxed nightcap in the lounge. It was a terrible alibi, no alibi at all. I could easily have been placed at the scene of the crime. But paradoxically I was not worried about that, for I had had time to consider that the taking of the Martian plaque was much too important to be left to the local patrollers or even the local Space Board detachment. Someone would be sent from Earth Central.
It was that person I wanted to see, and anything that pointed the finger at me—the lack of an alibi, for example—would get me to that person sooner.
Two weeks passed, filled with the bumbling inquiries of the locals. They searched this office, but never suspected this hiding place you have found so easily. I did my best to appear guilty.
If you had arrested me the day you arrived, I could have told you all this before. I wouldn’t be taking the precaution of making this recording.
Now the precaution is necessary. You have been gone for days. If I don’t speak to you within the next few hours, I fear it will be too late. I saw the orange man again today, caught a fleeting glimpse of him in a crowd of tourists at the shuttleport terminal.
One last thing. We have an acquaintance in common, you and I. You know him as your commander, your superior in the Board of Space Control. He is more than that, but I will leave the rest for him to tell, if he chooses. If necessary, I would like to be remembered to him.
Here ends the recording…
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Sparta pocketed the chip when it popped from the computer. She looked at Prott’s target pistol, still in its hiding hole. Prott’s apt description had confirmed the evidence of her senses, the evidence she had not wanted to accept. The orange man. The fussy, dapper, deadly little orange man.
And now she could sort out that faint and menacing presence, separate it even from the overwhelming odor of blood in the air. It was his smell, and to Sparta it was primal—as indelible and menacing as the smell of a dire wolf to a caveman.
Years ago, Sparta, disabled because her working memory had deliberately been destroyed, had been a patient in a sanatorium in Colorado. The orange man had come there to kill her. A doctor had died trying to save her. Three years before that, she had seen the orange man with her father and mother in Manhattan—the last time she could remember having seen either of her parents alive. But her subconscious told her there was more that it had to give up in memory, if only she could free it.
The orange man. From Prott’s chip she knew what must have happened the night Morland and Chin were killed. Proving it would be more difficult.
She keyed the phonelink on the desk. “Get me Lieutenant Polanyi. At home, if necessary. Inspector Troy calling, on urgent official business.”
 
She walked a sleepy Polanyi and two of the local patrollers around Prott’s office, rehearsing the evidence with them. They bent and peered at the unfortunate hotel manager’s body; thereafter, while one of them photogrammed the dead man from every possible angle, the others stepped carefully around him.
She showed them the secret compartment with the pistol in it—it took only seconds on the computer terminal to establish that the gun was in fact registered to Prott—but she made no mention of the chip she’d found with it. She had an odd distaste for outright lies; without saying so, she let the lieutenant believe that Prott had conveyed his suspicions to her before their dinner appointment.
“You believed his story?” Polanyi didn’t bother to hide his skepticism. “Did anyone else see this so-called orange man?”
“I don’t know yet, Lieutenant,” Sparta said coolly. “I haven’t questioned the bartender in the Phoenix Lounge or any of the other potential witnesses. I should think you and your colleagues are competent to handle that.”
“If somebody else did the shooting, how did he happen to be in possession of the murder weapon?”
“That would have come out if he’d kept our dinner appointment, I’m sure. Meanwhile it’s clear that Prott didn’t shoot himself. Not with this gun or any other.”
The chubby lieutenant conceded the point sourly—by saying nothing.
“The shuttleport, Lieutenant?” Sparta suggested quietly. “The truck terminals? Wouldn’t it be good to search for a man of that description before he gets away?”
“We aren’t stupid, Inspector. Every route out of Labyrinth City has been under constant surveillance since the night of the murders. We’ve been particularly vigilant about traffic off the planet. If this so-called orange guy murdered Prott, I guarantee you he’s not getting off Mars.”
Which would have to satisfy her for the time being. There were moments when all one could do was wait; wait and answer bureaucracy’s questions.
The bureaucracy had lots of questions. Hours passed before she stumbled exhausted to her bed in the hotel.
 
Morning.
Still half asleep, she groped for the burbling commlink. “Ellen Troy here. Who’s calling?”
“It’s Blake, Ellen.”
“Blake? Is this a secure line?”
“I’m not scrambling, but it doesn’t matter. My cover’s blown so high it must be orbiting the planet.”
Her voice softened to a whisper. “It’s good to hear you.”
“Mutual.”
 
Blake was standing in a big steel shed, looking out a thick glass window at a raw dirt runway recently bulldozed from the sand and sprayed with polymer hardener. Out on the pad, ground crew in pressure suits were fueling a silver spaceplane, the Kestrel. Its swing-wings were extended and drooping; vapor billowed from the big hoses that pumped liquid hydrogen and oxygen into its booster tanks.
“When did you get in?” Sparta’s voice came over the field commlink’s tinny speaker.
“We pulled in about three hours ago in the pitch dark. It’s light now. I’m out at the landing strip trying to cadge a lift out of here. They’ve got Khalid in the clinic for observation, but he’s in pretty good shape. You?”
“I got back here yesterday. If I’d known it was all right to get in touch with you…”
“No problem. We heard on the link that you were all right. That was some flying.”
“I was lucky. How did they find out about you?”
“Lydia Zeromski sort of talked me into confessing.” He turned away from the window and the man who glanced at him curiously from behind the counter of the operations shed. “Apparently I wasn’t the first Mycroft—somebody in the local Space Board used this I.D. before, to play dirty tricks on the PWG.”
“That’s a violation of Space Board policy.”
He smiled. “In that case I want to watch you skin somebody’s butt for it. Right now, just get me out of here.”
“Don’t you like the accommodations?” He could hear the answering smile in her voice.
“Far be it from me to complain.” He looked around at the steel walls painted hospital green and white, at the torn charts and clipboards of yellow fax sheets hanging from nails. “The camp is a bit low on Taittinger at the moment, otherwise it’s a charming spa, rather like the Gulag Archipelago. Lacking only the scenic Siberian snow.”
“So what’s keeping you?”
“I’m sure the roughnecks around here would be delighted to see the last of me, no problem there. And Lydia’s my buddy now—she decided not to leave my bones to the wind—she’ll give me a ride back when she leaves in a couple of days. But there’s nothing out of here until then.”
“What about the MTP? Aren’t they going to pick up Khalid?”
“Khalid says he wants to stick around a while—he was headed this way anyway. They’re sending a marsplane for him next week. Marsplanes, after your experience … anyway, I was hoping to hitch a ride on Noble’s executive spaceplane.”
“You know Noble. Can you reach him?”
“Unfortunately my old friend’s been out of touch the last few months. I told the guys here at the field the whole truth, that I’m assisting the very important investigations of the very important Inspector Ellen Troy of the Board of Space Control, which even without Jack Noble to vouch for me makes me very important myself, and that I require immediate transportation to Labyrinth City.”
“What did they tell you?”
Blake looked at the two hairy characters behind the counter; the female was less friendly looking than the male. “They were, shall we say, amused. Something about the cost of liquid hydrogen. Maybe if you backed me up…”
“I’ll do that. Right now I need to talk to you about something else. I’m switching to command channel.”
“I’ll hold my ears.”
The commlink squeaked and phased back in.
“Do you read me, Blake?”
“This must be going through three different satellites…”
“Do you read me?”
“You’re phasing, but I can read you—”
“All right—”
“What have you got?”
“—I can’t prove it yet,” she said, “but as far I’m concerned the murders of Morland and Chin are solved. Khalid and Lydia Zeromski had nothing to do with it.”
“Shrewd, Ellen. That much I had figured out for myself.”
She ignored his sarcasm. “Dewdney Morland was planning to steal the Martian plaque, with an accomplice. Morland was supposed to be the victim of an anonymous attacker—he was expecting to get drugged, probably. But instead his accomplice killed him.” Sparta briefly recited the contents of Prott’s chip, his identification and pursuit of the orange man. “Prott didn’t mention hearing any shots at all, just the alarm sounding. That’s when he ran into the hall and found Morland’s body, then Chin’s.”
“You think Chin was dead before Prott heard the alarm?” Blake glanced at the desk, keeping his voice low.
“Yes, Chin must have gotten suspicious and arrived on the scene before the rendezvous.”
“You think Morland shot Chin?” Blake whispered.
“Yes. He was a brand-new sharpshooter. And when the orange man arrived, he had an extra murder on his hands and an unwanted murder weapon to dispose of. Morland must have told him the gun was Prott’s…”
“Did the guy know that Prott was tailing him?”
“I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter. He must have told Morland to sit down in front of the plaque’s display case, as if he were still studying it—he probably said he was going to knock him unconscious with Prott’s gun. But when Morland bent over the plaque, he killed him.”
“He grabbed the plaque—”
“Which set off the alarm—”
“And left Prott’s gun by the lock as evidence. Does he know that Prott picked it up a few seconds later?”
“I don’t think so,” said Sparta. “I think he waited around for a couple of days, hoping Prott would be charged with the murders. When he realized that that part of the scheme had failed—that the local patrollers hadn’t found a murder weapon—it was too late: you and I were already on our way to Mars.”
“You were on your way to Mars. Nobody knew about me,” Blake said. “And if you’re right, this guy knows who Inspector Ellen Troy really is.”
“He’s been hiding on Mars ever since.”
“Waiting for a chance to kill you. He put that pulse bomb in Khalid’s plane.”
“I’m sure of it. When that failed to kill me, he decided to kill Prott before Prott could say anything to me about him. That time he succeeded.”
“Not completely. You know who he is now.”
“But not where he is.”
“You’d better watch your step until I get back there.”
He heard her smile. “You mean I need all the help I can get?”
“I meant…”
“I know, Blake.”
“One unanswered question—”
“What did he do with the plaque?”
“Right,” said Blake. “What do you think?”
“It’s probably still on Mars.” Her voice betrayed her doubt. “They claim the off-planet security’s been tight.”
“At least it’s a good bet it’s on Mars. The guy’s still here over two weeks later; he’d have been long gone if he weren’t still waiting for a chance to get the plaque off the…” Blake’s voice faltered.
“What is it?” she demanded.
“Just that… I was just remembering a conversation I overheard in a bar out at the shuttleport,” he whispered. “Some women were talking about the black market, stuff stolen from the storage depots…”
“What about it?”
“Somebody stole a bunch of sounding rockets, penetrators. They couldn’t figure out what anyone would want with penetrators.”
“Solid-fuel rockets?”
“I don’t know the specs, but if the rockets were big enough—”
“The escape velocity of Mars is only—”
“—maybe one of them could have launched that plaque into orbit.”
“Prott saw the orange man at the spaceport yesterday,” she said. “Get back here as soon as you can. I’ll commandeer Noble’s executive plane.”
“You make me feel so important.”
Sparta laughed. “I’ve got to keep you out of trouble. I don’t want you going anywhere without me again.”
 
In her hotel room, Sparta broke the commlink and keyed the camp’s airstrip dispatcher on an open channel. With her other hand she was dragging her clothes from the closet and throwing them on the bed.
“Is this the Noble Water Works camp one dispatcher? Inspector Ellen Troy, Board of Space Patrol. Official business…”
She made sure Blake would get his ride. She dressed quickly and then called Lieutenant Polanyi.
“Any progress?”
The Space Board lieutenant did not look happy to hear from her. “Affirmative. The bartender confirms that there was a man matching the description you gave us—red-haired, of small stature, expensively dressed—in the Phoenix Lounge on the night of the murders. But he wasn’t registered at the hotel or anywhere else that we can determine. No one remembers seeing him before that, and no one’s seen him since.”
“What about security?”
“We and the local patrol have had people at the shuttleport and the truck terminals ever since the murders, Inspector, as I explained before. There’s been a satellite alert on unscheduled traffic from the surface. Nothing’s left the planet, and nothing’s left Mars Station, since yesterday afternoon.” Polanyi caught himself. “One exception…”
“What exception?”
“Well, there’s no possible connection, Inspector. The freighter Doradus launched yesterday morning, but they’re still in Mars space.”
“Still in Mars space?” The remark triggered a vague memory. “What happened?”
“They had a premature main engine cutoff during launch. They indicate MECO was due to a computer glitch and they can probably handle it on board. The only thing they have to worry about is bumping Phobos.”
For an invisibly brief fraction of a second Sparta’s face became a neutral mask. The thing that was tugging at her memory sprang into consciousness—a remark made by Captain Walsh on the Space Board cutter that had carried her and Blake to Mars Station: “…We could have dumped him on Phobos, picked him off on the next orbit… I just thought of it this minute. Phobos looks pretty good on this approach…”
Polanyi was still talking. “…but they can easily avoid Phobos with steering verniers, and if they can’t fix their glitch right away, another half orbit will take them back to Mars Station…”
But Sparta wasn’t listening. She interrupted Polanyi’s explanation. “Lieutenant, I need a vessel that can get me into orbit. Right now.”
“What did you say?”
“A shuttle, a spaceplane, anything. Whatever’s on the runway. You get it for me. Use authority of eminent domain. I want to strap into it as soon as I get to the spaceport.”
“Inspector, I…”
“No time for explanations. This is triple-A priority, Lieutenant Polanyi. A direct order to be confirmed by Earth Central. Do it first and get the confirmation later. Do it now.”
She keyed off the link and grabbed her pressure suit.
She knew where the Martian plaque was, and she intended to get to it before Doradus did.
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The surface of the moon Phobos is hereby declared restricted, by authority of the Board of Space Control. Unauthorized parties landing on Phobos are subject to arrest.
The announcement repeated itself automatically on the navigation advisory channel, a channel automatically monitored by every spacecraft in Mars space.
It alternated with a second message: Mars Cricket to Mars Station unit, Board of Space Control: officer requires immediate assistance at Phobos Base. Code Yellow.
The commander of the Doradus arrived on the bridge less than a minute after the first reception. He settled into the command couch behind the pilot and engineer, smoothing his thick gray hair along the sides of his patrician head. He had an air of distinction unusual for the captain of a space freighter, and his freshly scrubbed crew in their crisp white uniforms more nearly resembled the crew of a private yacht.
The commander listened to the transmission. “You’ve jammed it, of course?”
“Yes, sir. We instituted electronic countermeasures after the first transmission. We believe we successfully intercepted at least the second part of the transmission, the request for assistance. We have sent an ECM missile to substitute for the originating vessel’s transponder codes.”
“Won’t they detect the missile?”
“We don’t believe the originating vessel has the equipment to detect ECM.”
“Who is the originating vessel?”
“The Mars Cricket is a planetary shuttle, sir.”
“Any response from Mars Station?”
“No indication they received the message, sir.”
“The shuttle’s trajectory?”
“It is now closing on Phobos. Computer tracks its trajectory back to Labyrinth City.”
“It came up from Mars.”
“Yes sir. Doppler indicates that on its present course it will rendezvous with Phobos in approximately thirty minutes.”
“Our estimated arrival time?”
“Sir, we have been following our original flight plan. Our unpowered elliptical orbit—”
“Yes, yes—”
“—puts our near approach to Phobos in just under two hours.”
“Abandon the plan. Proceed on a powered trajectory to Phobos rendezvous. If pressed by traffic control, reply that we thought we’d fixed our engine problems but were wrong. What’s the best estimate?”
The pilot tapped briefly at the mounded keyboard of the navigational computer. The display was instantaneous. “With continuous acceleration and deceleration, forty-nine minutes to orbit—matching and rendezvous, sir.”
“Execute the program.”
“Yes sir.” The pilot hit the acceleration warning siren. Below the flight deck the other crewmembers scrambled for their couches.
“As soon as ignition sequence is completed, I want you to retract the camouflage cowling.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Fire control is to arm two torpedoes.”
 
Sparta was alone in the commandeered shuttle, calculating her own high-energy flight path directly from the instrument readings faster than the ship’s computers could do it for her. Through the shuttle’s narrow quartz windows she could already see the cratered black rock that was Phobos.
Equally demanding of her attention was the blip of Doradus, bright on her navigation flatscreen, although in line of sight from Sparta’s point of view the freighter itself was still below the horizon of Mars. Mars Station had just sunk below the opposite horizon, but navigation satellites kept watch on Mars space and every object in it and automatically relayed positional data to all ships through Mars Station traffic control.
To accomplish this, traffic control needed cooperation in the form of transponder beams—or without such cooperation, traffic control needed a target big enough for radar to see. The Mars Cricket and the freighter Doradus were too big to escape detection even without transponders.
But Sparta knew that an object had landed on Phobos two weeks ago which had escaped detection. Penetrators weren’t big enough to be seen on wide-field radar, and they announced themselves only if they were programmed to do so.
A penetrator—more formally, a solid-fuel penetrometer rocket—was meant to be fired from an orbiter or a marsplane into Mars, not out into space. Only a tiny portion of the dry planet had actually been visited by humans. In the huge remaining expanse the penetrometers served as remote sensing stations for regions not yet entered by explorers on the ground.
The armored, arrowhead-shaped payload sections of the rockets were built to withstand the shock of driving deep into solid rock without destroying the sturdy instruments contained within them. The tail sections, equipped with wide fins like an arrow’s feathers, broke off when the heads slammed into the rock; the tail stayed on the surface, paying out a cable as the head dove into the ground and deploying a radio antenna to send telemetry to remote receivers. The transmitter conveyed seismic and geological data from the buried instruments.
Rip the scientific instruments out of a penetrator and you had a cavity big enough to contain the Martian plaque. Fire the penetrator straight up, and you had enough energy to reach the orbit of Phobos.
The friable carbonaceous stuff on that moon, struck head on, would have eagerly swallowed the rocket’s head. Program the tail section to send a coded signal, and you could locate your buried treasure at leisure.
The Martian plaque had been sent off Mars the same night it was stolen. No radar, no navigational computer had even noticed its passing. The plaque had been waiting on Phobos for Doradus to pick it up ever since.
Doradus had waited until Mars Station and Phobos, in their close but not matching orbits around Mars, had traveled almost to opposite sides of the planet. When at last the two bodies had glided into the right relative positions, a convenient engine failure upon launch allowed Doradus to drift in leisurely and quite innocent fashion to a near rendezvous with the little moon.
No one would have noticed when a landing party left Doradus for a quick visit to the surface of Phobos. No one would have been suspicious when, soon after the party had returned to the ship, the freighter’s engine-control problem had been corrected and she blasted for the asteroids.
Sparta reached to the command console of the Mars Cricket and hit switches. The shuttle’s maneuvering system rockets ignited like mortars. Through the windows, the stars wheeled as the winged craft rotated on its yaw axis. Another burst of mortar fire and the stars stopped turning.
She punched the main engine triggers and shoved slowly on the throttles. In seconds Sparta’s weight went from nothing to six times normal, crushing her into the acceleration couch. The Mars Cricket was standing on its tail, rapidly decelerating to match orbits with Phobos.
A few minutes now and she would be leaving the craft empty in space. She had received no acknowledgment of her call to Mars Station for assistance. She recalled Blake’s complaint about his too-much-used cover and wondered whether he was really the victim of incompetence. Had he been betrayed? She knew from experience that the Free Spirit could penetrate any government agency they wished to.
She was not seriously concerned for her own safety, though; her loud and repeated public declaration, designating Phobos a restricted area and announcing a Space Board presence on the little moon, should deter Doradus. She had only to land on Phobos first and begin her search for the plaque.
She would have seized Doradus and placed its crew in detention if she’d had a scrap of evidence. But she had only informed intuition. The Space Board could place Doradus under permanent surveillance later.
The thing was to locate the plaque. Sparta had no doubt that if the crew of Doradus succeeded in getting to the plaque first, the precious object would be too well hidden by the time the freighter reached its Mainbelt destination for even the most thorough customs inspection to discover it.
Worse, if the crew of the Doradus were resigned to losing the plaque forever, once under acceleration they might simply eject it on a random trajectory that sooner or later would carry it into interstellar space.
The roar of the Mars Cricket’s main engines was suddenly silenced, leaving her ears ringing. Outside the quartz windows the surface of Phobos had blacked out every star, filling the field of view. She entered station-keeping instructions into the computer, unstrapped, and climbed down into the crew airlock.
Inside the cramped lock she sealed her helmet and pulled the hatch shut behind her, twisting its wheel to seal it. Warning lights shifted from green to yellow. She hit the buttons and pumps began to suck the air out of the lock.
Her suit was the high-pressure kind, with mechanical joints that didn’t stiffen under atmospheric air pressure; it was made for emergency work in deep space when there was no time for the long prebreathing period needed to purge nitrogen from the bloodstream. Her compressed air tanks were full; her suit gauges showed she could survive on the surface of Phobos for six hours. Her backpack maneuvering unit was fully charged with gas.
On the wall of the lock there was a bag of fine mesh, containing emergency tools: recoilless wrenches, tape, adhesive patches, gel sealant, wires, connectors, a laser welder with a charged power pack. She unclipped the tool kit and waited for the pumps to stop.
The red warning sign came on: DANGER, VACUUM. She lifted the safety lock from the wheel of the outer hatch, twisted it, and pushed the thick round door outward. Half a kilometer below was a black sea of dust and craters. She got her boots on the lip of the hatch and pushed off gently. When she was well free of the Mars Cricket she used the suit’s maneuvering jets to descend slowly toward Phobos.
She moved cautiously across the narrow strait of vacuum, listening over her short-range suitcomm as the Mars Cricket continued to broadcast her automated navigation warning and her call for help to all the vessels and satellites in near space. The shuttle was her commlink to Mars Station; as long as it was in her line of sight, it could relay her suitcomm channel to the satellites orbiting Mars.
Why hadn’t Mars Station responded to her “officer needs assistance” message? She was beginning to wonder how much good the commlink through the shuttle would do her, if she needed it.
Sparta’s boots touched down gently on the dusty surface of Phobos; she could feel the crunch of the meteorite-blasted dirt through her toes. Head up, she checked her position. The only light was the ocher radiance of Mars, looming above the nearby horizon, filling a third of the sky; the sun was below the horizon. But marslight was quite sufficient for her purposes, and she could see very well. She stood in the center of an irregular plain about two kilometers across, surrounded by groups of low hills over which she could leap rather easily if she wished. The hills were, in fact, crater rims. The highest of them, silhouetted against Mars, was the rim of Stickney, where the structures of Phobos Base stood more perfectly preserved than the graves of lost explorers in the Arctic ice.
She moved off toward the base and found her first step taking her high into vacuum. She remembered hearing a story long ago about a man who had accidentally jumped off Phobos. That wasn’t really possible—though it would have been on Deimos—as the escape velocity here was still faster than a person in a spacesuit could run. But unless she was careful she might easily find herself at such a height that it would take hours to fall back to the surface unaided, a risk she could not afford to take. She had a limited amount of maneuvering gas, and she intended to conserve it. Until reinforcements arrived she had to consider the possibility that Doradus had defied her warning. She had no intention of exposing herself in space.
With three long bounds Sparta quickly gained the heights of Stickney’s rim. She stabilized herself on the edge of the deep crater and turned to look up at the Mars Cricket hanging upside down in space, its stubby white wings gleaming in marslight against the powdered-sugar stars.
As she looked, a streak of light bisected the black sky and touched the shuttle. Instantly a ball of radiance burst so brightly that Sparta barely had time to hurl herself backward over Stickney’s rim. The autopolarizers in her faceplate saved her eyes, but debris from the blast riddled the landscape. Chunks of metal bounced off the rim where she had been standing; at well over escape velocity they rushed on into space.
At ground zero under the Mars Cricket, she would have been torn to pieces. This time her good luck was only that.
 
The crew of Doradus were too disciplined to cheer unless the commander indicated that cheering was in order; nevertheless, murmurs of enthusiasm were heard on the bridge.
When the fire control officer confirmed that the Mars Cricket had been destroyed, the commander maintained a demeanor of judicious calm. With luck, the meddlesome Space Board officer had still been aboard.
Unfortunately, he could not count on it.
Communications had no indication that Mars Station traffic control had detected the firing of the torpedo. The satellites surrounding Mars had not been designed for weapons detection or electronic warfare. But the commander could not count on that either.
Phony signals from an ECM drone were intended to persuade traffic control that the shuttle still existed; the decoy had followed the lethal torpedo toward the doomed shuttle and had begun broadcasting imitation Mars Cricket transponder code and a characteristic radar signature as it looped slowly away from Phobos. How long could it be before someone decided to question the odd trajectory of the commandeered shuttle? What had the Space Board officer who’d commandeered it already said to the people on the ground? These were exceedingly worrisome questions.
Behind his patrician mask, the commander of the Doradus was a frightened man.
From the moment he’d first heard the order restricting landing on Phobos, he’d had to resist a powerful temptation to obey it. The warning made no mention of the Martian plaque; why should he risk discovery of his ship? It would have been simple enough to stick to the cover story of engine failure, return to Mars Station for “repairs,” and wait for another day to retrieve the plaque.
For Doradus was not what she seemed. She had the lines of a typical atomic freighter, with forward crew module and cargo holds separated from the aft fuel tanks and engines by a long central boom, but these clumsy lines disguised her true power. Her big fuel tanks were segmented, carrying fuel for two separate propulsion systems: her atomic engines were supplemented by a fusion torch comparable to those which powered the Space Board’s sleek cutters. Hidden in her cargo holds there were not only ECM drones and EW decoys, but ultravelocity torpedoes and slow SADs, search-and-destroy missiles.
It was not for this simple mission to Phobos that the clumsy-looking Doradus had been secretly armed with enough weapons and electronics to destroy a Space Board cutter or an entire space station, and the commander could plausibly argue to those who had equipped him and sent him here that the risk of jeopardizing that later, greater mission was too great.
But the commander knew what the navigation warning really meant. The Space Board investigator—her name was Troy, he’d been given a file on her—had certainly deduced the truth.
Far worse than to reveal the secrets of Doradus, far worse than to fall into the hands of the Space Board, would be to fall into the hands of his colleagues … if he failed to use every means at his disposal to recover the Martian plaque. No artifact in the solar system was more precious to the prophetae or more nearly an object of their worship.
Doradus would be an invincible devourer of armed cutters and space stations when the millenarian day arrived, but how well would the formidable ship do against one woman on a rock? Of all the machines of transport ever invented, a space freighter was surely the least maneuverable.
Doradus could descend right down to the crater rims, search the surface of Phobos with optical and infrared sensors and radar, and eradicate anything that moved. But this Troy person could make half a dozen circuits of the little world while the crew was persuading Doradus to make one.
A spaceship accelerates along its major axis, and any significant deviation from a straight course demands turning the ship, using the attitude-control jets or, in an emergency, the backup gyros, so that the main engines can blast in a different direction. A typical freighter like the one Doradus pretended to be has a mass of several thousand tonnes, which does not make for rapid footwork. Moreover, so far as maneuverability is concerned, it isn’t the mass but the moment of inertia that matters most, and since a freighter is a long, thin object, shaped like a dumbbell, its moment of inertia is colossal.
In any event a freighter’s main engine is far too powerful for fine maneuvers; for minor orbital translations—such as spiraling around an asteroid or small moon—the small rockets of the maneuvering system are used. But to translate Doradus through even a few degrees of arc on maneuvering rockets alone took several minutes.
In the ordinary way these disadvantages are not grave—certainly not for a freighter which expects to have cooperation from the object with which it seeks to rendezvous. Nor for a disguised warship which intends to sneak up on its foes or, failing that, to destroy them from thousands of kilometers away, as Doradus had just destroyed the Mars Cricket.
But for the target to move in circles of ten kilometers radius was definitely against the rules, and the commander of the Doradus felt aggrieved. Troy was down there, he felt it in his bones. And she was not playing fair.



 
18
 
Outside on the raw strip at the pipeline head, the Kestrel was ready for launch. In the morning light vaporous wisps of orange writhed over the surface of its booster tanks.
Inside the ops room of the makeshift landing strip, Blake shook hands with Khalid. “Soon as you get back we’ll hold a reunion,” Blake said, then lowered his voice. “I can’t give you the details, but I can tell you this: Ellen has solved the case.”
“Then you may not be long on Mars, my friend.”
“I promise I won’t let her leave before you get back, no matter what comes up.”
Khalid smiled, and his liquid brown eyes closed in recollection of better times. “I trust your word.” He glanced up through the window at an impatient ground crewman who was beckoning from beside the spaceplane’s open lock. “Your hosts are eager to leave for Labyrinth City. Perhaps you should not give them an excuse to leave you behind.”
Blake squeezed Khalid’s hand for the last time and turned away. He sealed up his pressure suit as he stepped into the lock; in less than a minute he was striding across the blowing sand toward the waiting spaceplane.
The crewman gave him a boost into the lock and followed him inside, helping him into his seat in the plane’s small cabin. Blake glanced forward to the flight deck, but its door was closed. The ground crewman saw to it that Blake was strapped securely into his acceleration couch and then quickly retreated, snugging the double hatches of the airlock behind him.
The pilot did not bother to use the comm system; the only launch announcement came from the computer’s synthesized voice: “Prepare for launch. The time is T minus thirty seconds.”
Half a minute later the booster rockets exploded and the spaceplane tore down the runway and lifted off abruptly.
The plane angled steeply back. Blake found himself peering straight up—the angle of attack was too steep, and the acceleration was crushing. Then, just as abruptly, the engines’ thunder ceased. The plane leaped as the boosters fell away. A huge weight lifted from Blake’s chest—
No longer crushed, he now felt disoriented by weightlessness. This was no low-level trajectory to Labyrinth City … Blake woke to the first hint that something was wrong.
Before he could free himself from his acceleration harness the door of the flight deck opened. Blake peered straight at the pilot he had not met before, and the first thing he noticed was the barrel of the .38 caliber Colt Aetherweight semiautomatic pistol that was aimed at his nose.
What he noticed next was the smiling face of the man holding it, a small fellow with curly orange hair who was wearing a roomy flying jacket that appeared to be tailored from camel’s hair—worth more than a grade six plumber made in a year.
“Don’t bother to get up, Mr. Redfield,” said the orange man. “There’s really no place for you to go.” The dapper little fellow allowed himself a broader grin. “Not just yet, anyway.”
Blake almost lost his temper then, something that happened when he felt like an idiot. “In here you wouldn’t dare pull the…”
“Forgive me for disillusioning you,” said the orange man, “but there is no danger to the hull of this fragile craft. I assure you that if I am forced to shoot you, the bullet will stop in your heart.”
 
For a full minute Sparta lay facedown, eyeing the blinking readouts clustered beneath the chin of her helmet. Her suit was intact; she had suffered no damage in the explosion.
She fell into a split-second trance. Her soul’s eye ran the partial differential equations she needed to estimate the arrival of Doradus in the near vicinity of Phobos: thirteen minutes.
She pushed up lightly and lifted herself out of the coal-black dust of Stickney. She peered over the crater’s rim. Nothing moved on the black plain.
The suitcomm of her emergency spacesuit, though short ranged, was sensitive to an unusually wide band of the radio spectrum—but she could hear only one thing of interest on it—what sounded like the ghost of the Mars Cricket, still aloft and drifting slowly away from Phobos, its transponder signaling normally.
So Doradus had sent a decoy to take the shuttle’s place. Even that signal faded rapidly. Her radio’s range was indeed severely limited.
She would have given much for the microwave sensitivity that had been ripped from her when the pulse bomb exploded in Khalid’s marsplane; she might then have been able to pick up a hint of the position of the Doradus, and had she chosen to beam signals of her own, she might have tried playing a few games with its electronic systems. She might even, with her own internal structures, have been able to detect the coded short-range transmission from the buried penetrator.
Those chances were history now. Isolated inside her suit from every other sensory medium, she was dependent upon her eyes. But they were very good eyes.
She had thirteen minutes in which to locate the penetrator and the plaque it contained before she had to cope with Doradus at close range.
While flying the Mars Cricket into orbit she had mentally run estimates of the penetrator’s likely flight path. The thrust of the little solid-fuel rocket was more than sufficient for it to achieve the 2.1 kilometers per second orbital velocity of Phobos. The robber would have wanted to get the plaque off Mars as quickly as possible; that meant a high-energy parabolic orbit. Fired from somewhere near Labyrinth City as Phobos was high in the sky, the rocket’s flight would have appeared almost vertical. The impact presumably would have been somewhere on the eastern half of the overtaking moon, its leading half.
Sparta was just inside the western rim of Stickney. A few long cautious bounds took her down into the crater’s eight-kilometer-wide bowl and, some minutes later, up its far side. As she flew she moved toward the sub-Mars point of Phobos, the place on the tidally locked moon that always faced the planet. It marked the little moon’s prime meridian; somewhere within the more than 500 hundred square kilometers of misshapen hemispheroid beyond it, the penetrator was surely buried.
Sparta paused beside the long-abandoned radio tower on Stickney’s rim, a gleaming relic of the first human exploration of Mars. The little hut at its base had a bronze plaque beside the hatch: “Here men and women first erected a permanent structure on a body beyond the orbit of Earth.” It was a qualified distinction—that bit about “beyond the orbit of Earth” was meant to exclude the moon—but a worthy distinction nevertheless.
As Sparta gazed upon the pocked and grooved landscape commanded by the tower, she sensed something besides fear for her safety or anger at her attackers. She sensed exhilaration. When Doradus had failed in its sneak attack, the initiative had passed to her.
Already Mars was waning visibly as Phobos swept toward the night side of the planet. She could make out the lights of an isolated settlement far over her head, gleaming faintly in the twilight of the Martian outback. All else was stars and silence and a lumpy horizon, so near it seemed she could almost touch it.
Mars, overhead, was a very useful clock. When it was half full the sun would rise, and quite probably, if it had not risen already, the Doradus would rise with it. The ship already knew or would soon learn the location of the buried penetrator and would put down a party to retrieve it.
She tugged the net bag of tools behind her as she entered the danger zone. The landing of a search party would not be a problem; it would be an opportunity.
 
From his command couch the commander of the Doradus could see over the heads of the pilot and engineer to an unobstructed view of the high-resolution flatscreen that stretched across the width of the bridge, displaying a telescopic view of approaching Phobos. A slowly widening cloud of sparkling dust was suspended above the moon’s limb—the remains of the Mars Cricket.
“Have we acquired a signal from the objective?”
“Not yet, sir. We are still overtaking. The objective is not yet within line of sight.”
The commander thrust his chin into his hand, brooding.
Somewhere down there—most likely in the eastern hemisphere—was a half-buried set of tiny rocket fins supporting a wire-thin radio aerial. Doradus had to stimulate the target to reveal itself by sending a coded transmission; they had to pinpoint its location optically; they had to land people to dig it up and get it back to the ship before Mars Station traffic control began questioning what was going on out here.
One more thing they had to do before they left—they had to find Troy and make sure she would not give away any secrets.
The surface area of Phobos was over a thousand square kilometers. If Troy had survived, she was somewhere down there waiting. It seemed prudent to assume she was armed.
Considering the weapons the Doradus carried, this last consideration might seem beside the point to some of his colleagues. The commander hoped he never had to explain to them why it was very far from being so. In the ordinary course of business, sidearms and other portable weapons are as much use in a space combat as cutlasses and crossbows, perhaps even less so. A handgun is a dangerous thing aboard a spaceship or a space station—or an airplane, for that matter—for it is quite capable of punching a hole through the metal skin that keeps in pressurized air. For that reason, working handguns were universally barred in space.
As it happened, the commander of the Doradus—quite by chance and strictly against regulations—had a Luger pistol and a hundred rounds of ammunition stored in his cabin; the gun was an heirloom, inherited from an ancestor who had served under Viscount Montgomery of Alamein. As for the ammunition that went with it—well, guns and ammunition were a sort of hobby of the commander’s. And in any event the finger of a spacesuit glove doesn’t fit into the trigger guard of a Luger.
How would Troy be armed? Except on Earth, Board of Space Control personnel resorted to only three kinds of weapons, and then only in pressing need. In artificially pressurized environments, they used guns that fired rubber bullets; their punch was enough to knock people down but leave vital structures undamaged. But if sidearms were needed in vacuum—a rare occasion—laser rifles might be called into play; they were recoilless and if held on target long enough could cut a hole through sheet aluminum or even the layered fabric and metal of a spacesuit. But lasers exhausted their charges in seconds; they were also awkward and massive, and therefore generally useless.
For the worst work the Space Board issued shotguns. Shotguns had the distinct disadvantage of propelling the user backward when fired, but they could rip open a spacesuit, and at close range aim wasn’t much of a problem.
The Doradus carried three shotguns modified for use in space.
“What is the status of the landing party?”
The voice came back from the crew deck. “Suited up and standing by, sir, at the main airlock.” There were two men and two women in the party, old space hands and dedicated members of the Free Spirit.
“Break out the shotguns,” the commander ordered. “The party is to go down armed.”
“Yes sir.”
“Sir,” said the pilot, “we have acquired the objective’s signal.”
A squeak and chatter of telemetry issued from the speakers, earlier than expected.
“On the western hemisphere?”
“The near southwest quadrant, sir. Apparently the penetrator rocket somewhat overshot its target.”
 
The terminator of Mars was now a perfectly straight line overhead, and at almost the same moment the sun came up—not so much like thunder as like a salvo of atomic bombs. The sun seemed smaller here than from Earth or Port Hesperus, but unfiltered by atmosphere it was blindingly bright.
The filter of Sparta’s helmet visor had instantly adjusted to the glare. No sign of Doradus on the too-bright horizon… Sparta sought the shadow of a nearby crevice, one of the peculiar linear grooves that streak Phobos like furrows in a ploughed field.
Whatever had hit Phobos hard enough to make Stickney’s big crater had almost squashed the moon, like hitting a watermelon with a mallet. The dust-filled grooves that radiated from Stickney, some of them up to a couple of hundred meters wide, were the scars of the encounter—splits in the moon’s rind.
Up to her knees in the soft powder that filled the shallow trench, Sparta peered over the edge and scanned the horizon all around her. Her gaze lifted to sweep across the sky overhead. She was reluctant to move into full sunlight, for Doradus was no doubt equipped with powerful optics. With her own right eye Sparta could match them, if she knew where to look. But just now she could see nothing but stars.
She turned up her suitcomm to maximum volume but got nothing but static on the standard channels. She tuned it down again. Unless they were keeping radio silence, the landing party would have to communicate over standard suitcomm channels. To locate them she had to keep her suitcomm open and get within range.
Doradus must have rendezvoused with Phobos by now. The big ship was not afraid of her—she was hiding from it, it wasn’t hiding from her, and its one overriding task was to recover the penetrator. If she could not see it from her present position, it was more likely behind her than in front of her.
She could sit here, exposed in sunlight, or she could retreat with the terminator line that marked the creeping edge of dawn. On a planetoid where flying was easy, it was equally easy to keep up with the sun. Cautiously launching herself along an almost horizontal trajectory, she began to circumnavigate her world.
She skirted Stickney to the north this time. The narrowing crescent of Mars rose and, as she kept moving, began to sink again, until only one vast horn reared itself enigmatically against the stars. It irked her that she could see no sign of Doradus. The ship was painted the standard white, and anywhere above the horizon it would be a bright beacon.
She paused, instinctively sinking into the blacker shadow of a nearby hummock. Doubt assailed the dictates of logic: what if she’d moved in the wrong direction? What if Doradus was stalking her, circling the moon behind her?
Just then she glanced up, and her heart skipped a beat. Something quite large was eclipsing the stars almost vertically over her head, moving swiftly across them. How could she have blundered right under the belly of the monster?
In a fraction of a second she realized the black shadow slipping across the sky was not Doradus at all, but something almost as deadly—something far smaller and far closer than that first startled glance had suggested. If she had correctly identified its silhouette, the thing floating above her was a search-and-destroy missile.
Sparta froze in place. With the suit’s chin switch she instantly shut off all her life-support systems. The suitcomm shut down with them. If she did not move, if the SAD got past her before she was forced to gulp air, the infrared radiation from her spacesuit’s life-support systems might escape its notice.
She was good at holding still and holding her breath.
If Doradus was using the kind of SADs used by the Board of Space Control—supposedly highly classified arms, unavailable for purchase on the open market—they had certain limitations. Unlike torpedoes, SADs did not home on a specific target. They were designed to move slowly, to lie in wait, to detect programmed activities: the firing of a steering motor, the swivel of an antenna, the escape of organic vapor—the signs of life in space. Their primary sensory organ was a video eye. Only when that eye could plainly identify a preprogrammed target, or detect movement, or deduce an anomalous contrast ratio within the field of view, would it focus its other sensors. SADs were not at their best when searching for a woman hiding in a dark jungle of rocks—a woman who could see them first.
With a brief glow of its steering jets, the SAD moved on. Sparta switched on her suit pumps and allowed herself to breathe again.
The incident confirmed her suspicion that the Doradus was interested in more than simply recovering the plaque; it also needed to eliminate her as a witness. There are more men on the chessboard now, Sparta thought, and the game is a little deadlier. But the initiative is still mine.
The SAD kept going until its silhouette vanished in the night sky to the southeast; since the missile was traveling an almost straight course in the low gravitational field, it would soon be leaving Phobos behind, unless… Sparta waited for what she knew would happen next. In a few moments she saw it, the brief stab of steering jets: the projectile was swinging slowly back on its course.
At almost the same moment she saw another faint flare far away in the southwest corner of the sky. She wondered just how many of the infernal machines were in action.
She considered what she knew of Doradus—there were not so many freighters in space that an officer in her job could not remember the basic facts about them all, even without an enhanced memory. Doradus had been built ten years ago at the New Clyde Shipyards, one of the oldest and most respected of the private shipyards orbiting Earth. It was an average-sized vessel for a freighter, unusual at the time only in that it had a somewhat higher ratio of fuel-to-payload mass than was customary. The crew complement was ten, also unusually large—the minimum and customary crew being three—but because Doradus was intended specifically to serve the burgeoning settlements of the Mainbelt, it was not illogical that it should sacrifice a bit of carrying capacity for speed, or that it should have a crew large enough to be self-sufficient where docking and cargo-handling facilities were primitive.
The ship’s history since then had been uneventful, although Sparta recalled that its maiden voyage had kept it away from Earth for three full years. Sparta wondered just where it had gone during that cruise and how it had spent its time. She had no doubt that some considerable period had been spent secretly converting Doradus into a pirate ship.
Even with an extra-large crew it seemed unlikely that Doradus had more than one fire-control officer, whose computer would have difficulty simultaneously keeping track of more than half a dozen SADs in a small area—for the greatest challenge of working with SADs was to prevent them from blowing one another up.
Sparta herself could keep track of that many SADs if she could find them. With a bit of luck, that would be no problem—and at the same time, she would find Doradus. Somewhere not far away the Doradus was pumping out radio power, at frequencies from a kilohertz on up. She switched on her suit’s broadband comm unit again and began cautiously to explore the spectrum.
She quickly found what she was looking for—the raucous whine of a pulse transmitter not far away. She was picking up a subharmonic, but that was good enough: the Doradus had betrayed itself. As long as the ship kept a data channel open to its missiles, Sparta would know exactly where it was.
She moved cautiously toward the south, listening to the transmitter whine with superhuman sensitivity, analyzing what she heard at lightning speed. With an oscillation imperceptible to ordinary ears the signal alternately faded and increased sharply; the pulsed signal was interfering with itself as Sparta moved with respect to the ship, and the width of the diffraction zones gave her the relative velocity. From the increasing signal strength she knew she was getting closer to Doradus. She should see it—
—there. The Doradus was hanging just above the southern horizon, perhaps five kilometers above the surface, rimlit in marslight.
Sparta guessed that Doradus had made contact with the penetrator rocket and was station-keeping above it, at a sufficient distance that its optical and other sensors could sweep most of the southern hemisphere of Phobos. The scheme gave her an advantage—any landing party would have a long way to go to get to the surface.
Sparta had another advantage, due not to the tactics of Doradus but to plain honest luck. It was “winter” on the southern hemisphere of Phobos; Sparta no longer had to worry about the rapidly revolving sun, which had sunk below the northern horizon. It would be dark in this neighborhood for a long time.
Sparta settled down comfortably where she could just see the freighter above the horizon. When the landing party left the ship, the patrolling SADs—most of them, anyway—would have to be inactivated. Then she could move in.
She didn’t have long to wait.
The sound of the missile-control transmitter suddenly died. A moment later a bright circle opened in the ochre-shadowed sphere of Doradus’s crew module.
With her macrozoom eye zeroed in on the airlock, Sparta could see as clearly as if she were floating only a dozen meters away. The round hatch swung fully open and four space-suited figures emerged, one coming quickly after the other. Sparta noted with interest that their spacesuits were black—and that they were carrying weapons. These people took their piracy seriously.
Gas jets puffed, and the four began their descent.
Taking advantage of every crater and hillock, Sparta moved forward, skimming Phobos like a low-flying grasshopper. She tuned her suitcomm back to standard communication channels and was rewarded with a terse vocal hiss: Right ten degrees.
A woman’s voice. The suited figures above her, black cutouts against the stars, spiraled down like slow-motion skydivers.
When they hit the dusty surface Sparta was already in position, belly down behind a massive block of rock which glistened like coal. She was not a hundred meters from the landing site. She watched as three of the party fanned out, taking up positions in a rough circle around the fourth, who disappeared over the lip of one of the moon’s big radiating grooves.
Another burst on the commlink, a man’s voice: We have located the objective.
Almost five minutes passed without further communication. The three crewmembers standing guard bounced nervously, rising a meter or two above the black dirt with each step. Below the edge of the groove, out of sight, the fourth was presumably digging.
The next move was up to Sparta. The timing was tricky.
She had the laser welder from the tool kit out and ready, cradled in her arms. The welder was not an ideal rifle. While it had a power-pack as massive as any rifle’s, it had no provision for aim at a distance; Sparta’s right eye was her telescopic sight. And though a laser beam spreads very little in the vacuum of space, the welder’s optics were designed for optimum focus a few centimeters in front of its barrel.
The power reserves wouldn’t allow keeping a beam on three distant spacesuits, one after the other, long enough to burn a significant hole in each, but Sparta had no desire to kill anyone in the landing party. She only needed to disable them.
The objective is in my possession. Returning to the ship.
Before the man who had been busy excavating the buried head of the penetrator could reappear above the rim of the trench, Sparta shot the nearest guard. She heard the woman’s scream over the suitcomm channel.
Sparta’s laser had illuminated the woman for the briefest fraction of a second, not her torso but through the glass of her visor; before the visor glass could react to the light, the brightness of a dozen suns had exploded inside the unfortunate woman’s eyes.
The others on guard instinctively tried to wheel; it was a mistake which sent both of them spinning out of control. Sparta got one of them before she had completed even a single rotation; she heard the woman’s scream over the suitcomm.
The second guard, a man, compounded his mistake by firing his shotgun. Paradoxically, the ill-considered act almost saved him, for he was propelled starward by the gun’s recoil. Sparta held her aim for an agonizing two seconds as he tumbled away, before his visor came around to face her; evidently he had not yet figured out his companions’ mistake, for he had failed to darken the glass manually.
He too wailed when the light burst in his head.
Landing party, come in…
We are under attack. Send in SADS.
Sparta smiled grimly. She could take out the eyes of a SAD as efficiently as she’d blinded the guards. There were an estimated half a dozen SADs out there on the perimeter. She checked her power pack. Well, as long as she didn’t miss even once…
The man who now clutched the Martian plaque rocketed straight up out of the rill where he’d been hiding. Whether by luck or good sense, his back was to Sparta; he could not be blinded. Nevertheless Sparta aimed the laser welder and fired a sustained burst.
Five seconds passed. Her target rose farther and farther above the surface. Ten … her laser power ran out, and at the same moment the gas reservoir in the man’s maneuvering pack overheated and exploded.
The force of the explosion sent him hurtling back toward Phobos. Sparta had already tossed the useless bulky laser behind her and launched herself on an intercepting trajectory.
They closed on each other with slow precision. The man was alive, and would stay alive if Doradus rescued him while there was still air in his suit. Sparta was satisfied that she had not murdered a man; she was otherwise uninterested in his fate. She was interested only in the precious object he gripped in his right glove.
He saw her coming, but he could do nothing except writhe helplessly, out of control.
SADs target on me! Danger of capture!
At the last second he threw the gleaming mirror as hard as he could, away from him. In his panic he threw it almost at her, down toward the surface of the moon. Sparta clutched at the plaque and missed. She swung her booted feet around and kicked the man’s helmet, launching herself off him in the direction of the speeding plaque, nimbly evading the clutch of his gloves. She boosted herself at maximum power with her gas jets.
The seconds passed with interminable slowness. Sparta overtook the plaque shortly after it struck the surface, throwing up a cloud of coal-black dust that hung suspended in vacuum. She launched herself from the surface with one arm, like a diver moving along the bottom of the sea, and snatched the tumbling mirror before it bounced farther. With a burst of her jets she drove herself on toward the nearest crater.
The helplessly struggling crewman hit dirt a few seconds later and rebounded into space. If Doradus had any interest in rescuing the landing party, that interest was subordinate to the desire to destroy Sparta—and apparently the plaque with her, if necessary. Sparta had distanced herself from the crewman by almost a hundred meters when the first SAD came in. The missile found him, not her, and exploded in fury.
By then she was in a foxhole-sized crater. Shrapnel peppered the landscape around her. She heard long screams on her suitcomm radio as the other exposed members of the landing party were hit by the fragments of the warhead, their suits torn open, their life’s blood and breath spilling into space.
Sparta felt the old anger rise, the rage she felt against the people who had tried to kill her, the people who had murdered her parents. She would have let those crew people live. Not even their blindness would have been permanent. Their own commander had slaughtered them.
With effort she suppressed her adrenalin surge. She switched her suitcomm channel back to the SAD command frequency. It was child’s play to evade the missiles; she had only to stay silent and still when they were within range, move cautiously when they were distant. How long could Doradus afford to cause havoc in near-Mars space? Sooner or later, Mars Station would be alerted.
Meanwhile, let Doradus think it had killed her, too. Let anyone aboard dare come to confirm it.
Before she left the scene of the carnage she added a shotgun to her kit.
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Blake sat under the eye of the orange man’s pistol for half an hour. Toward the end of the flight there was a brief moment of vertigo while the spaceplane spun on its axis. Shortly afterward the sensation of weight was restored as the Kestrel began to decelerate.
The natty little red-haired man was undisturbed by any of this. He perched comfortably on the edge of the flight-deck door when the plane stood on its tail, trusting the plane’s computers to handle the details, never wavering in his aim. He’d answered none of Blake’s questions, had made no move to come closer to Blake or to turn away, had hardly registered more than a slight smile when Blake complained that his bladder was full and he desperately needed to make a trip to the head. He had given Blake not the slightest chance to escape the pistol’s bleak stare.
Then a signal chimed in the cabin of the small spaceplane.
“Time to put on your spacesuit,” the orange man said cheerily. “You’ll find it in the locker beside the airlock.”
“Why should I put on a spacesuit?” Blake snapped.
“Because I’ll shoot you if you don’t.”
Blake believed him. Still he tried. “Why do you want me in a spacesuit?”
“You’ll learn that soon enough, if you choose to get into it by yourself. Although I admit that you would be almost as useful to me dead—should you require me to kill you now and stuff you into the thing myself.”
Blake expelled his breath. “Why save you the trouble, if you’re going to kill me anyway?”
“My dear Mr. Redfield! Your death is by no means inevitable—else I would not have bored myself to tedium, sitting here watching you all this time!” The man’s grin was almost charming. “Have I motivated you sufficiently?”
Blake said nothing, but cautiously unloosed his harness. While the orange man watched from his overhead perch, Blake climbed down to the suit locker, opened it, and began struggling into the soft fabric suit that hung there.
“Do I have time for the prebreathe?” Blake asked. The suit was equipped for oxygen only, not built for the full air pressure which had been standard on Mars. Unless Blake purged his bloodstream of dissolved nitrogen—a process that required hours—the gas would bubble out of his blood under the suit’s low oxygen pressure, giving him a painful case of the bends.
“You’re being silly again, but it doesn’t matter,” the orange man remarked. “You won’t have time to get the bends. A few minutes after you’re through the lock we’ll both know whether you are going to live or die.”
“That’s a comforting thought,” Blake muttered.
“I regret to confess that your comfort, while it concerns me in the abstract, as a consideration pales by comparison to the larger aims to which it must be sacrificed.”
Without a weapon of his own Blake couldn’t think of a worthy reply to that baroque expression of sentiment, so he climbed into the spacesuit. Shortly after he was done, a second chime sounded.
“Hang on,” the orange man said. “We’re about to go weightless again.”
The rumble of the Kestrel’s engines cut out a few seconds later. Blake and his captor were both adrift again. As before, the gun hardly wavered.
“Seal your helmet,” said the orange man. “Now into the airlock. Right now—and close the hatch behind you.”
Blake complied. If he’d had any thought of jamming the hatches, the orange man was too quick for him, flying down the short aisle and slamming the door behind him.
Before Blake could even grab the safety rail, the outer hatch, triggered from inside, slammed open. The air in the lock rushed out and he was propelled spinning into space, gasping for air. He stared desperately around him, trying to orient himself.
He saw the enormous crescent of Mars, filling much of the sky. He saw a huge black rock, crumpled and striated and cratered, which he knew must be Phobos. Behind him he saw the slim dart of the Noble Water Works executive spaceplane he had just exited so precipitously, its silvery skin reflecting the bright yellow sun and the red planet Mars.
And he saw a long white ship, a freighter, some five kilometers distant but moving slowly in his direction under maneuvering rockets.
He wished he had maneuvering rockets. Without them, he was probably going to die, and soon: the pressure gauge of his suit was already on emergency reserve. He calculated that he had at most five minutes to live under the partial pressure of oxygen remaining in his depleted tanks.
The outer hatch of the Kestrel closed firmly behind him.
 
Sparta had made her way cautiously northward, keeping a close eye on the heavens and a sensitive ear to the data channels that Doradus used to keep track of its hunting SADs. Once she noted a flare of light on the western horizon, its spectrum that of an exploding SAD, and she guessed that the exasperated fire-control officer had seen a humanlike shadow—or, more likely, that an overruled computer had allowed two SADs to home on each other’s exhaust.
Only once did she see a missile drifting inquisitively overhead. Keeping perfectly still, with her spacesuit’s systems in stasis, she was confident that she was undetectable. And once only, Doradus itself hove into view. Sparta froze between two rocks until it had sunk beneath the horizon again; its radio signals broke up and grew faint. Sparta thought the commander must be getting desperate, to be searching the landscape of the dark moon so randomly. But the position of the ship was no longer her primary concern—
—for she had reached her goal. On the sunlit rim of Stickney stood the bright aluminum domes of Phobos Base, untouched in half a century. Untouched and uncorroded.
Sparta needed to send a message farther than the comm unit in her space suit could transmit. What she needed was an amplifier and a big antenna.
On the radio mast of Phobos base a working dish was still mounted, aimed at a place in the sky where Earth had been half a century ago. Sparta pulled herself effortlessly up the tall mast and twisted the dish into a new alignment, pointing it in the general direction of the nearest of the synchronous communications satellites orbiting Mars. Anything approximating line of sight would do. The old dish’s beam wasn’t that tight.
She bounded down to the hut at the base of the mast. She pushed open the unsealed hatch and entered the empty, airless building.
She closed the hatch behind her and turned on her helmet lamp. She saw the interior exactly as the Soviet and American explorers had left it—or at least as the monument’s administrators wanted visitors to believe they had left it.
The garbage had been cleared away. A couple of stained coffee bulbs were prudently wired to the table. Checkpads were fastened to a desktop by eternally effective Velcro tabs, their ballpoint-ink entries still legible. A big plastic-covered map of Mars was bolted to the wall.
But here was the prize: a radio in pristine condition, mounted above the bench. A check of its power meter indicated that, after half a century, hordes of electrons still swarmed through its superconducting capacitors. Sparta had been prepared to sacrifice suit power if she had to, but it seemed that wouldn’t be necessary.
The tool kit from the Mars Cricket yielded up what she needed to improvise connectors so she could plug her suitcomm into the antique amplifier. She hesitated a moment before sending her message. Once she started broadcasting, she would be as visible to Doradus as Doradus had been visible to her—more so, for her message would be picked up by communication satellites and rebroadcast, and to hear her Doradus wouldn’t even have to be in line of sight.
Still, the cumbersome freighter would take its time crawling around the moon toward her. Even its SADs would take precious seconds to arrive on target. Sparta could call for help and still make her escape.
“Mars Station Board of Space Control, this is a Code Red emergency. Officer in trouble at Phobos Base. Requiring immediate assistance. Repeat, officer in trouble at Phobos Base. Require any available units to render immediate assistance. Mars Station Board of Space Control, this is a Code Red…”
She was startled by the voice that crackled in her ears: Inspector Troy, this is Lieutenant Fisher, Mars Station Board of Space Control. We are here to render assistance. Give us your position, please.
Her earlier message had been received after all. “About time,” she said. “Where are you?”
Station-keeping, approximately above the sub-Mars point.
“Do you see Doradus?”
As we came in, Doradus was proceeding under full power to high-orbit injection. They do not respond to queries.
“Order Doradus impounded, triple-A priority.”
Wilco, Inspector.
“I’ll meet you at Phobos Base. I want you to come alone.”
Say again.
“I want one officer on the surface, Lieutenant. One only.”
We’ll do what you say, Inspector…
She keyed off abruptly and left the radio hut, slamming the hatch behind her. She skimmed like a gliding bird down the smooth black inner walls of Stickney, alighting on the rim of a smaller, younger crater deep inside. She hooked herself into the makeshift foxhole with gloved hands, turned, and fixed her macrozoom eye on the shining structure she had just vacated.
Perhaps Doradus really was fleeing, maintaining communications silence. She could not see it from her position. Perhaps the Board of Space Control really was coming to the rescue, in the person of this Lieutenant Fisher. But Sparta knew the roster of the Mars Station unit. Yes, there was a Fisher based at Mars Station, but she was a clerk.
She waited to see whether a man or a missile would keep the rendezvous at Phobos Base.
Blake had been spinning helplessly for four minutes when the Kestrel’s hatch opened and a spacesuited figure emerged. The orange man was wearing a high-pressure suit with a full maneuvering unit. He was carrying something Blake didn’t recognize, but it looked like a gun. He aimed himself toward the limb of Phobos and jetted away. The hatch closed automatically behind him.
Blake’s oxygen gauge glowed red for “empty.”
 
The sun was behind the spacesuited figure as it swept over the edge of Stickney under full maneuvering jets and homed on the radio shed at Phobos Base. Sparta watched as “Fisher” landed expertly outside the shed, opened its hatch, and disappeared inside. A few seconds later the hatch opened and he reemerged.
He was half a kilometer away, but to her eye he might be standing half a meter away. She could not see his face through his reflective visor, but she knew he was no member of the Space Board. He was holding a laser rifle.
Troy—or should I call you Linda?—I’m sure you can see me. And I know you have the plaque. If you give it to me now, I may still have time to save Blake Redfield’s life.
His voice in her helmet made her scalp crawl, but she said nothing. Let the orange man come to her.
How long can you wait, Linda? My oxygen tanks are full. You’ve been up here for hours. I’ll find you eventually—when you’re dead—so why not give up now and save Blake? The poor fellow is adrift in space without a maneuvering unit, without a friend in sight, with no pressure in his tanks.
Let him come to her…
Oh, I understand—you think perhaps this is just a clever fiction. But remember? You yourself demanded that the Noble Water Works put its executive spaceplane at the disposal of Mr. Redfield. You should have inquired who the pilot was—not that the name would have meant anything to you—and of course, I was happy to oblige you. You can see the Kestrel just about now, I think, if you are more or less where I suspect you are. It should be rising in the east.
The bright dart of a spaceplane had indeed crept into view above the eastern crater rim. When Sparta looked closer, she could see a tiny white dot hovering beside it, almost lost in the starry background.
Blake and I came to understand each other rather well during our flight. I assure you that he is pining for my return.
“Here I am,” said Sparta. She straightened slowly, keeping her boots in touch with the ground. Her lower body was protected by the rim of the small crate. Let the orange man come to her…
Ah … show me the plaque, dear.
“As soon as you have it, you’ll kill me.”
I’m afraid you’re right. I deeply regret I haven’t managed to do the job properly before now.
“Why should I believe that you’ll save Blake?”
Because I don’t kill for amusement, Linda. I will save him if I can. I cannot guarantee that it isn’t already too late.
Very slowly she reached into her thigh pocket and pulled out the plaque. Its unmarred surface glittered in the bright sun, a shining star against the coal-black slopes of Stickney.
Thank you, dear. He raised his rifle quickly, smoothly, and took aim. His gloved finger squeezed the trigger as—
—a lance of light speared him.
With deadly precision Sparta had directed the plaque’s reflection straight into his eyes. She saw him flinch and spin away. While the filtered sun was not bright enough to blind him through his visor—not for more than a moment or two—his vision must be full of dancing corruscations.
She hated what she did next, for Sparta would risk her own life rather than kill another person—but she had no right to sacrifice Blake to her desperate ideals. She raised the shotgun at her side and sited it with inhuman accuracy at the confused man above her. The explosion drove her back against the crater wall. The shot pattern sped toward its target with no drag and insignificant deflection.
But he’d been quick. As he’d jerked himself away from the painful brightness of the mirror he’d dived for the ground. Sparta’s blast tore a ragged hole through the venerable aluminum of the Phobos Base radio hut behind where his helmet had been. By the time she’d recovered her balance and jacked a second shell into the gun, he was out of sight.
His suitcomm still reached her. A brave try, Linda. Between the two of us we would have an interesting contest. But we are not the only two people involved.
 
Black spots were dancing in front of Blake’s eyes. The aching pressure to open his mouth and gasp for air was becoming unbearable. He knew that if he did so, there would be no air to breathe. He also knew—although it took extreme effort to persuade himself of this truth—that the blood’s dissolved oxygen lasts many minutes beyond the brain’s conviction that one is suffocating.
The modern spacesuit is the product of over a century of development, and one of the earliest improvements was the perfection of the interchangeable life-support unit. Unlike the spacesuits of the 1980s and ’90s, the tanks on pressure suits and deep-space suits could readily be traded in vacuum.
Blake’s tank was empty, so he’d taken it off.
He held his breath while he spun slowly in space. He let himself spin once, then again, counting as precisely as he could: “One, one thousand, two, one thousand, three, one thousand…” If anoxia overcame him the counting would amount to nothing, but at the moment he still trusted his reason. He was feeling anything but euphoric.
When his back was to the spaceplane, he hurled the pack away from him as hard as he could. It massed a fraction of what he and the rest of the suit massed together, and it tumbled away fast. He moved backward more slowly—but just as inevitably.
He grinned. Good ol’ Isaac Newton.
By the time he reached the Kestrel he was turned half toward it. There were no handholds on the streamlined surface of the spaceplane, but he caught the leading edge of its swing wing and held on for his life. The recessed handle of the airlock was just beyond his grasp, but by now this was all starting to seem like fun. Blake giggled. He wished he didn’t feel so damn good. That meant he was going to die real soon. What a gas…!
He let go and floated toward the handle. He got hold of it. Now what?
Oh, yeah. Twist it, you nut.
He twisted it. The hatch sprang open in his face so hard he broke into more paroxysms of giggles. Somehow a strap on his sleeve got caught in the handle. It saved his life; the opening hatch would have pushed him off to Phobos.
He climbed into the airlock and slapped drunkenly at the buttons on the wall. The hatch closed behind him. Air spewed into the airlock.
None of it reached him inside his suit. The world had narrowed to a tiny point of light before he remembered to unlatch his helmet.
 
Calling the pilot of the Kestrel. This is Blake Redfield calling the pilot of the Noble spaceplane. This is going out over all channels, Red. I’m talking to you, but every ship in Mars space is hearing what I’m telling you. Everybody in that freighter is hearing what I’m telling you. Everybody in Mars Station Traffic Control is hearing what I’m telling you. I’m sitting in the lefthand seat of your plane, Red, and you’d better hope somebody comes to take you off that rock, because I’m not letting you back inside.
Sparta recognized his voice before the first sentence had left his mouth. “Blake, hear me. Blake, this is Ellen. Hear me.”
Ellen!
“Take immediate evasive action. You are a target. Take immediate evasive action. Do you read me? Do you understand? You must take…”
She saw the rockets of the spaceplane burst into blue flame. He’d understood enough to act on her warning. She waited in agony as the Kestrel wheeled in the sky … waiting for the incoming torpedo from Doradus.
Within the last few seconds Doradus itself had risen in the east, within easy range of the Kestrel.
A burst of scrambled communication came over her commlink. And at that moment she saw the orange man rise from his hiding place and begin to run—run along the north rim of Stickney in astonishing strides, one, two, three—a hundred meters, two hundred at a leap—then stretch like a longjumper and soar right off the surface of the moon. The gas jets of his maneuvering unit puffed and augmented his takeoff. His white-suited figure dwindled in the direction of Doradus.
She held him in her sights. The shotgun blast, unhindered by atmosphere, undeflected by strong gravity, would have intercepted him at any point on his trajectory. The pattern would have spread and spread; perhaps only one massive pellet would have impacted his helmet. That would have been enough.
She lowered the gun.
Almost before the Doradus’s airlock hatch had closed behind him, there was a sudden blast of steering jets and the pirate ship’s main drive burst forth in the fury and splendor of fusion exhaust. In seconds Doradus was shrinking sunward, free of Phobos at last. Sparta wondered if the ship’s commander were thankful to leave, even in defeat, this miserable lump of rock that had so annoyingly balked him of what should have been easy prey.
Meanwhile the Kestrel was spinning like a top.
“Blake, try to get control of that thing and park it long enough for me to come up and get aboard.”
I’m trying, Ellen, I’m trying.
A female voice broke into the suitcomm channel. Inspector Troy. Inspector Troy. This is Inspector Sharansky, Board of Space Control. We are responding to your request for assistance. Please advise. Inspector Troy…
“This is Troy.”
Troy? Is you?
“Is me. Sharansky, I’ve got one thing to say to you.”
Go ahead, please.
“Great timing.”
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The channels in the metal were different from each other but all the same height and width and depth. They ran in straight lines. There were three dozen different kinds of them, but they repeated themselves in various sequences until the total number of them, etched in the metal, was a thousand and more…
Sparta caught herself drifting and made an effort to concentrate. Less than a meter in front her, overhead spotlights focused their beams on the shining Martian plaque, which rested on a velvet cushion under a dome of laser-cut Xanthian crystal, glittering as if it had never been disturbed, never even been touched.
Sparta and Lieutenant Polanyi stood alone in the empty room. The members of the official delegation which had restored the relic to its shrine, local dignitaries all—the mayor had gotten a fast liner back from his leadership conference in order to preside—had finally drunk the last bottle of champagne and made their separate ways home.
“As soon as we get out of here we can set the alarms.”
She nodded. “Sorry for the delay, Lieutenant. In all the excitement I never stopped to look at the thing. An odd relic.”
“That’s true enough. Can’t scratch it, but something busted it once. Must have been quite a crunch.”
Sparta glanced at the young Space Board officer. “What do you know of its lore?”
“The ‘lore’ is mostly made up by the tour operators, I think.” He was as bored as he sounded; he recited the facts as if reading from a file. “No one ever found out where it came from—somewhere near the north pole; that’s all anyone knows. The man who found it hid it, told no one the circumstances of its discovery—it was found in his effects after his death. There were rumors of a hoard of alien objects, but in ten years nothing else has ever come to light. The brochures call the thing the ‘Soul of Mars.’ Poetic name for a broken plate.”
She contemplated the etched surface of the plaque. “Do you really think it came from Mars?” she asked. “Do you think it was made on Mars?”
“I’m no expert in these matters, Inspector.” Polanyi didn’t bother to hide his impatience.
“I don’t think it’s from here,” she said.
“Oh? What makes you think not?”
“Just a feeling I get,” she said. “Well, thanks for indulging me. Let’s set the alarms so you can go home.”
 
A scream of self-destructing synthekords on the sound system maintained the requisite noise level in the Park-Your-Pain, even as the hoarse yells of conversation fell silent around the four newcomers, who opened their faceplates and pushed into the crowd.
“Don’t worry. With me, you are safe.” Yevgeny Rostov threw a massive paw around Sparta’s shoulders and crushed her to his side. Behind him, Blake and Lydia Zeromski pressed close together in his wake.
Yevgeny glared at the other patrons as he moved toward the bar. “Not all cops are tools of capitalist imperialists,” he shouted. “This is brave woman. She brought back Martian plaque. All are comrades here.”
The people in the bar peered curiously at Sparta for long seconds; Blake too got his share of odd glances, but he was used to the place by now. Everybody gradually lost interest and resumed yelling at each other over the music.
“So, Mike, you are not fink after all? Another cop!” The four new friends reached the sanctuary of the stainless steel bar. “I buy you beer anyway.” Yevgeny released his hold on Sparta and walloped Blake on the shoulder hard enough to send him staggering.
The bartender didn’t bother to ask what anybody wanted; he poured Yevgeny’s regular for them all. Four foaming mugs of black, bitter bock appeared on the bartop.
“Lydia, we toast to getting these people off our planet as soon as possible.”
Sparta raised her mug gingerly. Blake was more enthusiastic. “Thanks, comrade,” he shouted. “To the next shuttle out of here.”
Four mugs collided with enough force to slop foam.
“But do me a favor, Yevgeny,” Blake yelled. “Don’t think of me as a cop. This is just a hobby.”
Sparta laughed. “You said it. Amateur night on Mars.”
“You blow up truck yards for a hobby?” Lydia shouted, loud enough to be heard above the rocket scream of the synthekords.
Blake’s eyes widened with innocence. Blow up what? he mouthed, voiceless.
“I forgot,” Lydia yelled at him, eyeing Sparta. “We shouldn’t talk about it where somebody might be listening.”
“I’ll second that!” Blake shouted back. “To local 776 of the Pipeline Workers Guild, long may it live and prosper!”
He was greeted with cheers from everyone within a meter’s distance—a half a dozen or so, the only ones who could hear him.
His companions grinned and shook their heads. Sparta sniffed the black beer and declined to drink. Blake stuck his face into the foam far enough to get a mustache, but he only pretended to sip. Meanwhile Yevgeny was pouring the contents of his mug down his open throat; he slammed the empty mug on the steel bartop and raised four fingers imperiously.
“No you don’t,” Blake shouted. “Not for me.”
“What’s for you? When it’s your turn again, I let you know.”
“Yevgeny, one question before we get out of here—”
“What’s that, my feeble friend?”
“After all your years on Mars, why do you still have that awful accent? I mean, does that help your credibility with the comrades or something?”
Yevgeny reared back, affronted—
—and when he leaned down to push his face up to Blake’s there was fire in his eyes and his bushy brows were poised to fly right off his forehead. “Why, whatever could have motivated you to cast aspersions upon my perspicacity, Mr. Redfield?” His voice was pitched to carry no farther than Blake’s ears. “Did you suppose that I was some sneaking impersonator like yourself?”
“You old fox”—Blake broke up laughing—“You did it.”
“Did … it?” The eyebrows climbed higher.
“Told the truth. And you still never used an article.”
“Article?” Yevgeny straightened up and roared. “What is such thing as article?”
 
Sparta and Blake hunched against the wind, pushing their way along the shuttleport’s sandy streets.
“Your place or mine?” he asked. “Or am I presuming?”
“How about your cubicle at the hive? A luxury hotel gets so boring.”
“Knowing you, you might mean that.”
“Don’t worry,” she said, “I won’t…” At that moment she gasped and stumbled against him, clutching herself with both arms as if she’d been struck under the heart.
Blake grabbed her. “Ellen! What’s wrong? Ellen!” She went limp in his arms and collapsed; he lowered her slowly to the sand. She stared at him through her glass faceplate, but her open mouth made no sound.
 
She could be the greatest of us
She resists our authority
The lights over the operating table were arranged in a circle, like the rolling pictureless videoplates at the Park-Your-Pain, like the spotlights that ringed the Martian plaque.
The rank smell of onions threatened to suffocate her. Her mind’s eye involuntarily displayed complex sulfur compounds as the circle of lights above her began to swirl in a golden spiral.
Blake was with her. She’d been conscious enough to insist on it before she would let them operate. They put him at her left shoulder, where he could hold her hand in both of his.
William, she’s a child
As the darkness closed in she clutched Blake’s hand harder, clinging to it to keep from falling.
To resist us is to resist the Knowledge
She was sliding under. She was falling up into the spiral.
She lost her grip on Blake’s hand. Around her shapes swarmed in the maelstrom.
The shapes were signs. The signs were the signs of the plaque. The signs had meaning.
The meaning sprang at her. She tried to call out, to shout a warning.
But when the blackness closed over her, only one image remained, an image of swirling clouds, red and yellow and white, boiling in an immense whirlpool, big enough to swallow a planet. She left herself then, and fell endlessly into them…
 
The medicos didn’t let Blake see what was going on; they protected his assumed squeamishness with a curtain of fabric that screened Sparta’s body from the neck down.
The cut was bloodless and swift; the microtome scalpel paralyzed the edges of the wound as it sliced through skin and muscle and membrane. Sparta lay open from breast-bone to navel.
“What the hell is this stuff?” the young surgeon muttered angrily, his voice muffled inside his clearfilm sterile suit. He caught his assistant’s nervous glance toward Blake. He growled and said, “Biopsy. I want to know what it is before we close.”
At his terse orders they pulled her open and held her open with clamps; he went in with scalpel and scissors and tongs. He removed as much of the slippery, silvery tissue as he could reach, working with quick precision around the blood vessels and packed organs.
Sheets of the stuff lay on the tray like a beached jellyfish, trembling and iridescent.
By the time the surgeon had cleaned the last accessible speck of it from beneath the muscular canopy of Sparta’s diaphragm, the technician had returned with a laser-spectrometer analysis and a computer-generated graph: the substance was a long-chain conducting polymer of a kind neither the technician nor the surgeon had ever encountered before.
“All right, we’d better close. For now. I want this woman under intensive surveillance until we hear what the research committee makes of this.”
The healing instruments passed over the wound, reknitting the severed blood vessels and nerves, resealing the skin, salving the flesh with growth factors that would erase all signs of the scar within a few weeks.
With Blake walking beside the gurney, still holding Sparta’s unfeeling hand, they wheeled her out of the operating theater. The surgeon and his assistants tidied up and left soon after.
 
A man stood in the darkness of the gallery above the theater, peering down through its glass roof. Blue eyes glittered in his sun-blackened face, and his iron-gray hair was cut to within a few millimeters of his scalp. He wore the dress-blue uniform of a full commander of the Board of Space Patrol; there were not many ribbons over his breast pocket, but those he wore testified to supreme courage and deadly skill.
The commander turned to an officer who stood farther back in the shadows. “Get hold of that readout, then wipe the machine’s memory. This information is not to go to any hospital committee.” His voice was gravel, the texture of waves beating on a rocky beach.
“What of those who operated on her, sir?”
“Explain it to them, Sharansky.”
“You know what surgeons are like, sir. Especially young ones.”
Yes, he knew. Surgeons like that bright young guy had saved his life more than once. All they wanted in return was worship. “Try explaining first. If they don’t see the point…” He fell silent.
Sharansky let the silence stretch for several seconds before she said, “Understood, sir.”
“Good for you. If you have to go that far, watch the dosage,” he growled. “We don’t want them to forget how to do what they’re good at.”
“Yes sir. And Inspector Troy, sir?”
“We’ll get her out of here tonight.”
“Mr. Redfield, sir?”
The commander sighed. “Sharansky, if I didn’t like your cousin Proboda so much, I’d bust you for that stupid stunt. Vik may be a dumb hero, but you’re just plain dumb.”
“Sir! Is stupid right word? Maybe miscalculation…”
“Bull. You didn’t like the guy and you don’t like the unions. You had three I.D.’s in your pocket and you gave him the one you knew would get him in trouble.”
She drew herself up stiffly. “I thought to create diversion, sir. Away from inspector Troy’s investigation.”
“The next lie will be your last in this service, Sharansky.”
She didn’t answer for a long time. Then she said, “Understood, sir.”
“Good.” For a moment he favored her with a freezing stare. “Humans are funny, Sharansky, they need funny things,” he said, and then abruptly turned away. “She’s definitely a human being, despite what they tried to do to her. And whatever you or I think of this guy Redfield, right now she needs him.”



EPILOGUE
 
Thus the Martian plaque was returned to Mars. Two years later…
On a country estate southwest of London an elegant middle-aged man in a shooting outfit stalks the autumn woods. Beside him, not far away, is his host, an older gentleman, Lord Kingman. Slender shotguns rest easily in the two men’s arms; their bag is a small but varied one—three grouse, four rabbits, and a couple of pigeons—and contrary to the dark forecasts of their colleagues, both their dogs are still alive, questing eagerly ahead through the aromatic underbrush.
Nothing about the younger man, whose closest associates call him Bill, betrays the complexity of his thoughts or the ambiguity of his feelings upon this occasion. For all the world he could be just another aristocratic English shooter out for a genteel bit of small-animal slaughtering.
As for Lord Kingman, with his leonine head of gray hair he is an even more imposing figure of mature manhood. Until the moment he sees the gray squirrel.
The squirrel sees the men at the same moment. Perhaps it knows it is marked for immediate execution as a result of the damage it has done to the trees on the estate; perhaps it has already lost close relatives to Kingman’s gun. Whatever its reasons, it wastes no time in observation, but in three leaps reaches the base of the nearest tree and vanishes behind it in a flicker of gray.
The effect on Kingman is electrifying; his gun comes up as quickly as if the dogs had flushed a pheasant. He keeps his gun aimed at that part of the trunk where he expects the squirrel to reappear and begins ever so slowly to circle the tree, step by cautious step.
The dogs must be used to this sort of thing; they immediately go off and settle among the ferns, resting their chins on their paws, where they peer up at Kingman in resignation and wait for the drama to play itself out.
For his part, the best Bill can do is keep out of Kingman’s line of fire, staying as quiet as possible while circling with him.
The squirrel’s face appears for a moment round the edge of its shield a dozen feet from the ground and Kingman instantly lets off a blast, then pumps and ejects and aims again in a swift and practiced series of motions—he is an excellent shot—but he holds his fire, for his target has vanished. Sawdust drifts from the rip in the bark where the squirrel’s head had been (rather more damage to the tree than the squirrel could have done, Bill thinks), but no small body tumbles to the ground.
Though they continue to circle, Kingman with his gun leveled hopefully, they never see the squirrel again.
Kingman is very thoughtful as they walk back across the lawn toward the magnificent old house. “That tree-rat!” he says with sudden vehemence (he has always called them tree-rats, he has earlier confided to Bill, on the grounds that people are too sentimental to condone the shooting of dear little squirrels). “Reminded me of a very peculiar experience I had year before last.”
Bill is pretty sure he knows what is coming, and he doesn’t want to hear it. Kingman’s circumstances are awkward, but there is nothing Bill can do for him—or so he would protest if asked—and he hopes Kingman won’t put him in the position of refusing a host’s request.
He is saved, temporarily at least, by the appearance of two other shooters, Jurgen and Holly, just coming around the far side of the house. The two of them were hunting the western half of the estate while Bill and Kingman took the east. From the looks of things the west will be devoid of bird life for years to come; Jurgen, shouting a hearty “Hola,” brandishes what looks to be several generations of a once-populous grouse family, strung up in bunches by their feet.
Holly is trim and deadly looking in spotless doeskin jodhpurs and a white silk blouse. A silver-chased under-and-over rests in the crook of her arm, and two of Kingman’s hounds stalk at her heels. Perhaps she has given her kills to Jurgen to carry for her, or perhaps she has simply let them lie where they fell, preferring not to soil her shooting outfit.
For Jurgen’s shooting jacket is covered with blood and feathers; that and the fierce grin that stretches his ruddy cheeks make him look quite the fell huntsman—which he is, although his hunting is usually not done in the woods. He yells at Kingman in his too-jolly, German-accented notion of British upper-class speech: “Simply marvelous place you’ve got here, Lord Kingman. Very good of you to have us.”
Kingman glances at his companion, pained. “Nothing, really,” he mutters, by which Bill suspects he means that if it were up to him, he’d have nothing to do with bloody Jurgen and his ilk. But Kingman is no longer the ruler of his own fate. “Let’s give these to the cook, shall we?”
“I’ll be going on up then,” Holly says. “Until this evening.” She waves with two fingers and ascends the curving stone stairs to the wide back porch; Jurgen follows her, his gaze resting heavily on her swaying hips.
Kingman leaves the dogs with the kennel keeper and goes in through the kitchen entrance; he and Bill hand their victims to Mrs. McGrath, who receives them without too much enthusiasm—all that bird shot to be dug out—and then they part company.
Bill walks slowly up the broad staircase to his rooms. He checks his watch. The business meeting is set for six o’clock—an exploratory affair this first evening, with the hard choices deferred until tomorrow. Dinner is to be promptly at eight. Whatever his failings as a strategist, Bill reflects, Kingman knows how to do things in a civilized way.
 
Before anything else there is the ceremony, of course. There are few better places for it; the sanctuary at Kingman’s, while small, is one of the oldest surviving in the Athanasian Society, the earlier ones on the Continent having been destroyed in the Terrors. The vaulted ceiling is patterned with the Starry Cross in gold leaf on blue—and a remarkably accurate rendition it is, given that Europeans were unfamiliar with the southern skies when this crypt was built.
Jurgen reads the dedication. A stranger would be surprised to see how the man’s intelligence shines through his lumpishness when he is in the grip of the Knowledge. Finally they all speak the Words of Affirmation—“All Will Be Well”—and drink from the Chalice, in this case an iron vessel, a Hittite piece which is the crown of Kingman’s collection.
They exchange their robes for regular clothing and reassemble in the library, beneath oak shelves filled with a good many real printed books bound in tooled leather. Besides the four of them who fancy themselves shooters—Kingman and Bill attired rather tweedily, Jurgen in something that looks like an American cowboy outfit, and Holly again in white, this time a pristine cotton sari befitting a maharani—the other members of the executive committee present are Jack and Martita.
Jack, who has the look of an aging fighter, is as usual dressed like a Manhattan banker. Martita is as naturally pale as Holly is dark and like her seeks the maximum effect from contrast, on this occasion by wearing a rough-woven woolen outfit that sets off her fine gold hair.
Although Martita’s costume is paramilitary, her combativeness is genuine. “We have come some way from the debacles of the last two years, but not far enough,” she announces, as the butler is still bringing drinks. “Our program—largely your program, Bill, but correct me if I’m wrong”—she gives him an arch stare—“failed pathetically in execution, however sensible it may have seemed at the time.”
“I hardly think it’s necessary to rehearse old misfortunes. We are all thoroughly familiar with the relevant issues,” Bill replies, too stiffly. Is anything less dignified than wounded dignity?
Martita will not be put off. “I think we could all benefit from a thorough review of our predicament…”
“For Knowledge’s sake, why do you think we’re all here?” Bill grumbles.
“…in order to assess any new plan with essential objectivity,” she finishes.
“Get it off your chest, darling,” says Jurgen, peering openly at her splendid chest.
Martita ignores him. “We failed in our first attempt to create an intermediary…”
“Now that is very old history,” Bill mutters.
“…and the latest efforts are untested.”
“They will be tested soon,” Bill replies. “In plenty of time.”
“We have failed to conceal the identity of the home star,” she goes on, “and we have failed to maintain the confidentiality of the sacred texts.”
“As to the identity of the home star, our fears were groundless, but no one can be blamed,” Jack says with his customary directness. “No one knows exactly where it is and no one will, unless and until there’s a signal.”
“That is not her point,” Holly puts in. Her self-satisfied serenity can set one’s teeth on edge—and has occasionally, Bill muses, driven him to the edge of violence. Nevertheless she is a logical person. “The point is our failure, a costly failure that has drawn attention to what we had hoped to hide.”
“I agree with Jack,” Jurgen says. “The home star is doing well enough at hiding itself.”
“And immediately afterward, the debacle of the texts…” Martita continues—but then allows her words to trail off. No one fills the silence.
An angel chooses that moment to pass. The angel of death, no doubt.
Some call them the Free Spirit. Some call them Athanasians. Their attempt to destroy all existing copies of what the public has come to know as the Culture X writings—and to eliminate anyone who might have been able to reconstruct them from memory—was a bold and necessary effort, nor was it a complete failure. In the attempt Bill and his companions learned much that was necessary and might not otherwise have come to light.
They learned from the texts themselves. Some of what they learned was in the Knowledge, but some was not. Some that was in the Knowledge had been misinterpreted.
Yet against these gains, Bill reflects, what they lost by their ill-conceived venture was undeniably greater.
Kingman, who has contributed nothing to the conversation so far except to direct the butler with minute nods and tilts of his leonine head, abruptly speaks. “It was a peculiar experience, very peculiar indeed. That damned tree-rat this afternoon—remember, Bill?—brought it vividly to mind.”
Jurgen sees it coming, as Bill had earlier, and tries to head Kingman off. “Lord Kingman, the particulars of your experience are quite illuminating, ja, but the agenda possibly precludes…”
“Of course, if you’d rather I didn’t…” Kingman is clearly nettled.
“No, please,” Bill says hastily, seeing an opportunity where before he had seen only an embarrassment. Let Kingman tell his tale once again. Let them all again contemplate his debacle. “Martita has already rewritten the agenda, I think. So at your suggestion, my dear”—Bill graces her with a smile as poisonous as he can make it—“let us all exert ourselves to learn from the past.” He turns to Kingman. “So please do go on. Tell us, just what connection is there between a gray squirrel and the fate of the most sacred of the texts?”
Kingman is greatly mollified. He settles deep into his leather armchair and, after refreshing himself with a sip from his jigger of Scotch, begins thoughtfully to speak. “I’m not sure I have all the names, but the times and places are vivid enough in memory. The story begins on Mars Station…”
 
The minutes pass swiftly, and now it is almost eight o’clock. The servants have appeared in the shadowed doorways, quietly but anxiously seeking to remind the assembled party that dinner is about to be served.
But Kingman has paced himself well, and he is just now finishing his recitation. “…and so we were forced to retreat. We had no choice. It was the best and only course remaining to us.”
There is a protracted moment of silence before Bill speaks. “Quite an interesting story, Rupert,” he says, “and I see now how it ties up with that squirrel. There you were, with all that firepower, with one of the most powerful ships in the solar system under your command, and one unarmed woman on the surface of a puny little rock…”
“Bill, really…”
Sometimes when the red anger takes Bill he can’t stop, and I … he, I mean … adds unnecessary insult to deserved injury. “Would you have done as well in her place? Do you think you would have been able to evade … not only evade, but drive off … the best machinery and people the Free Spirit could muster? How would you have done if you were the squirrel and she were the hunter?”
Kingman’s lordly features sag; he turns pale. “She is not human, Bill.” He gets stiffly to his feet. “We have you to thank for that.”
Which neatly puts me in my place. Or so I… Bill, that is … concedes.
Our host—I mean, Bill’s host, Bill’s and the others’—marches out of the room, doing an old man’s best to keep his shoulders squared in proper regimental fashion.
The others in the library look at me with varying degrees of disapproval. Only Jurgen is vulgar enough to laugh.
 
The next morning reveals one of those crisp October days when, despite the lazy sun, the haze in the air renders the landscape in the flat perspectives of an Oriental ink painting. I am enjoying the view from the terrace when Kingman comes out of the house. He seems unhappy to see me.
“Rupert,” I say, “I really didn’t intend to…”
“If you’ll excuse me,” he says, cutting off my apology. “I believe I’ll have another go at that tree-rat. Maybe I’ll get him this time.”
I watch a long time as he strides across the dewy lawn and into the ruddy bracken. Finally he disappears into the autumn woods on the far side of the shallow valley.
A few minutes later, I hear the shot. Not the roar of Kingman’s shotgun, but the sharp crack of a pistol.
I stand at the stone railing, watching the bright speck of a yellow leaf fluttering to the ground at the edge of the distant woods. The others come out of the house one by one.
“Poor Kingman,” says Jurgen, suppressing a giggle.
“He would have done better to run. When he knew it was … her,” says Martita.
“The file he had on her was not complete,” I say. “But that was no excuse. If he’d acted more quickly, he could have defeated her.”
“Meaning, I suppose, that we would not have lost the Doradus? That half of its crew would not now be dead and the other half fugitives?”
Damn Martita. I refuse to reply.
“It’s clear enough that she remembers what she was taught,” Jack observes. “The Knowledge has not been erased in her.”
“No matter. We are impervious now,” I say, as firmly as I can. “The New Man is indestructible.”
Jurgen snorts at me; he sounds like some bulky ungulate. “You’ve said that before. And been as wrong as Kingman.” When he is in a very good mood his giggle uncannily resembles the whinny of a jackass. “Really, Bill, if Kingman must die for such a trivial mistake, why should we let you live?”
“Let me live?” I turn away from the fields and the forest to face them. “I think you can answer that for yourselves.”
Until now they hadn’t known how I was planning to deal with Kingman, or whom I’d chosen to do the work. But I’ve just seen the man coming out of the woods—which is why I choose this moment to turn toward them. Against the colorful autumn leaves the man’s curly red hair, his camel’s hair coat, his pigskin gloves, make an unmistakable orange splotch on the landscape.
I’ve turned because I want to see the looks on their faces. They cringe quite satisfactorily—all of them except Jack Noble, who is my man now, now that he’s been forced to go underground like me. The orange man is my man too, and they all know it.
Holly is the first to recover her aplomb. “So, Bill, on to Jupiter.” She has the audacity to smirk at me. “But how do we know Linda won’t be there ahead of us, as she was on Phobos?”
I can think of several answers to that. The least obscene finds voice before the others.
“Actually, my dear, I’m depending on it.”



HIDE AND SEEK
 AN AFTERWORD BY
 ARTHUR C. CLARKE
 
The wise science fiction writer prefers to operate in galaxies far, far away and long, long ago, where he is safe from nagging critics—like the small boy who once told Ray Bradbury he had a satellite moving in the wrong direction. (“So I hit him.”)
However, by exquisitely bad timing, the setting of this novel occurs practically next door and tomorrow afternoon. Desperate attempts to persuade publisher Byron Preiss to stop the countdown for a year or so have been of no avail. By the time these words appear in print, Paul and I may have to eat some of them.
How could I have dreamed when I wrote “Hide and Seek” back in 1948 that forty-one years later a Russian robot would be hopping across the face of Phobos, just like the character in my story? (As in the case of every space mission forecast, this sentence must be qualified by the incantation, “If all goes well.”) For early in 1989—probably about the time I’m proofreading this book, dammit—two space probes will have made a rendezvous with Phobos, and one of them will have dropped a small “rover” which will explore the little world by jumping across it in twenty-meter hops, making a whole series of scientific measurements at each landing. (I will be quite embarrassed if, in the course of its wanderings, it encounters a large black monolith.)
When Phobos was discovered in 1877, it not only made obsolete Tennyson’s “The snowy poles of moonless Mars,” but it presented astronomers with a phenomenon they had never encountered before. Most satellites orbit their primaries at substantial distance, in a fairly leisurely manner; our own Moon takes almost thirty times longer to go around the Earth than the Earth takes to revolve on its own axis. But here was a world where the “month” was shorter than the “day”! Mars rotates in twenty-four and a half hours (to the great convenience of future colonists, who need make only minor adjustments to their watches and circadian rhythms), yet Phobos circles it in only seven and a half!
Today, we are accustomed to artificial satellites which perform such feats, thus rising in the west and setting in the east (see Bradbury, supra), but the behavior of Phobos was quite a surprise to late-19th-century astronomers. It was also a bonus to such writers as Edgar Rice Burroughs; who can forget the hurtling inner moon illuminating the ancient sea beds of Barsoom?
Alas, Phobos doesn’t hurtle very fast, and you’d have to watch for some time to see that it’s moving at all. And it’s a miserable source of illumination; not only is its apparent size a fraction of our Moon’s, but it is one of the darkest objects in the Solar System, reflecting about as much light as a lump of coal. Indeed, it may be largely made of carbon, and altogether bears a close resemblance to the nucleus of Halley’s Comet, as revealed by a whole flotilla of space probes in 1987. It’s not much use, therefore, during the cold Martian nights, to warn travelers of approaching thoats, seeking whom they might devour.*
Tiny though it is—a battered ellipsoid whose longest dimension is less than thirty kilometers—Phobos may be destined to play a major role in the future of space exploration. After the Moon, it may be the next celestial body to know human visitors, since it is an ideal base for the reconnaissance of Mars.
Perhaps the first writer to suggest this was Laurence Manning, an early member of the American Rocket Society. In “The Wreck of the Asteroid” (Wonder Stories, 1932) his explorers first landed on Phobos and had a lot of fun bouncing around in its approximately one-thousandth-of-an-Earth gravity. Until one of them overdid it, achieved escape velocity—and started to fall helpless toward the looming face of Mars…
It’s a nice, dramatic situation, which author Lawrence Manning milked for all it was worth. The crew had to make an emergency take off and race after their careless colleague, hoping to catch up with him before he made yet another crater on Mars.
I hate to spoil the fun, but that just couldn’t happen. Small though it is (about 20 meters a second, compared with Earth’s 11,200) not even an Olympic high-jumper could attain the escape velocity of Phobos—especially when encumbered with a spacesuit. And even if he did, he would be in no danger of falling onto Mars—because he would still have the whole of Phobos’s eight thousand meters per second orbital velocity. His trifling muscular contribution would make virtually no difference to that, so he would continue to move in just the same orbit as Phobos, but displaced by a few kilometers. And after one revolution, he’d be back where he started…
If you want further details, I refer you to “Jupiter V” (in Reach for Tomorrow) which takes place on what was, in pre-Voyager days, the innermost satellite of Jupiter, now renamed Amalthea. To fall onto Jupiter would be a much more spectacular fate than falling onto Mars; but it’s even more difficult to do. (“If all goes well,” the much-delayed Galileo Mission will demonstrate this feat in 1995).
“Hide and Seek” is not the only story of mine to deal with Phobos; in The Sands of Mars (1954), I brutally turned Phobos into a minisun (by carefully unspecified technology) in order to improve the climate of Mars. It now occurs to me that this was a trial run for blowing up Jupiter in 2010: Odyssey Two.
Soon after the appearance of “Hide and Seek,” another British science fiction writer asked me rather suspiciously: “Have you ever read C. S. Forester’s short story ‘Brown on Resolution’?”
“No,” I answered, truthfully enough. “I’m afraid I’ve never even read the Hornblower books. What’s it about?”
Well, it seems Brown was a British seaman in the First World War, armed with only a rifle, who managed to keep at bay a German cruiser from his various hideouts on a small, rocky island. (A rather similar story, one war later, was made into an excellent movie starring Peter O’Toole. In Murphy’s War, the hero was still coping, more or less single-handed, with Germans; but being Irish he would have been just as happy fighting the Brits.)
I’m sorry to say that I still haven’t gotten around to Forester’s story and missed the chance of discussing “Brown” with him when we once dined together in the magnificent Painted Hall of the Royal Navy College at Greenwich. Which was a pity, as it would have given me a chance of trotting out one of my favorite quotations: “Talent borrows—but Genius steals.”
Decades before the Viking spacecraft gave us our first close-up views of Phobos, it was obvious that a hunk of rock only a few times larger than Manhattan could possess no trace of atmosphere, still less harbor any life. Yet unless my memory has betrayed me completely, I seem to recall that Burroughs once had Mars invaded by marauding Phobians. The economics—not to mention the ecology—of such a microcivilization boggles the imagination. Once again, I fear, ERB hadn’t done his homework.* Nevertheless, Phobos once featured rather spectacularly on the SETI (Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence) agenda. Back in the sixties, the Russian astrophysicist Iosef Shkovskii—best known to the general public for his collaboration with Carl Sagan on SETI’s sacred book Intelligence in the Universe (1966)—made an extraordinary suggestion about the little world, based on the long-established observation that it is slowly falling toward Mars.
I have never decided how seriously Iosef took his theory; he had a considerable sense of humor—which he needed to survive as a Jewish scientist in Stalin’s time (and a lot later)—but this is how his argument went:
The slow descent of Phobos is due to the same effect that finally brings down close artificial satellites to Earth—the braking effect of the atmosphere. A satellite made of dense material will survive a long time; one with low mass per volume will be brought down more quickly, as was demonstrated by the ECHO balloon, and later by SKYLAB, which was essentially an empty fuel tank.
Working backward from the drag figures, Iosef calculated that the density of Phobos must be much less than that of water. This could only mean that it was hollow…
Well, it seemed unlikely that Nature could make a hollow world some tens of kilometers across. Phobos must be a space station, presumably constructed by the Martians. Which, added another scientist, is why they’re no longer around. They went broke building it.
Alas, the Viking photos showed that Phobos is undoubtedly a natural object, but its surface does show some puzzling peculiarities. Much of it is covered with parallel grooves several hundred meters wide, so that it looks like a ploughed field on a gigantic scale.
I cannot help recalling that when the Italian astronomer Schiaparelli reported “grooves” on Mars in 1877, he chose the unfortunate word “channels” to describe them. What a lot of trouble the mistranslation caused—and how chagrined Percival Lowell would have been to learn that his beloved canals have now turned up not on Mars, but on tiny Phobos.
Arthur C. Clarke
 Colombo, June 1988
P.S.: Alas, Phobos 1 has just been lost, halfway through its mission; it was sent an incorrect instruction which caused it to close down completely, beyond hope of revival. I feel very sorry for the programmer concerned, who has to face the wrath of colleagues who’ve lost years of their lives’ work.
Incidentally, something similar happened with Mariner 1, the first of the series of U.S. probes which eventually explored Venus, Mercury, and Mars. It was lost soon after takeoff because a single comma had been omitted from a line of programming.
I’m keeping my fingers crossed for Phobos 2. How glad I am that i only have to write about these machines, not make them actually work…
Colombo,
 10 October 1988
* The erudite Sprague de Camp once pointed out a very peculiar feature of Barsoomian ecology: the fauna apparently consisted almost entirely of carnivores. The poor beasts must have suffered from acute malnutrition.
* I am still prepared to repeat a statement that I made many years ago: ERB is a much underrated writer. To have created the best-known character in Western—and perhaps world—fiction is no small achievement. The Mars novels, however, should be read before the age of sixteen: I hope to revisit Barsoom in my rapidly approaching second childhood.
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Stephana McClaran kindly shared journals and photographs of her travels in Nepal and India, for which I thank her.



PROLOGUE
 
She lay exposed on the operating table. Men and women sheathed in sterile plastic film leaned over her, wielding black instruments. The rank smell of onions threatened to suffocate her. Her mind’s eye involuntarily displayed complex sulfur compounds as the circle of lights above her began to swirl in a golden spiral.
William, she’s a child
As the darkness closed in, she clutched harder at the hand she held, trying to keep from falling.
To resist us is to resist the Knowledge
She was sliding away. She was tilting up into the spiral. The hand to which she clung slid from her grasp. Around her, shapes swarmed in the maelstrom. The shapes were signs. The signs had meaning.
The meaning engulfed her. She tried to call out, to shout a warning. But when the blackness closed over her, only one image remained, an image of swirling clouds, red and yellow and white, boiling in an immense whirlpool, big enough to swallow a planet. She left herself then, and fell endlessly into them…
 
Blake couldn’t see what was going on; they’d put up a curtain of opaque fabric to screen his view of Ellen’s body. He was frightened. When she’d let go of his hand, her own hand falling limp on the sheets, he’d thought for a moment that she was dead.
But the blue vein in her throat still pulsed; her chest still rose and fell beneath the rough gown; the surgeon and his assistants went on with their work as if nothing unusual had happened. “She’s under,” one of them said.
Blake fought back dizziness when he saw the clamps and tongs, saw the scalpel and scissors go down gleaming and reappear above the curtain streaked with blood. The surgeon moved with swift precision, doing whatever he was doing to the middle of Ellen. Suddenly he stopped.
“What the hell is this stuff?” he said angrily, his voice muffled inside his clear film mask. Blake saw an assistant’s nervous glance in his direction. The young surgeon turned to stare at Blake—they hadn’t wanted him here, but Ellen had refused to let them begin without him at her side. With his tongs the surgeon lifted a bit of something slippery and fishlike and slapped it on a tray. “Biopsy. I want to know what it is before we close.”
The technician hurried away. Meanwhile the surgeon bent and pulled up more of the stuff and threw it on a larger tray held by his assistant. Blake peered at it in fascination, the silvery tissue lying in sheets like a beached jellyfish, trembling and iridescent.
The surgeon was still working to clean the last of it out of Ellen when the technician handed him the analysis. On the pages Blake glimpsed graphs, lists of ratios and molecular weights, false-color stereo images.
“All right, we’d better close,” the surgeon said. “I want this woman under intensive surveillance until we hear what the research committee makes of this.”
 
Blake stood looking out upon the glowing glass city and the Noctis Labyrinthus beyond, a maze of rock pinnacles and deep-cut ravines, midnight blue under the unblinking stars.
Ellen lay deeply sleeping under a coarse sheet, her short blond hair framing her unlined face. Her full lips were slightly parted, as if she were tasting the air. No tubes or wires intruded upon her slim flesh; the monitoring probes hovered without touching her delicate skull and slight breasts and slender abdomen. The silent graphics above the bed displayed reassuringly normal functions. The room was quiet and warm, almost peaceful.
The silhouette of a tall man appeared in the doorway, blocking the light from the hall. Blake saw the reflection in the glass wall and turned, expecting to see one of the doctors.
“You!”
“She needs to get out here. Her life could depend on it.” The man who stood in the darkness had blue eyes that glittered in his dark face. His iron gray hair was cut to within a few millimeters of his scalp, and he wore the dress-blue uniform of a full commander of the Board of Space Patrol.
“No.”
“I’m going to take the time to reason with you, Blake…”
“What a favor,” Blake said hotly.
“…for two or three minutes. Did you see what they pulled out of her?”
“I… I saw something, I don’t know what.”
“You know she’s not like other people.”
“It doesn’t matter. What she needs is time to get well.”
“She’s vulnerable here. We’re moving her off Mars. The records are going to show that Inspector Troy had a routine appendectomy, spent the usual eight-hour recovery period in hospital, and walked happily away. That’s what the doctors are going to say, too.”
Blake’s face darkened. “You’ve got argument down to a fine science, Commander—do it your way or else.”
“I’ve given you choices before. Think you made a mistake to trust me?”
Blake hesitated. “Maybe not in Paris.”
“I promised I’d get you to her and I did. A lot of lives were saved because of it. Trust me again, Blake.”
“What do you care?” Blake shrugged in frustration. “We both know I can’t stop you. But I’m staying with her.”
 
They got her out of town in a sealed van, taking a route that the tourists in Labyrinth City never saw, through the utility tunnel to the shuttleport. They made a quick, silent transfer to the cabin of a sleek spaceplane. In deference to Ellen, the trajectory was low and slow, with minimal gees applied over a long boost out of the thin atmosphere, finally achieving the orbit of Mars Station.
But the plane didn’t dock with the station. A gleaming white cutter with the blue band and gold star of the Board of Space Control rode “at anchor” half a kilometer from the giant space station’s star-side docking bay. As the spaceplane sidled up to it on maneuvering jets, a pressure tube snaked out from the cutter’s main hatch and slammed tight over the spaceplane’s airlock.
Ellen and Blake and the commander were the only people who went through the tube. The cutter’s crew made them secure; countdown took half an hour. Ellen slept through it all.
Just before the cutter lifted from orbit, Blake overcame his resentment enough to ask the commander a question. “Where are we going?”
“Earth,” he said.
“Where on Earth?”
“For reasons you’ll soon figure out, I’m not telling you.”



PART
 1
 
THE WRECK
 OF A QUEEN



 
1
 
They stood on a precipice of dark rock above a wide river. The air was cold and the sky was clear, washed blue. The light was the color of October.
Her hair was the color of straw, and it glowed in the October light; her high-collared black wool coat reached from her short hair to her high boots, hiding the rest of her and absorbing all the other light that fell upon her. The blackness was relieved only by a scarf tied loosely around her throat, dark blue raw silk woven with fine stripes of red and yellow thread; her small strong hands clutched at its knotted and tasseled ends.
She looked at the man who stood close to her with a smile so tentative and hopeful that his heart swelled and hurt him.
“Will you be with me always?” Sparta whispered.
“Always,” Blake said. The breeze caught his stiff auburn hair and a swatch of it fell across his forehead, shadowing his face with cool shadow, but his green eyes gleamed with warmth. “As long as you want me.”
“I do,” she said. “I will.”
Across the wide waters a shimmer of sunlight danced. If light had sound, they would have heard glass wind bells. Sparta took Blake’s hand and tugged. He walked beside her along the wall, holding her hand lightly, glancing back up the hill toward the big house.
The steel king’s mansion crowned a tor above the Hudson, a chimneyed pile of basalt decorated with exotic granites and limestones from Vermont and Indiana, roofed with slate, pierced with stained-glass windows. The old freebooter who’d had the place built had made his loot in a different age; he would have been startled but not necessarily disapproving of the uses to which his estate had been put in the two centuries since.
Clipped green lawns, damp in the October sunshine, sloped away from the house, ending at cliff’s edge and the neat border of the woods. In front, a long gravel drive meandered through the trees and looped around before the main entrance.
Behind the stone wall that surrounded the place, hidden among the thickly clustered tree trunks and autumn foliage, were lasers, covered trenches, antiaircraft railguns…
 
The gray robot limousine moved slowly up the drive, the crunch of its tires in the gravel louder than the whisper of its turbines. As it stopped, the mansion’s big doors swung open and the commander came out. When he saw the much smaller man who got out of the back seat of the car, his face wrinkled into a smile, thin but warm. “Jozsef!” He strode down the steps, hand outstretched.
Jozsef met him halfway up the steps. “How very good to see you.” Their handshake was prelude to a quick, firm embrace.
The two men were the same age but in every other way different. Jozsef’s tweedy suit was elbow-patched and baggy at the knees; it and his middle-European accent suggested that he was a displaced intellectual, an academic, a denizen of the classroom and the library stacks. The commander wore a plaid shirt and faded jeans that said he was most comfortable out of doors.
“Surprised to see you in person,” said the commander. He had a faint Canadian accent, and his voice had the texture of beach stones rattling in receding surf. “But damn glad.”
“After I analyzed the material you sent, I thought it would be good to share some of my thoughts with you personally. And I… I’ve brought a new drug.”
“Come in.”
“Is she inside?”
“No, they’re both on the grounds. You want to see her?”
“I … not yet. It would be best if she did not see the car,” Jozsef added.
The commander spoke gruffly into his wrist unit and the robot limousine rolled off toward the garage. The men walked up the steps into the house.
They walked down an echoing paneled hall toward the library. White-uniformed staff people nodded deferentially and moved out of their way.
“Already three weeks since you rescued her from Mars,” said Jozsef. “Astonishing how time slips past us.”
“Rescued?” The commander smiled. “Kidnapped is a better word. And ‘persuaded’ Redfield to come along.”
“You didn’t bother persuading her physicians,” Jozsef remarked.
“I didn’t much like the chief surgeon.”
“Yes, well … however arrogant, he seems to have done a good job on her,” said Jozsef. “She seems well.”
“In her body.”
“Her dreams are not symptoms of illness. They are the key to all that confronts us.”
“So you’ve explained.”
“Once we understand what she knows—but does not know she knows—we will triumph at last.”
“Then maybe you’ll let her know about you,” the commander suggested.
“I look forward to that day.”
“You know I’m with you, Jozsef.” The commander fixed the older man with a cold blue stare. “Whatever the cost.”
 
Beyond the wall overlooking the river the trees grew to the cliff top. Unseen, screened by the woods below, a magneplane whistled past on the riverside track. A falcon settled in the top of a ruddy oak, carefully folding its angled wings, oblivious to the man and woman who walked a few meters away, at eye level.
“What did you say when he asked you to join the force?”
“What I told you. I said no.”
“You could never resist explanations.”
“Oh, I made explanations.” He smiled. “I was born rich, I said, and it ruined me. I told him I was insubordinate by nature and disinclined to accept arbitrary discipline from a bunch of … from people not self-evidently more intelligent or more experienced or otherwise more deserving of respect than I. That I already knew all I wanted to know about combat and disguise and sabotage and a few other black arts, and that if he wanted to hire me he could hire me as a consultant anytime, but that I had no interest whatever in going through basic training—again—and putting on a funny blue suit and being paid dirt wages just to get in on his fun.”
“That must have impressed him,” she said dryly.
“It made my point.” He said it without bravado. “That I’m no soldier, that I’m not interested in dying or killing.”
“My hero,” she said, pulling him closer to her side with a tug of her hand, meshing her fingers in his. “What are you interested in?”
“You know. Old books.”
“Besides old books?”
He grinned. “A little noise and smoke can be fun.”
“Besides making things go bang?”
“I’m interested in keeping us alive,” he said.
She glanced toward the thick copse of elms and oaks that intruded into the lawn. “Come in here with me,” she whispered, smiling. “I have an urge to live a little…”
 
The library’s tall windows overlooked the morning lawn. “What will we do about him?” Jozsef turned away; he’d been watching the two young people by the wall.
“Give him one more chance. After this morning, let him go,” the commander said. He stood at the fieldstone fireplace, warming himself at the crackling oakwood fire.
“You said you could recruit him…”
“I’ve tried. Mr. Redfield is his own man.” His smile was thin. “He was taught well.”
“Is it safe to let him go?”
“Her welfare is important to him. Of the greatest importance.”
“He is in love with her, you mean.” Jozsef’s expression was invisible against the glare of the high window. “Does he have any idea of how she can be hurt?”
“Do any of us?” It wasn’t cold in the high-ceilinged room, but the commander kept chafing his hands at the fire.
“Yes, well…” Jozsef pulled at the flesh under his chin and cleared his throat. “If we let him go, he must be isolated.”
“I’ll arrange it.” The commander’s voice was a bare whisper past the gravel in his throat.
“Can you guarantee it?”
“Not absolutely.” The commander turned hard blue eyes on his companion. “We’ve got limited choices, old friend. We can explain things to him, ask him to come along…”
“We can’t tell him more than he knows already. Not even she must know.”
“She will take the case, I think. He may not want her to.”
“If he refuses, you know what we must…”
“I hate these drugs of ours,” the commander said vehemently. “Hate using them. They go against the principles you taught me yourself.”
“Kip, we are in a struggle that…”
“A man’s own memory … a woman’s … lying. It’s worse than no memories at all.”
For several seconds Jozsef watched the weather-beaten man who stood by a blazing fire but could not seem to warm himself. What winter was he reliving in memory?
“Okay,” the commander said. “If he won’t join us on this … this Falcon business, I’ll isolate him.”
Jozsef nodded and turned back to the window. The couple who’d been standing at the wall had disappeared into the trees.
 
They tumbled in the autumn leaves, gasping and giggling like children. The smell of mold was as rich as a winery cave, the very smell of it intoxicating, filling her with the joy of life. Their breath steamed in the sharp air. The moment arrived, like the edge of the first rapid, when the emotion they were riding tipped into the current of their blood, and they felt not at all like children. Her dancer’s finely muscled body was pale white against the black of her coat, spread open on the leaves.
There were microscopic cameras and microphones in the little copse, as there were everywhere on the grounds. Sparta knew they were there, although she thought Blake did not. Her eye sought one out where it glistened like a carbon crystal against the gray trunk of a tree. She stared at it over his shoulder.
She exposed herself to those who watched and listened partly to defy them, but mostly because she loved Blake and would have him this way if they would not let her have him any other.
 
Later he lay touching her, close against her, flank to flank. His skin tingled and his face was flush with a happiness he had often imagined but now knew for the first time. Her head was on his arm; his other arm hovered over her skin, close enough to feel its radiant warmth. He trailed his middle finger down the faint pink line of the scar that ran from her sternum to her navel.
“It’s almost gone,” he said. “In another week…”
“I’ll pass for a human being again,” she said. Her voice was flat. Her eyes stared past him, up at the colorful leaves overhead, and through them to the dark sky-vault beyond. “And then we’ll leave this place.”
“Ellen … do you understand what’s happening?” With practice it got easier to call her Ellen, although he would always think of her as Linda, the name she was born with.
Only Sparta thought of herself as Sparta. No one else knew her secret name, any more than a human knows the secret name of an animal. “I think the commander’s keeping his word. This is the R & R he’s been promising me for so long.”
“R & R.” He smiled. “Very restful.” He leaned over her and kissed the corner of her swollen, perpetually parted lips. “Very recuperative. But why won’t he tell us where we are?”
“We both know where we are—the Hendrik Hudson nature preserve. We could pinpoint the coordinates on any map.”
“Yes, but why won’t he name the place? And why not let us come and go? The night we arrived here, after you were asleep, he told me I could leave whenever I wanted, but if I did I couldn’t come back. Why the mystery? We’re on his side.”
“You’re sure of that,” she said—not quite a question.
But he took it as a question, and it surprised him. “It was you…”
“I’m sure of one thing”—she pulled him down to cover her, to feel his warm weight hiding her from the sky—“that I love you.”



 
2
 
“The man who proposed Kon-Tiki is Howard Falcon,” said the commander. “He will personally pilot the Jupiter probe.”
It was the same bright morning, but no one could have known it from the surroundings—a dim, quiet basement briefing room, its walls and ceiling carpeted with the same brown wool as its floor, its only illumination leaking from brass-shaded lamps on low tables beside the leather armchairs where Sparta, Blake, and the commander nestled.
“How did one man get that kind of power?” Blake asked.
“Falcon is … an unusual specimen. This will explain.” The commander’s raw voice was without resonance in the slowly vanishing room … in the darkest center of which an image had begun to form, filling space with the moving landscape of Arizona’s high sagebrush plains, seen from a great altitude. “What we’ve pieced together here happened eight years ago.”
 
The Queen Elizabeth was over five kilometers above the Grand Canyon, dawdling along at a comfortable 300 kilometers per hour, when from the liner’s bridge Howard Falcon spotted the camera platform closing in from the right. He had been expecting it—nothing else was cleared to fly at this altitude—but he was not too happy to have company. Although he welcomed any signs of public interest, he also wanted as much empty sky as he could get. After all, he was the first man in history to navigate a ship half a kilometer long.
So far this first test flight had gone perfectly. Ironically enough, the only problem had been the fifty-year-old aircraft carrier Chairman Mao, borrowed from the San Diego Naval Museum for support operations. Only one of Mao’s four nuclear reactors was still operable, and the old battlewagon’s top speed was barely thirty knots. Luckily, wind speed at sea level had been less than half this, so it had not been too difficult to maintain still air on the flight deck. Though there had been a few anxious moments during gusts, when the mooring lines had been dropped the great dirigible had risen smoothly, straight up into the sky as if on an invisible elevator. If all went well, Queen Elizabeth IV would not meet Chairman Mao again for another week.
Everything was under control; all test instruments gave normal readings. Commander Falcon decided to go upstairs and watch the rendezvous. He handed over to his second officer and walked out into the transparent tubeway that led through the heart of the ship. There, as always, he was overwhelmed by the spectacle of the largest space yet enclosed by humans on Earth.
The ten spherical gas cells, each more than thirty meters across, were ranged one behind the other like a line of gigantic soap bubbles. The tough plastic was so clear that he could see through the whole length of the array and make out details of the elevator mechanism at the other end, half a kilometer from his vantage point. All around him, like a three-dimensional maze, was the structural framework of the ship—the great longitudinal girders running from nose to tail, the fifteen hoops that were the circular ribs of this sky-borne colossus, whose varying sizes defined its graceful, streamlined profile.
At this comparatively low speed there was little sound—merely the soft rush of wind over the envelope and an occasional creak from the joints of the ribs and stringers of titanium and carbon-carbon compound, flexing as the pattern of stresses changed. The shadowless light from the rows of lamps far overhead gave the whole scene a curiously submarine quality—
—and to Falcon this was enhanced by the spectacle of the translucent gas bags. Once while diving he had encountered a squadron of large but harmless jellyfish, pulsing their mindless way above a shallow tropical reef, and the plastic bubbles that gave Queen Elizabeth its lift often reminded him of these—especially when changing pressures made them crinkle and scatter new patterns of reflected light.
He walked down the axis of the ship until he came to the forward elevator, between gas cells one and two. Riding up to the observation deck, he noticed it was uncomfortably hot.
The Queen obtained almost a quarter of its buoyancy from the unlimited amounts of waste heat produced by its miniature “cold” fusion power plant. Indeed, on this lightly loaded test flight, only six of the ten gas cells contained helium, an increasingly rare and expensive gas; the remaining cells were full of plain hot air. Yet the ship still carried 200 tonnes of water as ballast.
Running the gas cells in hot-air mode created technical problems in refrigerating the access ways; obviously a little more work would have to be done there. Falcon dictated a brief memo to himself on his microcorder.
A refreshing rush of cooler air hit him in the face when he stepped out onto the big observation deck, into the dazzling sunlight that streamed through the clear acrylic roof. He was confronted with a scene of controlled chaos. Half a dozen workers and an equal number of superchimp assistants were busily laying the partly completed dance floor, while others were installing electrical wiring, arranging furniture, and fiddling with the elaborate louvers of the transparent roof. Falcon found it hard to believe that everything would be ready for the maiden voyage, only four weeks ahead.
Well, that was not his problem, thank goodness. He was merely the captain, not the cruise director.
The human workers waved to him, and the “simps” flashed toothy smiles. They all looked quite spiffy in the blue and white coveralls of the Queen’s corporate sponsors. He walked among them, through the orderly confusion, and mounted the short spiral stairs to the already finished Skylounge. This was his favorite place in the whole ship, but he knew that once the Queen was in service he would never again have the lounge all to himself. He would allow himself just five minutes of private enjoyment.
He keyed his commlink and spoke to the bridge, confirming that everything was still in order. Then he relaxed into one of the comfortable swivel chairs.
Below, in a curve that delighted the eye, was the unbroken silver sweep of the ship’s envelope. He was perched at the highest point forward, surveying the immensity of the largest vehicle ever built to contend with gravity near a planet’s surface. The only larger craft in the solar system were the space freighters that plied the trajectories among the space stations of Venus, Earth, Mars, the moons, and the Mainbelt; in the absence of weight, size was a secondary concern.
And when Falcon had tired of admiring the Queen, he could turn and look almost all the way to the horizon of that fantastic wilderness carved by the Colorado River in half a billion years time.
Apart from the remotely operated camera platform, which had now fallen back and was recording the spectacle from amidships, Falcon had the sky to himself. It was blue and empty up here, although the horizon was opaque with the purple brown stain that had become the permanent color of Earth’s lower atmosphere. Far to the south and north he could see the icy trails of ascending and descending intercontinental space planes, specifically prohibited from the corridor across the desert skies that today had been reserved for the Queen.
Someday, cheap fusion plants would supplant the fossil fuels upon which so much of the Earth still depended for economic sustenance, and ships like the Queen would ply the atmosphere gently and cleanly, carrying cargo and passengers. Then the sky would belong only to the birds and the clouds and the great dirigibles. But that day was still decades in the future.
It was true, as the old pioneers had said at the beginning of the 20th century: this was the only way to travel—in silence and luxury, breathing the air around you and not cut off from it, near enough to the surface to watch the everchanging beauty of land and sea. The subsonic jets of the past century’s final quarter had been hardly better than cattle cars, packed with hundreds of passengers seated up to ten abreast. Now, a hundred years later, a great many more passengers would soon be able to travel in greater comfort, at comparable speed, and with less real expense.
Not that any of them would be traveling on the Queen; the Queen and her projected sister ships were not a mass-transit proposition. Only a few of the world’s billions would ever enjoy gliding silently through the sky in highest luxury, champagne in hand, the symphonic strains of a live orchestra drifting from the stage of the observation deck below… But a secure and prosperous global society could afford such follies and indeed needed them for their novelty and entertainment, as a useful distraction from the kind of aggressive interplanetary business affairs that too often threatened to erupt into brushfire wars. And there were at least a million people on Earth whose discretionary income exceeded a thousand “new dollars” a year—that is, a million of the ordinary dollars everybody else was used to having deducted from their credit chips at every transaction. So the Queen would not lack for passengers.
Falcon’s commlink beeped, interrupting his reverie. The copilot was calling from the bridge.
“Okay for rendezvous, Captain? We’ve got all the data we need from this run, and the viddie people are getting impatient.”
Falcon glanced at the camera platform, now matching his speed and altitude a quarter of a kilometer away. “Okay, proceed as arranged. I’ll watch from here.”
He went down the spiral stairs from the Skylounge and walked back through the busy chaos of the observation deck, intending to get a better view amidships. As he walked he could feel a change of vibration underfoot; the silent turbines were powering down, and the Queen was coming to rest. By the time he reached the rear of the deck, the ship was hanging motionless in the sky.
Using his master key, Falcon let himself out onto the small external platform flaring from the end of the deck; half a dozen people could stand here, with only low guardrails separating them from the vast sweep of the envelope—and from the ground, thousands of meters below the envelope’s sharply sloping artificial horizon. It was an exciting place to be, and perfectly safe even when the ship was traveling at speed, for it was sheltered in the dead air behind the huge dorsal blister of the observation deck. Nevertheless, it was not intended that the passengers would have access to it; the view was a little too vertiginous.
The covers of the forward cargo hatch had already opened like giant trap doors, and the camera platform was hovering above them, preparing to descend. Along this route in years to come would travel thousands of passengers and tonnes of supplies. Only on rare occasions would the Queen have to drop down to sea level to dock with her floating base.
A sudden gust of cross wind slapped Falcon’s cheek, and he tightened his grip on the guardrail. The Grand Canyon could be a bad place for turbulence, although he did not expect much at this altitude. Without anxiety he focused his attention on the descending platform, now some fifty meters above the ship; the crewman who was piloting the robot platform from the Queen’s bridge was a highly skilled operator who had performed this simple maneuver a dozen times on this flight already. It was inconceivable that he would have any difficulties.
Yet he seemed to be reacting rather sluggishly. That last gust had drifted the camera platform almost to the edge of the open hatchway.
Surely the pilot could have corrected before this…
Did he have a control problem? Unlikely. These remotes had multiple-redundancy, fail-safe takeovers—any number of backup systems. Accidents were unheard of.
But there he went again, off to the left. Could the pilot be drunk? Improbable though that seemed…
Falcon keyed his commlink. “Bridge, put me in…”
Without warning he was slapped violently in the face by a gust of freezing wind. That was not what had interrupted his orders to the bridge. He hardly felt the wind, for he had been checked by the horror of what was happening to the camera platform. The operator was fighting for control, trying to balance the craft on its jets, but he was only making matters worse. The oscillations had increased—twenty degrees, forty degrees, sixty degrees.
Falcon found his voice. “Switch to automatic, you fool!” he shouted at the commlink. “Your manual control’s not working!”
The platform flipped over on its back. The jets no longer supported it, but drove it swiftly downward, sudden allies with the gravity they had fought until this moment.
Falcon never heard the crash. He felt it, though, as he raced across the observation deck toward the elevator that would take him down to the bridge. Workers shouted at him anxiously, wanting to know what happened.
It would be many months before he knew the answer to that question.
Just as he was about to step into the elevator shaft, he changed his mind. What if there was a power failure? Better be on the safe side, even if it took a few seconds longer. Even if time was the essence.
He ran down the spiral stairway that enclosed the elevator shaft. Halfway down he paused to check the ship for damage. He had a perfect view, and what he saw froze his heart. That damned platform had gone straight through the ship, top to bottom, rupturing two of the gas cells as it did so. They were collapsing slowly even now, in great falling veils of plastic.
Falcon wasn’t worried about lift—the ballast could easily take care of that, with eight cells still intact. Far more serious was the structural damage. Already he could hear the latticework of carbon-carbon and titanium all around him, groaning in protest under sudden abnormal, excessive loads. Strong and flexible as the metal and carbon-fiber members were, they were no stronger than their sundered joints.
Lift alone wasn’t enough. Unless it was properly distributed, the ship’s back would break.
Falcon ran again. He’d gotten a few steps down the stairs when a superchimp, one of the workers’ assistants from the observation deck, came racing down the elevator shaft, shrieking with fright—moving with incredible speed, hand over hand, along the outside of the elevator’s latticework. In its terror the poor beast had torn off its company uniform, perhaps in an unconscious attempt to regain the freedom of its recent ancestors.
Falcon, still descending as swiftly as he could, watched the creature’s approach with some alarm. A distraught simp was a powerful and possibly dangerous animal, especially if fear overcame its conditioning against striking out at humans.
As it overtook him, it started to call out a string of words, but they were all jumbled together, and the only one he could recognize was a plaintive, frequently repeated “boss.” Even now, Falcon realized, it looked toward humans for guidance. He felt sorry for the creature, involved in a human disaster beyond its comprehension, for which it bore no responsibility.
It stopped exactly opposite him, on the other side of the lattice. There was nothing to prevent it from coming through the opening framework if it wished. And then it moved toward him, its wide thin lips hovering over yellow fangs, bared in terror.
Now its face was only inches from his, and he was looking straight into its terrified eyes. Never before had Falcon been so close to a simp, able to study its features in such detail. He felt that strange mingling of kinship and discomfort that all humans experience when they gaze thus into the mirror of time.
Falcon’s presence seemed to have calmed the animal; its lips closed over its fangs. Falcon pointed up the shaft, back toward the observation deck. He said, very clearly and precisely, “Boss. Boss. Go.”
To his relief, the simp understood. It gave him a grimace that might have been a smile and at once raced back the way it had come. Falcon had given it the best advice he could. If any safety remained aboard the Queen, it lay in that direction, upward.
His duty lay in the other direction.
He had almost reached the bottom of the spiral stairs when the lights went out. With a sound of rending polymer, the vessel pitched nose down. He could still see quite well, for a shaft of sunlight streamed through the open hatch and the huge tear in the envelope. Many years ago Falcon had stood in a great cathedral nave watching the light pour through the stained-glass windows, forming pools of multicolored radiance on the ancient flagstones. The dazzling shaft of sunlight through the ruined fabric high above compulsively reminded him of that moment.
He was in a cathedral of metal and polymer, falling down the sky.
When he reached the bridge and was able for the first time to look outside, he was horrified to see how close the ship was to the ground. Only a thousand meters below were the beautiful and deadly pinnacles of rock and the red river of mud, carving its way down into the past. There was no level area anywhere in sight where a ship as large as the Queen could come to rest on an even keel.
A glance at the display board told him all the ballast had gone. However, rate of descent had been reduced to a few meters a second; they still had a fighting chance.
Without a word, Falcon eased himself into the pilot’s seat and took over such control as remained. The instrument board showed him everything he wished to know; speech was superfluous.
In the background, he could hear the communications officer giving a running report over the radiolink. By this time all the news channels of Earth and the inhabited worlds would have been preempted—and he could imagine the frustration of the program managers: one of the most spectacular wrecks in history was occurring without a single live camera to transmit it! Someday the last moments of the Queen might fill millions with awe and terror, as had those of the Hindenburg a century and a half before, but not in real time.
Now the ground was only about four hundred meters away, still coming up slowly. Though he had full thrust, he had not dared use it lest the weakened structure collapse. Now he realized he had no choice. The wind was taking them toward a fork in the canyon where the river was split by a wedge of rock like the prow of some gigantic, fossilized ship of stone. If the Queen continued on its present course it would straddle that triangular plateau and come to rest with at least a third of its length jutting out over nothingness; it would snap like a rotten stick.
Far away, above the groans of the straining structure and the hiss of escaping gas, came the familiar whistle of the turbines as Falcon opened up the lateral thrusters. The ship staggered, and began to slew to port.
The shriek of tearing metal was now almost continuous—and the rate of descent had increased ominously. A glance at the damage-control board showed that cell number five had just gone.
The ground was only meters away. Even now Falcon could not tell whether his maneuver would succeed or fail. He switched the thrust vectors to vertical, giving maximum lift to reduce the force of impact.
The crash seemed to last forever. It was not violent, merely prolonged and irresistible. It seemed that the whole universe was falling about them.
The sound of crunching laminate and metal came rapidly nearer, as if some great beast were eating its way through the dying ship.
Then the floor and ceiling closed upon Falcon like a vise.
 
The holographic image vanished from the briefing room. Sparta and Blake and the commander sat quietly in the dark for a moment.
Finally Sparta said, “A very convincing reconstruction.”
“Yeah.” Blake stirred in his armchair. “I remember seeing the videos when I was a kid. They weren’t like this, though. It’s like being inside the guy’s head.”
“We had good coverage from the flight recorders, a lot of it classified information,” the commander said. “And you’re right, we also had access to Falcon’s experience.”
“From deep-probe debriefing of the survivors?” Sparta asked.
“That’s right,” the commander replied. In the gloom, his pale eyes were reflected points of light.
Sparta locked gazes with him in the dark. His face enlarged itself a dozen times under her telescopic inspection; the little jumps of his cold eyes betrayed him. Even the sudden sharp smell of him betrayed him. She knew the commander and his colleagues were using the same deep molecular-probe techniques on her, tapping her nightly dreams, recording her nightmares for later reconstruction—reconstructions that might easily be as terrifying as this “documentary.”
His eyes shifted ever so slightly in the direction of Blake, before coming back to her almost instantly. He was acknowledging her suspicions, and at the same time silently telling her this was information they could not afford to share with Blake.
Sparta said, “Run the incident with the simp again, please.”
The commander complied, keying the holo controls. Almost instantly they were back inside the Queen, that slowly collapsing cathedral of plastic and metal…
Falcon, descending the stairs beside the elevator as swiftly as he could, watched the simp’s approach with some alarm. A distraught simp was a powerful and possibly dangerous animal, especially if fear overcame its conditioning.
As it overtook him, it started to call out a string of words, but they were all jumbled together, and the only one he could recognize was a plaintive, frequently repeated “boss”…
“Stop there,” Sparta commanded.
The hologram froze.
“You’ve analyzed the animal’s speech?” she demanded.
“The crash investigators tried. Falcon’s recollection wasn’t that precise. Not good enough to recover the words.”
“All right, go on.”
Even now, Falcon realized, the simp looked toward humans for guidance. He felt sorry for the creature, involved in a human disaster beyond its comprehension, for which it bore no responsibility…
It moved toward him, its wide thin lips hovering over yellow fangs, bared in terror.
Now its face was only inches from his. Falcon felt a strange mingling of kinship and discomfort…
Falcon pointed up the elevator shaft. “Boss. Boss. Go.”
The simp gave him a grimace that might have been a smile and raced back the way it had come.
“That’s enough,” Sparta said. “You can cut it off.”
“Poor animals,” said Blake.
“What analogy are you drawing here, Commander?” Sparta’s tone edged on mockery. “Could it have something to do with the fact that there wasn’t nearly as much of Falcon left as there was of me, each time they tried to kill me?”
“What are you talking about?” Blake asked her, exasperated.
The commander evaded her question. “The next scene we’ve reconstructed is much more recent, recorded two years ago in the Earth Central offices of the Board of Space Control. The subjects weren’t aware”—he coughed—“that I had access to the chip.”
 
“Why do you want to go to Jupiter?”
“As Springer said when he lifted for Pluto, ‘because it’s there.’”
“Thanks, I’m sure. And now that we’ve got that out of the way … what’s the real reason?”
Howard Falcon smiled at his interrogator—though only those who knew Falcon very well could have interpreted his slight, leathery grimace as a smile.
Brandt Webster was one of the few who could. He was the Board of Space Control’s Deputy Chief of Staff for Plans. For twenty years he and Falcon had shared triumphs and disasters, not excluding the greatest disaster of them all, the wreck of the Queen.
Falcon said, “Springer’s cliche…”
“I think somebody said it before Springer,” Webster put in.
“…is still valid, at any rate. We’ve landed on all the terrestrial planets and a lot of the small bodies—explored them, built cities and orbital stations. But the gas giants are still pristine. They’re the only real challenges left in the solar system.”
“An expensive challenge. I assume you’ve worked out the costs.”
“As well as anyone could. You’ve got the estimates there on your flatscreen.”
“Mmm.” Webster consulted his screen.
Falcon adjusted himself backward. “Keep in mind, my friend, that this is no one-shot deal. It’s a reusable transportation system—once it’s been proved out it can be used again and again. It will open up not merely Jupiter, but all the giants.”
“Yes, yes, Howard…” Webster peered at the figures and whistled. It was not a happy whistle. “Why not start with an easier planet—Uranus, for example? Half the gravity, and less than half the escape velocity. Quieter weather, too, if quieter is the right word for it.”
Webster had done his homework. It wasn’t the first time Plans had thought about the giants.
“There’s very little saving,” Falcon replied, “once you’ve factored in the extra distance and the logistics problems. Beyond Saturn, we’d have to establish new supply bases. On Jupiter, we can use the facilities on Ganymede.”
“If we can work a deal with the Indo-Asians.”
“This is a Council of Worlds expedition, not a consortium venture. There’s no commercial threat. The Space Board will simply rent the Indo-Asian facilities on Ganymede we need.”
“I’m just saying you’d better start now to recruit topnotch Asians for your team. Our prickly friends aren’t going to be happy if they see a lot of European faces peering into their backyard—which is how they think of the Jovian moons.”
“Some of us European faces are Asians, Web. New Delhi is still my official address. I don’t see it becoming a problem.”
“No, I suppose it won’t.” Webster studied Falcon, and his thoughts were transparent. Falcon’s argument for Jupiter sounded logical, but there was more to it. Jupiter was lord of the solar system; Falcon was fired by no lesser challenge.
“Besides,” Falcon continued, “Jupiter is a major scientific scandal. It’s been more than a century since its radio storms were discovered, but we still don’t know what causes them. And the Great Red Spot is as big a mystery as ever, unless you’re one of those who believes that chaos theory is the answer to every unanswerable question. That’s why I think the Indo-Asians will be delighted to support us. Do you know how many probes they’ve dropped into that atmosphere?”
“A couple of hundred, I believe.”
“That’s just in the last fifty years. If you count back to Galileo, three hundred and twenty-six probes have penetrated Jupiter—about a quarter of them total failures. We’ve learned a hell of a lot, but we’ve barely scratched the planet. Do you realize how big it is, Web?”
“More than ten times the size of Earth.”
“Yes, yes—but do you know what that really means?”
Webster smiled. “Why don’t you tell me, Howard?”
Four planetary globes stood against the wall of Webster’s office, representing the settled terrestrial planets and Earth’s moon. Falcon pointed to the globe of Earth.
“Look at India—how small it seems. Well, if you skinned Earth and spread it out on the surface of Jupiter, oceans and all, it would look about as big as India does here.”
There was a long silence while Webster contemplated the equation: Jupiter is to Earth as Earth is to India. He stood up and went to the globe of Earth. “You deliberately chose the best possible example, didn’t you, Howard?”
Falcon moved to face him. “Hardly seems like nine years ago, does it, Web? But it is. We did those initial tests three years before the Queen’s first and last flight.”
“You were still a lieutenant.”
“That I was.”
“And you wanted to let me preview the grand experiment—a three day drift across the northern plains of India. Great view of the Himalayas, you said. Perfectly safe, you promised. Said it would get me out of the office and teach me what the whole thing was all about.”
“Were you disappointed?”
“You know the answer to that.” Webster’s grin split his round, freckled face. “Next to my first trip to the moon, it was the most memorable experience of my life. And you were right—perfectly safe. Quite uneventful.”
Falcon’s mask seemed to soften with the memory. “I planned it to be beautiful, Web. The lift off from Srinagar just before dawn, because I always loved the way that big silver bubble would suddenly brighten with the first light of the sun…”
“Total silence,” Webster said. “That’s what made the first impression on me. None of this blowtorch roar from the burners, like those ancient propane-fueled hot-air balloons. It was impressive enough that you’d managed to package a fusion reactor in a hundred-kilogram bottle, Howard, but that it was silent as well—hanging there right over our heads in the mouth of the envelope, zapping away ten times a second—you must know what a miracle-in-action that seemed.”
“When I think about flying over India I still remember the village sounds,” Falcon said. “The dogs barking, the people shouting and looking up at us, the bells ringing. You could always hear it, even as you climbed, even when that whole sunbaked landscape expanded around you and you got up to where it was nice and cool—five kilometers or so—and you needed the oxygen masks, but otherwise all you had to do was lean back and admire the scenery. Of course the onboard computer was doing all the work.”
“And meanwhile sucking up all the data it needed to design the big one. The Queen.”
“We hadn’t named her yet.”
“No,” Webster concurred, a bit sadly. “That was such a perfect day, Howard. Not a cloud in the sky.”
“The monsoon wasn’t due for a month.”
“Time sort of stopped.”
“For me, too, even though supposedly I was used to it. I got irritated when the hourly radio reports broke into my daydreams.”
“I tell you, I still dream of that…” He searched for the word. “…infinite, ancient landscape, that patchwork—villages, fields, temples, lakes, irrigation canals—that earth drenched in history, stretching to the horizon, stretching beyond…” Webster moved away from the globe, breaking the hypnotic spell. “Well, Howard, you certainly converted me to lighter-than-air flight. And I also got a sense of the enormous size of India. One loses sight of that, thinking in terms of low-orbit satellites that go around the Earth in ninety minutes.”
Falcon’s face stretched into its minimal smile. “Yet India is to Earth…”
“As Earth is to Jupiter, yes, yes.” Webster returned to his desk and was silent a moment, fiddling with the flatscreen that displayed Falcon’s estimates of the Jupiter mission parameters. Then he looked up at Falcon. “Granted your argument—and supposing funds and cooperation are available—there’s another question you have to answer.”
“Which is?”
“Why should you do better than the—what it is?—three hundred and twenty-six probes that have already made the trip?”
“Because I’m better qualified,” Falcon said gruffly. “Better qualified as an observer and as a pilot. Especially as a pilot. I’ve got more experience with lighter-than-atmosphere flight than anyone in the solar system.”
“You could serve as a controller, sit safely on Ganymede.”
“That’s just the point!” Fire blazed in Falcon’s unblinking eyes. “Don’t you remember what killed the Queen?”
Webster knew perfectly well. He merely answered, “Go on.”
“Time lag—time lag! That poor sap controlling the camera platform thought he was on a direct beam. But somehow he’d gotten his control circuit switched through a satellite relay. Maybe it wasn’t his fault, Web, but he should have known, he should have confirmed and reconfirmed. Switched through a comsat! That’s a half-second time lag for the round trip. Even then it wouldn’t have mattered if we’d been flying in calm air, but we were over the Canyon, with all that turbulence. When the platform tipped, the guy corrected instantly—but by the time the platform’s onboard instrumentation got the message, the thing had already tipped the other way. Ever tried to drive a car over a bumpy road with a half-second delay in the steering?”
“Unlike you, Howard, I don’t drive at all, much less over bumpy roads. But I take your meaning.”
“Do you? Ganymede is a million kilometers from Jupiter—a round-trip signal delay of six seconds. A remote controller won’t do, Web. You need someone on the spot, to handle emergencies as they emerge—in real time.” Falcon adjusted himself stiffly. “Let me show you something … mind if I use this?”
“Go ahead.”
Falcon picked up a postcard lying on Webster’s desk; postcards were almost obsolete on Earth, but Webster seemed to have a fondness for things obsolete. This one showed a 3-D view of a Martian landscape; its verso was decorated with exotic and very expensive Martian stamps.
Falcon held the card so that it dangled vertically. “This is an old trick, but it helps to make my point. Put your thumb and finger on either side, like you’re about to pinch it, but not quite touching.”
Webster reached across his desk and put out his hand, almost but not quite gripping the card.
“That’s right,” said Falcon. “And now…” Falcon waited a few seconds, then said, “Catch it.”
A second later, without warning, he let go of the card. Webster’s thumb and finger closed on empty air.
Falcon leaned over and retrieved the fallen card. “I’ll do it once again,” he said, “just to show there’s no deception. Okay?”
He held out the card. Webster positioned his fingers, almost brushing the card’s surface.
Once again the falling card slipped through Webster’s fingers.
“Now you try it on me.”
Webster came out from behind his desk and stood in front of Falcon. He held the card a moment, then dropped it without warning.
It had scarcely moved before Falcon caught it. So swift was his reaction it almost seemed there was an audible “click.”
“When they put me together again,” Falcon remarked in an expressionless voice, “the surgeons made some improvements. This is one of them”—Falcon placed the card on Webster’s desk—“and there are others. I want to make the most of them. Jupiter is the place where I can do it.”
Webster stared for long seconds at the postcard, which portrayed the improbable reds and purples of the Trivium Charontis Escarpment. Then he said quietly, “I understand. How long do you think it will take?”
“With the Space Board’s help and the cooperation of the Indo-Asians, plus all the private foundation money we can drag in—two years. Maybe less.”
“That’s very, very fast.”
“I’ve done lots of the preliminary work. In detail.” Falcon’s gaze flicked to the flatscreen display.
“All right, Howard, I’m with you. I hope you get your luck; you’ve earned it. But there’s one thing I won’t do.”
“What’s that?”
“Next time you go ballooning, don’t except me as a passenger.”
 
The commander touched the button; the hologram collapsed into a dark point and vanished.
“I don’t know about Ellen, but I’m hungry,” Blake said. “I don’t want to talk about this on an empty stomach.”
“You’re right. Past time for lunch.”
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“I don’t get it.”
“The Free Spirit made Falcon,” Sparta said. “Remade him, I should say. For the same reason they remade me. Close your mouth, dear—” Blake’s mouth had opened in disbelief—“your arugula is showing.”
The commander’s stone face almost softened into a grin, but with effort, by shoveling a forkful of crumpled lettuce into his mouth, he kept his dignity.
“You were the first to tell me what they were after, remember?” she said to Blake. “The Emperor of the Last Days.”
Sparta picked at her excellent food, of which there was as usual four or five times too much. Today, the printed menu cards announced, it was a choice of salads, to be followed by a tomato bisque en croute, then a selection of individual quiches and finger-sized croque-monsieurs, and finally orange sorbet with vanilla cookies—all accompanied by several wines which Blake and Sparta and the commander would as usual ignore.
The people who served this opulent fare (and lunch was nothing compared to dinner) were young and scrubbed and cheerful, uniformed in white, enthusiastically talkative when company was wanted but always remarkably discreet. Today they were staying almost invisible.
Sparta and Blake had been living as the commander’s guests in this strange “safe house,” as he called it, for a week now, often dining alone together beneath the heraldic banners that hung from the high walls of the gothic main hall. On sunny days like this one, dramatic shafts of golden light poured through the stained glass clerestories, windows that depicted dragons and loosely draped maidens and knights in armor. The man who’d built the mansion was evidently a fan of Sir Walter Scott’s, or had had dreams of Camelot.
“We think they had Falcon targeted before the wreck,” said the commander, setting down his plate.
“Targeted him?” Blake had gotten his greens down without choking, but he was still incredulous—not least because this Space Board officer, this old guy whom at first he’d taken for nothing more than Ellen’s fellow employee, was making sounds like he knew as much about the Free Spirit as Blake himself knew, information that Blake had risked his life to get.
“The best balloon pilot in the world,” Sparta said, as if it were self-evident. “Someone realized—even before Falcon did—that to live in the clouds of Jupiter, you need a balloon.”
“What’s Jupiter got to do with it?” Blake demanded.
“I don’t know,” said Sparta. “But it’s Jupiter that I keep going to in my dreams…”
“Ellen.” The commander tried to warn her off the subject.
“Falling into the clouds. The wings overhead. The voices of the deep.”
Blake eyed the commander. “Her dreams?”
“We’re working from the evidence,” the commander said. “Consider that even for the Board of Space Control it’s almost impossible to mount an operation of this technical and logistical and political complexity in two years. We think Webster must have known Falcon wanted to go to Jupiter before Falcon told him.”
“Exactly, Blake. Before he knew it himself,” Sparta said. She turned to the commander. “They sabotaged the Queen.”
His voice got gruff. “You were always quick to reach conclusions…”
“Nobody’s ever put a remote link through a satellite by accident, before or since.”
“That’s crazy,” said Blake. “How did they know Falcon would survive the crash?”
“They have a habit of taking long chances.”
The commander said, “The camera platform started having trouble as soon as he was topside. Not until then.”
She nodded. “It should have been the safest place, if you were calculating the odds. Falcon himself thought so.”
“Then they really screwed up,” Blake protested. “He was back down at the controls before the Queen hit. He almost saved the ship.”
“The crash worked for them anyway,” Sparta said. “Maybe better than they hoped.”
“Unlike you,” the commander said, “with him there wasn’t much of a thinking human being left to get in their way later.”
Blake, agitated, thrust back his chair and stood up. “All right, I asked this before. You—sitting there—you personally represent the high and mighty Space Board Investigations Branch? What do you want from Ellen? What can she do that the Board hasn’t already done?”
Before he answered Blake, the commander signaled the stewards to clear the table and bring the next course. “There are some things that the Space Board doesn’t do well,” he said. “Investigating itself is one of them.”
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”
“Don’t assume anything,” the commander said. “And don’t miss the tomato bisque.”
He hesitated, then abruptly sat down. “If you want my cooperation, sir”—the resort to sarcasm was childish, a measure of Blake’s complete frustration with the course of events—“I need to know that whatever you’re planning, you’re not going to expose her to any more danger than she’s in already.”
“Before we men make any deals for her, Blake, perhaps Ellen will tell us her own thinking.”
“I’m certainly curious. I’d like to find out more about Howard Falcon and the Kon-Tiki mission,” she said.
“Then you’re still on the team.”
“No, I don’t think so,” she said thoughtfully. “I don’t think this is a team sport.”
 
Blake spent the afternoon trying to talk her out of her curiosity about Falcon, which to him seemed founded upon the flimsiest of circumstantial evidence. Oh, he admitted that he’d been a great conspiracy theorist in his day, but for his own part, he had come to the conclusion that the Free Spirit—the prophetae, the Athanasians, whatever you wanted to call them—while admittedly a bunch of dangerous nuts, had made so many mistakes they were on the verge of putting themselves out of business. Now that the Board of Space Control obviously knew all about them, why should Ellen continue to risk her life?
She humored him, agreed with him, did everything except promise to do what he asked—resign from the Board of Space Control. On the other hand, she didn’t say she wouldn’t. Her love and affection for him seemed steady. But for all his passion and argument, some cold part in the center of her was untouchable to his reasoning.
That night they stopped outside her bedroom door and Blake moved impetuously to kiss her. She responded, pressing her taut dancer’s body to his hard frame, but broke off when he tried to go farther and push past her into the room.
“I’ve told you, there are cameras and microphones in there,” she said. “In your room, too.”
“I almost don’t care.”
“I do.” She said, “Until tomorrow, darling,” then closed the door firmly and locked it behind her.
In the cold dark room she stripped and went naked to bed. In this century and culture, modesty hardly noticed nakedness—and certainly her body had often been rendered transparent, inside and out, to anyone who might be peering at her now. It was not because of Blake that she cared about the watchers; it was because of what they watched while she slept.
She did not want him to share her visions—her nightmares—as she knew they did.
With the aid of a private mantra, what some might call a prayer, she forced herself to fall asleep.
 
Blake shoved the narrow casement open just enough to let night air enter. He hung his clothes carefully in the walk-in closet; he was a bit of a dandy, some said, and it was true that he liked to look his best, whatever part he was playing. And with the cameras watching, he liked to keep every-thing neat.
He hopped naked into the bed and stretched out under the cool sheets. He lay there bursting with hope and fear and love—she loves me!—and stiff with renewed, frustrated lust.
A long time ago they had been children together in the same school, a special school for ordinary kids who were being taught to be something more than ordinary. The SPARTA project, it was called—SPARTA stood for Specified Aptitude Resource Training and Assessment—and it had been created by Linda’s parents… Ellen’s parents, that is … to demonstrate that every human is possessed of multiple intelligences, and that each of these intelligences may be developed to a high degree by stimulation and guidance. SPARTA vigorously contested the prejudice that intelligence was one thing, some mysterious ectoplasm called “I. Q.,” or that I. Q. was fixed, immutable, or in any meaningful sense real.
Not all the children in SPARTA were equally capable in every area—people are rather less like each other than are pea plants—but every child blossomed. All became competent athletes, musicians, mathematicians, logicians, writers, artists, social and political beings. In one or more of these fields, each excelled.
But for Linda and Blake, growing up, this extraordinary education was just school, the school they went to whether they wanted to or not, and to each other they were nothing more than schoolmates. Later, when it came to sex, the experience should have made them treat each other as casually as siblings.
Not in their case. She’d been slower to realize it—or more reluctant to admit it—but they were in love with each other. And, evidently, very much in the physical way.
It occurred to him that there is something about making love to the person you love that cannot be mimicked by any other experience in life; no amount of intelligence, no amount of sexual inventiveness, no amount of friendly feeling, not all the goodwill in the world, will lift you to that plane where all seems good and all good things seem possible, without love.
So he lay there between his fresh cotton sheets, grinning inanely at the stars visible through the narrow slit in the stone wall that was his window, dreaming of Linda … of Ellen. And renewing his determination to take her away from all this. He never noticed the moment when his daydreams turned to night dreams.
 
An hour later, when the house was dark and her body was immobile and her mind was sunk deep in its own undreaming depths, the locked door to Sparta’s room silently opened.
The commander entered the room and shone the beam of a tiny bright flashlight into the corners, then gestured to the door. A technician came into the room and, while the commander held the spot of light steady on the side of Sparta’s neck, pressed an injector pistol against her skin. There was no sound of protest, no evidence of sensation as the drug entered her bloodstream.
Her nightmares resumed not long after.
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The moon was a fat caïque riding on cold, billowing seas of October cloud. Something was chasing the moon. He heard it coming long before he saw it, a black winged thing whose wings beat the night…
This was no dream. Blake opened an eye and saw a black silhouette slipping silently down the sky, past his window.
He tore aside the covers and rolled out of the bed, sprawling flat on the floor. He didn’t know how long he’d been asleep—the pattern of moonlight on the carpet suggested that it was already after midnight—but he knew what the thing outside was—
—a Snark, an assault helicopter, its blades and turbines tuned to whisper mode, settling gently onto the wide lawn below his window.
One of ours or one of theirs? But who were they? Who were we?
Whose side was Blake on anyway? He kept low and rolled across the moon-dappled carpet into the cover of his closet. Inside, he dressed as quickly as he could, slipping into dark polycanvas pants and a black wool pullover, snugging black sneakers onto his feet and pulling a roomy, many-pocketed black canvas windbreaker around his shoulders.
After the escape from Mars, when Blake had been shown to his room here, he’d found all his things already neatly cleaned, pressed, and hung up or put away in drawers. Thoughtful of the troops. Only his toys had been missing, his wire-working tools, his oddments of integrated circuitry, his scrounged bits of plastique.
He didn’t blame them; that stuff was dangerous. And anyway, in the days since he’d arrived he’d managed to replace most of it. Remarkable, the amount of deadly and destructive chemicals required to maintain even the average studio apartment—not to mention the average estate. That thick green lawn upon which the Snark had just come to rest, for example: that kind of lush plant growth doesn’t come without generous applications of nitrogen and phosphorus. Out in the gardener’s shed, high explosives were there for the taking. Fusing and timing circuitry were here and there for the taking, too, hidden in odd corners of the estate, in rarely used alarm and surveillance mechanisms.
Blake knew where the cameras were. He knew where they were placed in his room, and in Ellen’s, even where they were scattered among the trees in the woods. Ellen wanted to pretend she didn’t know about some of those; fine with him. Meanwhile, he cannibalized whatever he thought the cameras couldn’t see him cannibalizing; he stole what his hosts wouldn’t miss and put it where he hoped they couldn’t find it.
From behind loose strips of molding, from the undersides of shelves, he retrieved the fruits of his explorations and borrowings. He spent a long minute assembling disparate parts before shoving them into his pockets. Finally he took a roll of adhesive tape from the tie-rack where it hung beneath a handful of knit ties; he circled both his palms with tape, ripping it off the roll.
He stood at the closet door and listened. He could barely hear the twin rotors of the Snark whispering on the lawn below. He opened the closet door and walked straight to the window, knowing that the cameras would be on him by now, even if earlier he’d managed to elude them. He peered around the stone jamb.
Three floors below, meshing rotors were whistling in close harmony at the edge of audibility, not free-wheeling; the Snark’s engines weren’t shut down, which meant it was prepared to take off instantly.
A metallic scrape and click at the door of his room…
Blake jumped onto the sill. He squeezed through sideways and hung by his fingers until the toes of his rubberized shoes found a deep seam in the rustic masonry. With his right hand he reached into his pocket and brought out a small package, which he left beneath the casement frame, before he transferred his grip sideways and began to move in a deliberate traverse along the face of the mansion.
The moonlight was mottled and constantly shifting, a drifting cuckaloris pattern on the irregular wall that could not have been better designed to hide him from ordinary visual surveillance.
Ellen’s room was a long way off, but he’d studied the route for days. It had occurred to him even before they arrived at this place that he and she might be wanting to leave it on short notice, and not through the front gate.
He made it around the corner bastion of the house before the inevitable white flash and bang split the night. Somebody had shoved at his casement window to look out.
Phosphorous makes a bright light. Simultaneously he heard the man’s scream. There hadn’t been enough charge to maim, but the stuff did burn fiercely, and Blake wouldn’t be surprised if whoever had tripped the booby trap was in for a bit of skin grafting. He felt only a twinge of guilt. They should have known better than to walk into his room in the middle of the night without knocking.
Lights went on all over the perimeter; the moonlight was washed away in a glare a hundred times brighter. The house was crossed by searchlight beams like the night sky over London in the blitz. Blake braced himself for the ack-ack.
But it seemed he still had a few spare seconds. He moved his taped hands and sneakered feet one at a time, as rapidly as he could, until he found the bay window of Ellen’s room. It was locked.
No time for subtlety. He had his left hand and both sets of toes firmly lodged in the crevices of the masonry; with his right hand he punched the pane of glass through its leading, taking a nasty scrape across the back of his fist, above the tape.
As he cranked open the slat, it occurred to him for the first time that something fishy was going on. Extra fishy.
No alarms. No sirens or bells. All the outside lights were on, but the klaxons hadn’t sounded. Even the window wire hadn’t tripped.
“Ellen—it’s me,” he said, loud enough to rouse her from sleep. “Don’t do anything drastic.” He pulled himself through the window, a little wider than the one in his room, and landed in a crouch on the floor.
No bells, no sirens, and the helicopter hadn’t lifted from the lawn. A Snark was smart enough all by itself to find a guy climbing on a wall and shoot him off it. They weren’t out to kill him, then. Maybe they were hoping Ellen wouldn’t wake up.
Too late for that. By the stark white light that poured in through the windows, it was plain that her bed was empty.
Warm, with the sheets in a nest where she’d been sleeping until minutes ago, but empty.
Her door was ajar. Had they gotten her first, or had she heard them—he knew she could hear things no one else could—and made her escape? Gone to rescue him?
He crouched and stuck his head out the door.
A loose pattern of rubber bullets from a silenced weapon whacked the floor and doorjamb, hard enough to dent the wood. He rolled back into Ellen’s room, scrabbled in his pocket—
“Come out of there, Mr. Redfield, we aren’t going to hurt you.”
—he tossed another little package into the hall.
This time the flash and bang were instantaneous, and he was through the door almost as quick as the flash. No way they were going to trap him inside the room.
He rolled across the burning rug and leaned up and over the stair rail in a low vault, ignoring the residual flaming matter that stuck to the back of his jacket. He dropped half a floor to the landing below, rolling again as he hit, rolling right on down the stairs in a tight tuck, shedding the burning stuff as he rolled.
He hit the corridor and bounded to his feet, a little dizzy but unhurt.
No pursuit. Teach them to take that superior tone. Mister Redfield, his ass.
He had an inspiration. Maybe the Snark was still out there on the lawn; maybe it hadn’t moved since it had landed. Maybe there was nobody in it. Maybe they were all inside chasing him and Ellen, because maybe they’d thought this was going to be easy.
Maybe he’d show them how wrong they were.
He sprinted down the hall and kicked his way through a door into a corner room, a sort of pantry to one of the mansion’s big reception halls. He knew that everywhere he went the cameras could follow him, so he wasted no time hiding. He punched his already-skinned fist through the face of a knight in shining armor—shining from the light of exterior floodlights—and punched again and again, using his forearm to tear away the leading, until he’d made a big hole in the stained-glass window, big enough to climb through.
He was close enough to the ground to risk jumping. He flexed his knees and ankles to absorb the shock. He let himself fall from the stone sill.
He hit the lawn and rolled and bounced to his feet, none the worse for the five-meter drop. The Snark was just sitting there, twenty meters away, its rotors still whispering. When he had that formidable machine in his control, he’d be able to stand off an army. Then he’d find Ellen quick enough, and they’d be out of here…
He ran, not bothering to conceal himself. They weren’t going to shoot him; they’d had their chance, and they’d used rubber bullets. If somebody came into the chopper’s open door right this minute, Blake would decide what he had to do. Rush? Run? Raise his hands in surrender?
He ducked under the drooping blades.
A white face appeared, framed in the darkness of the open door. Ellen. She beckoned sharply.
His heart leaped. “You did it!” She’d already captured the machine! As he ran forward she extended her hand to him. Her hand, slender and strong and white … her face, a pale white oval framed in short blond hair … the rest of her was armored in black canvas, nearly invisible in the darkness; all he saw of her was a disembodied hand and face.
He took the hand as he stepped on the chopper’s skid, feeling her firm, familiar grip through the tape. She pulled him into the open doorway—
—but as she did so she twisted and he staggered, off-balance, and almost before he knew it he was lying on his back on the metal floor. A man leaned out of the darkness behind her. Blake tried to sit up, but in Ellen’s other hand, hidden until now, she held a hypodermic pistol. She’d already shot its paralyzing charge into the base of his skull.
“Ellen…” His mouth lost its ability to form words. His vision seemed to narrow on her face, her moving lips.
Her face held no sympathy, no love, only a stark white smile in which her teeth gleamed like fangs and her tongue was as wet and red as fresh liver. “You’re starting to get in the way, Blake. We won’t be seeing you for a while.”
She straightened. The man behind her came forward and tugged Blake upright, hefting him into a canvas sling seat against the bulkhead, strapping him firmly into place. Blake could feel nothing except the cold in his fingers and toes. He could do nothing to prevent the man’s expert fingers from searching all his pockets, his other hiding places, finding everything he’d had time to conceal.
Ellen hadn’t even stayed to watch. His last glimpse of her was of her shadowy form jumping lithely out the door.
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In places where the day approximated twenty-four hours, Sparta habitually rose a quarter hour before the sun; in other places she had trouble sleeping at all.
Blake, on the other hand, sometimes managed to sleep until midmorning, a trick Sparta envied but could not comprehend. But she had been around him long enough by now to get used to it, so she didn’t think it odd when he failed to appear at the breakfast table.
She thought it distinctly odd when he didn’t show up for lunch. His appetite had never, in her experience, allowed him to skip two meals in a row.
No one else showed up for lunch, either. The young blond steward had no idea where Mr. Redfield was—done with that salad, Inspector? The young blond stewardess couldn’t say why, but she was certain the commander would be returning soon—sure you won’t try the wine, miss?
The rules here were unspoken, but clear enough: this was a place where guests minded their own business. And everybody else minded Sparta’s.
When, at the end of another shamefully opulent meal, the perfectly brewed dark-roast arabica coffee arrived, she sipped it without enthusiasm.
After lunch she went upstairs to Blake’s room. Outside his door, she listened.
In the walls of Blake’s room she could hear the gurgle of ancient pipes, the clatter of pots and pans in the ground-floor kitchen and the voices of the kitchen workers; they were talking about nothing of consequence.
The narrow leaded windows of his room had been pushed open; she could hear the curtains stirring in the fitful draft. She could hear birds outside in the autumn trees, only a few sparrows that were late for the southward migration. Overhead she could hear the rattle of a crumb of slate roof-tile—weathered for centuries, warmed by the sun, and expanding until, just at this moment, its last attached grains were stressed beyond crystalline integrity—splitting from its parent and rolling down the steep roof into the copper gutter above Blake’s open window, where it landed with a tiny “ping.”
She could not hear Blake, however. He was not in his room, not sleeping or rooting around in his closet or in the bathroom shaving or cleaning his teeth. He was not there.
This was very curious. Sparta bent swiftly until her face was level with the latch, not to peek through the old-fashioned keyhole—as it no doubt appeared to those who watched—but to taste the air near the doorknob. She sensed the spicy flavor of Blake’s characteristic skin oils and acids, freshly overlying a couple of centuries’ worth of brass polish.
Something else. She remembered the old riddle, “Twenty brothers in the same house. Scratch their heads and they will die.” Matches. A whiff of phosphorus, very faint.
She stood up. Since she knew they were watching she decided not to enter his room.
The situation wasn’t necessarily bad. Blake had disappeared before. After the Star Queen incident, for example, when she’d stayed behind on Port Hesperus and he’d gone back to Earth and she hadn’t heard a word from him for months and hadn’t seen him until he’d shown up walking toward her across the surface of the moon. On Mars, when he’d insisted on working underground and they’d both almost gotten themselves killed. But he’d always had a good reason for his vanishing acts.
Something else odd—she wondered if there was a connection. When she’d gotten out of bed that morning, she’d noticed a smell of fresh putty. One of the panes in her own window had been replaced during the night.
Sparta spent the next hour wandering the house and grounds, determined to seem unworried. Blake was not in the library or the game room or the screening room; he was not in the basement firing range or the gym or the squash courts or the indoor pool. He wasn’t in the conservatory. He wasn’t playing a solitary game of horseshoes or croquet. He wasn’t lawn bowling or shooting skeet or practicing his fly-casting. He hadn’t taken any of the horses out for a midday canter. In the garage next to the stables, all the estate’s usual cars were in their usual spaces.
But a big window on the first floor had also broken since yesterday; glaziers were at work replacing a piece of the pearly stained glass.
At midmorning Sparta stood on the wide back porch, leaning on the rustic railings of peeled and varnished pine, watching the woods. Nothing moved besides the occasional squirrel or field mouse or little gray bird. And the falling leaves. She watched them fall. By listening she could hear each leafy collision with the leaf-covered ground.
Blake was gone.
The commander found her there.
“Where is he?” she asked quietly.
“I told him he could go when he wanted to.” His voice was a rattle of stones, but there was something hollow in it. This morning he wasn’t wearing his country clothes, he was wearing his crisp blue uniform, with the few imposing ribbons over the breast. “This morning, early. We took him out by chopper.”
She turned away from the railing and fixed him with her dark blue eyes. “No.”
“You were asleep. You couldn’t hear…”
“I couldn’t have heard the chopper, I was too full of your drugs. But he didn’t want to go.”
His blue eyes were lighter than hers, knobs of turquoise. “I can’t change your opinion.”
“I’m glad you know that. If you want this conversation to continue, Commander, stop lying.”
His mouth twitched, an aborted smile. He’d used that line himself, a time or two.
“By now you know quite a lot about me,” she said, “so you may suspect that if I get it into my head, I could bring this house to the ground and bury everybody in it.” Her pale skin was red with anger.
“But you wouldn’t. You’re not like that.”
“If you’ve hurt Blake and I find out about it I will do my best to kill you. I’m not a pacifist on principle.”
He watched the slight, fragile, immensely dangerous young woman for a moment. Then his shoulders relaxed a millimeter or two and he seemed to lean away from her. “We took Blake out of here at four this morning under heavy sedation. He’ll wake up in his place in London with a false memory of a quarrel with you—he’ll have the notion that you told him you were engaged in a project too sensitive and too dangerous for him to get involved, and that for your sake as well as his own you insisted that he leave.”
“I won’t accept that”—because she knew he was still lying—“I’m leaving here now.”
“Your choice, Inspector Troy. But you know as well as I do, it’s the truth.”
“I never said that or anything like it…”
“You should have.” For a split second his anger flared to match hers.
“…whatever memory you planted in him, it was not that.” She walked away.
“Do you want to know what really happened”—the catch and tension in his voice gave him away; he was playing his last card—“to your parents?”
She stopped but did not turn. “They died in a car accident.”
“Let’s drop that pretense. You were told they died in a helicopter crash.”
Now she turned, poised and dangerous. “Do you know something different, Commander?”
“What I know I can’t prove,” he said.
In his rasping voice she heard something else, not exactly a lie. “Oh, but you want me to think you could—and just won’t.” Is that what he really wanted? “Do you know my name too, Commander?—don’t say it.”
“I won’t say your name. Your number was L. N. 30851005.”
She nodded. “What do you know about my parents?”
“What I’ve read in the files, Miss L. N. And what I’ve learned from the prophetae.”
“Which is?”
“That’s not for free.” His face had hardened again; this time the simple truth. “Are you on the team or aren’t you?”
And that’s why the uniform. R & R was over, the whistle had blown, back to the game. She sighed tiredly. “Send me in… Coach.”
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Blake woke up in his London flat feeling as clear-eyed and peppy as he had for months—since before he went underground in Paris, since before he chased Ellen to the moon, since before he went to Mars. Since before the last time he’d slept in this, his own bed, in fact. Which did not necessarily mean he was in good health. Somebody had shot him full of anti-hangover serum.
He jumped out of bed—he was wearing pajamas, for Pete’s sake; he never wore pajamas, although his mother kept giving them to him for Christmas—and went into his bathroom.
Hmm, only a day’s growth of beard. Odd. The back of his hand—he must have scraped it somehow—was shiny with new skin. Had the same Somebody used Healfast on him?
He ran his chemosonic shaver quickly over his cheeks and chin and throat and splashed his face with lime-scented aftershave; he probed his teeth with his ultrasound brush and ran his tongue over their polished surfaces, then slid a comb through his thick, straight hair and grimaced at his freckled face in the mirror.
For the first time on months Blake experienced the pleasure of having a full wardrobe open before him. He pulled on snug flexible cords and chose a loose black softshirt from his dresser. His watch and commlink and I.D. sliver were neatly laid out on the dresser top—even his black throwing knife. What must they have thought of that, whoever they were?
He slipped his bare feet into rope-soled navy blue Basque slippers. He didn’t plan to go anywhere for an hour or two—not until he’d reacquainted himself with his home, not until he’d let the memories filter back. That was one of the little problems with anti-drunk drugs—they tended to block recent memories, at least until they wore off.
His sunny little kitchen was spotless, dustless, everything put away. Somebody had been over the place and wiped it clean—not his charlady; he didn’t have one—and there was more food in his refrigerator than he could recall leaving there. Fresh, too.
He was hungry but not famished. On the gleaming gas range he made a two-egg omelet with herb cheese and ate it at the beechwood table overlooking his tiny brick-walled garden and those of his neighbors. The eggs disappeared fast; he followed them with a glass of orange juice he’d squeezed himself and a cup of French-roast coffee. His home was London, but he was still an American; no beans on toast for his breakfast, and he wanted something stronger than black tea to start his day.
The phonelink chortled, but he heard the click as he picked up the kitchen extension. Wrong number? Or Them, checking.
He took a second cup of coffee into the living room and sat contemplating the clear autumn sky through the branches of the big elm outside his window. The leaves were falling and the branches glistened in the low sun; sunlight brought out the rich blues and burgundies of the kilim on the floor and illuminated his floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, filled with rare printed books. The bold black Picasso minotaur in the alcove, the warm Arcadian Poussin watercolor over the desk, reassured him that he was home.
Another sip of coffee. A tiny headache had started throbbing in his right temple. Memory was creeping back.
Night. An ivy-covered granite wall, lit by brilliant spotlights. Was he climbing on it? Yes, he was inching across its face toward… Ellen’s window…
Window glass splintered and sprayed across the kilim. But this was real time! Blake reacted to the crash before he knew what it was, diving and rolling through the door into the hall.
A dragon’s exhalation of flame spurted through the doorway behind him, searing the painted wooden frame into blisters and charring the papered wall opposite; he’d rolled just half a meter past the plume of fire, and he kept going on knees and elbows, into the kitchen.
He knew the smell of phosphorus and jellied gasoline intimately, thus knew that his books and paintings were already gone, that in minutes the whole apartment, the whole building would be going. Already the air under the ceiling was seething with black smoke.
Keeping to the cooler air near the floor, he went on through into his back porch workshop and kicked through the locked back door.
His flat was on the second floor. He leaped from the backstairs landing and crashed into the roof of a potting shed, taking the impact with flexed knees. On the rebound he jumped, landing in a myrtle tree in the garden.
He extricated himself from the branches. He didn’t dare linger in the open. The attacker probably didn’t have a gun, or maybe didn’t know how to use one, for Blake had been literally a sitting target. But his assailant must be close, probably on an adjacent roof.
“Fire! Fire! Everybody out!” Blake yelled as he smashed his way through the garden gate and ran on through the narrow basement passageway to the street. “Fire!”
He came through the front to find people from across the street already pouring out of their doors. A big red-faced bobby was pelting toward him down the walk, jabbering into his comm unit as he ran. Blake looked up at the side of his flat.
A sucking gout of oily flame was rushing out of his shattered windows, blackening into a rising column of foul-smelling smoke. The old elm that had shaded his living room—it was in his neighbor’s garden—was on fire. The roof of the building was beginning to shed scales of gray-brown smoke.
Old Mr. Hicke, his downstairs neighbor, stumbled out onto the porch, wearing flannel pajamas and a threadbare robe. “Mister Redfield! You’ve returned! Oh my—are you aware that your face is scratched?”
“This way, Mr. Hicke, away from the building. That’s better. I’m afraid there’s been a rather serious mishap.”
Blake was about to plunge back through the front door when Miss Stilt and her mother, the only other residents of the building, emerged in wraps, bothered by the commotion and blinking at the light.
“That’s all right, sir, if you’ll just give us a bit of room here…” The bobby moved in to escort the ladies to safety; other police had arrived to hold back the quickly gathering crowd. Blake retreated with the crowd to the opposite side of the street.
He stood watching the graceful old building dissolve in flames. It was well on its way to becoming a gutted ruin before the first trucks arrived minutes later.
Whoever had thrown or launched the bomb must be long gone, unless that person was a committed firebug or for some other reason lacked a sense of self-preservation. Blake doubted it. Blake had been the specific target of the attack, and there was a message in the medium.
Blake himself had a weakness for blowing things up. Whoever had tried to kill him knew that.
He reviewed the morning’s events and simultaneously realized that his memories of the night before—it must have been two nights before, allowing for the change in time zones—were almost fully restored. Along with a full-blown headache.
He remembered trying to rescue Ellen. He remembered her betrayal. He couldn’t believe it.
Maybe she’d cut a deal with the commander to get him out safely. The commander knew Blake didn’t trust him, and Blake knew he wanted to get him out of the way. Had she seen to it that Blake was treated well, returned to his home? And had the commander then betrayed her?
Or was someone else after his well-crisped hide? There were certainly enough candidates.
He watched the building burn, taking with it the last of the things he cherished. If he was to survive long enough to revenge himself, he’d better not hang around here waiting for the authorities to begin their tedious inquiries.
 
The hypersonic aircraft outraced the sun across the sky. It was still early morning when Blake landed on Long Island, and only a little after 10:00 A.M. when he let himself into his parents’ Manhattan penthouse.
“Blake! Where on Earth have you been?”
“Mom, you look terrific. As usual.”
Emerald Lee Redfield was a tall woman whose pampered skin, careful makeup, and exquisite clothing—today she was wearing a gray wool suit and a blouse of blue watered silk—always made her look thirty years younger, at least in the eyes of her son.
For all her elegance she was not skittish. She hugged him with enthusiasm. Then, keeping her grip on his shoulders, she studied him at arm’s length. “I wish I could say the same for you, dear. Did you sleep in your clothes?”
He laughed and shrugged.
“Come.” She took his hand and led him toward the sunny living room. Eighty-nine stories up, it had a 120-degree view of the towers of lower Manhattan and the surrounding shores. “What are you doing home? Why haven’t you called? We were so worried! Your father contacted practically everyone he knew, but no one…”
“Oh no!”
“Discreetly, discreetly.”
“I’ll have to have a talk with Dad. When I’m on the trail of a rare acquisition, I sometimes have to sort of … go underground. I must have explained all this a dozen…”
“Blake, you know how he is.”
Edward Redfield had endlessly criticized Blake’s career choice—that of a consultant specialist in old books and manuscripts—and occasionally launched into angry tirades against the money Blake was “throwing away” (money Edward could not control, as its source was a trust left to Blake by his grandfather). For Edward was of that class of old-family Eastern Seaboarders who were not required to do anything to make a living except watch over their investments—not that that was an insignificant task.
But noblesse oblige, and the Redfields were busy in the administrative and cultural affairs of Manhattan—this model city, the center of the Middle-Atlantic Administrative District. Indeed, so active had generations of Redfields been in public life that the present organization of the continent of North America (which no longer included a United States, except as a geographical fiction) owed much to their efforts.
Emerald seated herself on an Empire chair upholstered in blue velvet and pressed a button on the table beside her. “And I really did emphasize that he should act with discretion.”
Blake fell back into an overstuffed, brocade-upholstered armchair. “Well, anyway, here I am. And, as you see, in good heath.”
“This quest of yours … did you succeed?”
“Perhaps I’ll be able to tell you when the, uh, transaction is complete.”
“I understand, dear.” A maid had appeared in response to Emerald’s signal. “Your father and I are having lunch in today. Will you join us?”
“Love to.”
“Another setting for lunch, Rosaria.” The woman nodded and left as silently as she’d come. His mother smiled brightly at him. “Now Blake, what happened?”
“I got home this morning to find that my flat—not just my flat, the whole building—had burned to the ground. Everything I owned.”
“My poor boy … your furniture? Your clothes?” She peered at his soiled canvas slippers.
“Not to mention the books, the art.”
“So depressing, dear. You must be in a state. But of course you’re insured.”
“Oh, yes. Insured.”
“That’s a comfort, then.”
“Well—I’ll tell you all about it at lunch. Will you excuse me long enough to change out of these sweaty clothes?”
“Blake … it’s so good to have you home.”
He headed for the room that was always there for him, furnished precisely as he’d left it when he’d graduated from college. Despite the slight air of distraction with which his mother navigated life, she spoke from the heart. Love between parents and children is more complicated than it should be, he thought, and more subtle than anyone he’d read had ever been able to express adequately, but despite all the emotional harmonics and bass rumbles that accompanied the love between him and his mom and dad, love was solidly there among them.
He emerged from his old room wearing a respectable suit and tie, dressed the way he knew his father would want to see him.
 
“So you lost all those books you’d spent a small fortune on.” Redfield pere was taller than his son, with a square patrician face mounted upon a squarer, even more patrician jaw. His gingery hair and eyebrows and the sprinkle of freckles across his fine nose hinted at his Boston Irish origins, suggesting that the money in the family was perhaps only two centuries old, instead of the three or four centuries claimed by those with names such as Rockefeller and Vanderbilt.
“Yes.”
Edward glared at his son in ill-disguised triumph. “I hope you learned a lesson.”
“More than a lesson, Dad. I lost everything. I won’t be collecting anything of so perishable a nature again.”
The dining room was in the southeast corner of the penthouse, overlooking old New York harbor. In the weak sunlight of autumn, the algae farms that covered the wide waters from the Jersey shore to Brooklyn were a dull matte green, like pea soup; stainless steel harvesters grazed languorously on the stuff, converting it to food supplements for the masses.
The Redfields were not of the masses. Edward sliced through the medium-rare magret de canard and put a left-handed forkful into his mouth, European-fashion. “The insurance wasn’t adequate?” he mumbled.
“Oh, the financial loss is covered. Not allowing for appreciation. But I realized how ephemeral those old books and paintings are.” Can I really get away with this? Blake wondered—but people are desperate to believe what they want. “Perhaps I’ve finally grown up.”
Edward kept chewing and mumbled again.
“I’ve been thinking I might look around a bit and see if I can apply myself to public service,” Blake added. His father having written him off as a dilettante, nothing could be sweeter to Edward than to hear his son come around to his point of view.
“What a fine idea, dear,” his mother said brightly. “I know our friends will be more than happy to help you find something suitable.”
“Why government, Blake? Why not something with more potential?” By which Edward meant buying and selling.
“I’m not really a statistics kind of guy, Dad. The market never made sense to me.” False, but it fit Edward’s prejudices. “If I’d followed your advice I’d have gone to law school,” Blake added, truistically, “but it’s too late for that.”
“Well, what are you good at?” A whiff of the old rancor. After all, sending Blake to SPARTA had not been an inexpensive proposition; sure, that enhanced-education project had had foundation support, but parents like Edward who could pay had paid plenty to get their kids enrolled.
“I’m a good investigator—anybody who’s serious about scholarship has to be. I know my way around old libraries as well as I know my way through electronic files. I can be inconspicuous when necessary.” All this was true, and not the half of it; his father would not have believed even the half of it. “I read and write a dozen languages, I’m fluent in almost that many, and I can pick up more when I need them.” Blake added something musical in Mandarin for the benefit of his mother, meaning roughly, I owe it all to you.
His father, who didn’t speak Mandarin, although he was fluent in German and Japanese and the other old languages of diplomacy, emitted another skeptical mumble. When he finally swallowed his mouthful of duck he asked, “What sort of job do you think all this qualifies you for?”
“I forgot to mention that I’ve become a fairly experienced space traveler in the last year.”
“You mean that trip to Venus?”
“I’ve been to the moon, too. And Mars. I guess it’s been a while since I phoned home.”
Edward put down his fork and glared at his son. “So. You’re a multilingual … investigator … who knows computers and doesn’t get spacesick. Maybe you should be a … a consumer advocate or something.”
Emerald’s thin black eyebrows shot up and her delicate mouth curved into a happy smile. “What an excellent suggestion, dear! I’m sure Dexter and Arista would be delighted to have someone of Blake’s talent and abilities on their staff.”
“At Voxpop?” Redfield looked at his wife, angrily. He hadn’t intended to be taken seriously. “Doing what?”
Dexter and Arista Plowman, although born to wealth, were a brother and sister team of professional reformers, the sort of ascetics whose roles in previous centuries had been played by such as Ralph Nader and Savonarola. What money the Plowmans had once had, and whatever came their way, they invested in their Vox Populi Institute.
Emerald said, “If Dexter Plowman or his charming sister…”
“Peculiar sister,” Edward growled. Away from his clubs and boardrooms, Edward’s confusion frequently expressed itself as temper.
“…wish to employ Blake, they will certainly use his best talents.”
“And he gets nothing in return. No way to get rich.”
Blake said, “Dad…” He cut himself short. We’re already rich was a reminder his father didn’t need to hear.
“Let’s think about this for a day or two,” said Edward.
Blake could see the wheels turning in his father’s head. The Plowmans were Currently Fashionable Persons in Manhattan, somewhat of the rank of crusading district attorneys, people whose good opinions Edward Redfield had courted and to whom he would be honored to loan the services of a son. No money in it, but … his prodigal son Blake, reformed, and now a well-known public servant… Edward allowed himself a thin smile.
 
Late that night Blake tiptoed into his father’s den, feeling his way by the faint light reflected through the windows from the hazy sky outside. Years ago, as a child, he had learned the combination to his father’s desk, and he used it now to open the upper drawer in which was secreted Edward’s whisper-quiet, gas-cooled, micro-super computer.
It was a machine Blake had always regarded with awe and a tinge of jealousy, since his father used only a vanishingly small fraction of its power in his business dealings and did not appreciate what his money had bought. Blake hunched over it and went quietly to work; his project would test the machine’s mettle.
What was really going on at that “safe house” on the Hudson?
 
Four hours later: for all Blake’s skill, his search had so far gained him little but negative knowledge.
The steel king’s mansion was where it was supposed to be, all right; nowadays it was called Granite Lodge, a good, gray, innocuous name, and was supposedly used as a place where North American Park Service employees and their families could vacation, where dignitaries could retreat, where managers could confer, and so on—the usual sort of cover one might expect for so opulent a safe house.
Except that this cover seemed airtight. Blake could discover no links whatever between the Park Service and the Space Board, much less the commander’s investigative branch. On the other hand, there were plenty of documented instances of use by vacationing employees, conferring managers, and retreating dignitaries.
In state files Blake found floor plans and other documents describing the house and grounds, all accurate as far as his personal knowledge went, and the Park Service’s budget for the place with lists of the staff and their salaries and so on—and it all seemed aggressively innocent.
With sour amusement Blake read a wholly “factual” account of what had been going on there recently, when he and Ellen had somehow had the impression that they were the only guests. Seems they had overlooked a convocation of Anglican bishops, not to mention a creative writing seminar and a study session of high-school curriculum developers; this week the lodge was hosting a gathering of Jungian analysts.
A few minutes of effort produced independent “confirmation” of these events on the open network: notices and bulletins from bishops, writers, curriculum developers, and Jungians, all impenetrably convincing. Off the public net, Blake confirmed the existence of these people and the apparent authenticity of their recent itineraries.
Perhaps if he had had Ellen’s uncanny ability to sniff out and avoid the electronic trapdoors and blind drops and cut-outs, to slip through layers of electronic subterfuge, to uncover fake I.D.s and fake addresses and commlinks and life histories and travel vouchers and so on, he could have gotten what he wanted from the computer net. But Ellen’s powers were beyond him.
What was left to him was his skill as a thief and saboteur. He would have to break into Granite Lodge.
Blake was bold, even excitable, but he was not foolhardy, and he was not in the habit of undertaking unknown risks or risks where the odds were too great against him; he had a healthy respect for the defenses of Granite Lodge. But although he would have much preferred to have stayed way from it, that option was closed.
He went back to the computer. In the latter years of the 21st century, weather prediction was still an art rather than a science, but it had become a fine art. The fractal patterns of the Earth’s atmospheric system spilled across the flatscreen, unfolding in vivid false color a probable series of meteorological events for the lower Hudson valley in the coming days. If he acted soon, the weather would be on his side.
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A green-eyed, red-haired young woman stood in a narrow London street, watching a bulldozer root and wallow in a mudhole across the road. To the left of the construction site, over the brick wall of the neighboring garden, a man in a yellow slicker was perched on a ladder, sawing a burned limb off a huge elm. To the right, plastic sheeting covered a hole in the roof of a neighboring building.
Where the bulldozer was snorting like a boar, Blake Redfield’s apartment building had disappeared.
Sparta belted her shabby raincoat more tightly around her waist and hoisted her umbrella against the wind. She hurried along the pavement, dodging the umbrellas of the bent-over pedestrians coming her way. Half the oncomers seemed to be tangled in the leashes of their dogs, who were more eager than their masters to be outside on the wet, cold afternoon.
She walked half a mile through streets of declining prosperity to reach the nearest red-enameled infobox, which stood on a busy commercial corner. She collapsed her umbrella and shook it, then squeezed the door closed behind her. The glass panes were steamy, running with rain; the traffic on the street outside was a colorless blur. She slipped off her thin woolen gloves and leaned over the machine. PIN spines extended from beneath her sensibly short nails and probed the machine’s ports.
The tang of dataflow rose in Sparta’s olfactory lobes. Within seconds she had bypassed a hierarchy of barriers and, like a salmon swimming upstream, followed the current of information upstream to its source, a confidential file in Scotland Yard’s bureau of records. It told her that Blake’s apartment had been firebombed two days after he’d disappeared from the castle on the Hudson. He’d escaped unharmed and gone to join his parents in Manhattan.
The file revealed that the authorities had been irritated with Mr. Redfield for leaving the vicinity without notice. But when they’d finally tracked him down, he’d been most cooperative—and ultimately persuasive. He really had no idea who might want to kill him. He’d been away from home—spending most of his time in France, he explained—in connection with his profession as a consultant in rare books and manuscripts. Scotland Yard had accepted his explanation that he’d fled because he feared for his safety and that of his acquaintances in London.
Nice going, Blake, she thought, withdrawing her spines from the machine. You’re safe and out of my way, which is apparently what we both want—and what I came here to ensure. I don’t need your help on this one. I will smoke out the prophetae without you.
She left the booth and walked the wet pavement toward the nearest underground entrance. Robotaxis and private hydros hissed along the busy road, spraying oil and water in an aerosol like a heavy ground fog, but she was a working girl who could not afford the dry luxury of a cab interior.
As she bundled herself into the smelly warmth of the crowded tube station, she thought of the files she’d seen back on the Hudson and experienced a moment of regret. She’d let the commander persuade her not to call Blake, not to explain anything, even though she believed he deserved to know what she knew of the truth. But Sparta understood even better than the commander that if Blake learned the truth now, he’d do something. Dear Blake, so eager to help … but what he usually did under stress was go out and blow something up.
It always seemed to him so logical and necessary at the time. And it always made the situation worse. In this investigation she couldn’t afford to have Blake going out and blowing things up, complicating matters. She would have to let him believe that she’d fired him, that she’d told him to get lost and stay lost. Or that she’d betrayed him. What the commander said he “remembered.”
She would have to hope that when it was all over, when she could tell him the whole truth, he could learn to remember something different. And that he’d still love her.
 
That had been her first, not her only, disagreement with the commander. After agreeing not to try to contact Blake, she’d refused to say another word of substance to her boss until he’d kept his own parole. He’d handed her a triplet of chips, grudgingly, she thought, and left her alone in the downstairs conference room of the safe house.
The first chip held files from the long-defunct Multiple Intelligence project. In them, guarded by the logo of the quick brown fox, were details of the courses to which she’d been subjected—everything from quantum chemistry to southeast Asian languages to flight training—and all the surgical procedures to which she’d subsequently been subjected: nanochips in half a dozen locations in her brain, polymer electrical cells under her diaphragm, the PIN spines spliced into her nervous system… It was all here, laid out in depth and detail: the plans and specs for taking a female human adolescent and converting her into a species of wet war machine.
Detailed too was the depth of her parents’ involvement. Far from innocent victims, they had been eager participants in the establishment of M. I. At least in the beginning. As long as they thought the subjects of M. I. were going to be other people’s children…
But the files covered only one side of the correspondence, the M. I. side. The North American government, represented by the man who then called himself William Laird, had asked Linda’s parents to act as principal consultants to the project. They were to be well paid, but that was not the only inducement. Concerning human potential, Laird had a vision that they evidently shared.
To them, this Laird apparently seemed visionary and sensible at the same time; he was not a believer in such superstitious nonsense as “memes” (one of her father’s pet peeves), supposed “units” of culture with no common definition, discernible only after the fact. Laird meant evolution at the level of the organism itself, the physical human being as well as, inevitably, the cultural human being—thus not a teleonomic process, having the mere appearance of purpose, but an actual progression toward a well-defined goal: teleology from within.
Linda’s parents were central in establishing the educational and testing programs of the Multiple Intelligence project. Then, suddenly, the record of their involvement ceased—shortly before the date corresponding to Linda’s admission to the program, as its first subject. And its first, most spectacular failure.
Her parents were not mentioned again in M. I. files. Years went by; suddenly, almost overnight, Laird and many of his top staffers fled and M. I. itself was disbanded, under circumstances Sparta knew intimately, for she herself had precipitated them.
A second set of files consisted of interrogations of captured prophetae. Captured by whom? Where the commander had obtained these, Sparta did not know. They were encoded in the commonest commercial system, and all identifying marks had been removed.
These were hair-raising tales. Deep probes had reconstructed the subjects’ living memories: of terrifying childhoods; of failure, homelessness, addiction, and despair before first contact with the prophetae; of blossoming hope after recruitment, of indoctrination and training in the tenets of the Free Spirit; of their missions. To plug into these files was to relive a hell of lost souls.
Those whose memories had been extracted for display here had been soldiers of the Free Spirit. Two had been there the night Linda’s father had tried to rescue her, the night his bodyguards had been slaughtered and Linda had been shot and the rescuing Snark, acting on her orders, had carried her wounded father and her mother into the night sky. By the witness of these files, Sparta—living what they felt, feeling what drove them—confirmed what she had believed, that it was the duty of the prophetae to kill anyone who had successfully resisted indoctrination.
And from these soldiers she learned the story they all believed, the story that had been reported in all media, that a Snark had crashed that night on a military reservation in Maryland, killing its passengers, her parents—other details withheld “in the interests of administrative security.”
The last set of files was a various batch, some of them from the North Continental Treaty Alliance, some from police records and other terrestrial authorities. The Snark in which Linda’s parents had tried to rescue her had been stolen from the NCTA—how had they accomplished that extraordinary feat?—and the testimony of Laird and others placed the machine in Maryland, where the rescue attempt, described by Laird as assault and attempted kidnap, had failed.
But Sparta knew she had sent it off with orders to take all necessary measures to protect its passengers. It had obeyed, and vanished. The files revealed that no trace of it was recorded on radar scopes. No transmissions from it were overheard. It was never seen again. There had been no helicopter crash. Her parents had simply disappeared.
“Seen enough?” the commander whispered from the darkness. He had returned while she was absorbed in the last of the files, but she had not failed to hear him coming, to identify him in the dark.
“You promised to tell me what really happened to my parents. This doesn’t do that.”
“I admitted I couldn’t prove what I know. But they are alive.”
“You can’t know that from this.”
“What I firmly believe, then.”
He was still holding something back, but she would not get it out of him with argument. In truth, he had given her something of great value. Often she’d roamed secretly and at will through the files of the agencies that had reported the helicopter crash. She had never found anything but obvious fakes replacing stolen records—fakes, booby-trapped with sticky bits, so that unauthorized persons who lacked her expertise peeking into those records would be automatically tracked back to their own terminals.
The commander’s files were the stolen originals. Where and how he had gotten them, she didn’t know.
“What do you want from me?” she asked.
“We’ll be running a team on Kon-Tiki, some of them undercover, some in the open. You’ll be on the clandestine side.”
“You didn’t keep your promise, Commander—I’m rewriting our contract. I’ll cooperate with you, but not on a team.”
“You’re too well known, Troy. As soon as you stick your head up, somebody’s going to shoot it off.”
“I’ll keep my head down. I will report to you and you only.”
He heatedly argued the need for constant communication—impossible if she worked alone—the need for surveillance teams to follow suspects one person could not follow undetected, the need for close coordination with intelligence support, logistical support, etc… She was unmoved.
“Alone then, if you must,” he said at last. “I’ve arranged clinic sessions beginning tomorrow afternoon, at Earth Central.”
“What sessions?”
“You can’t keep that mug, Troy. You’re an interplanetary viddie star.”
“No.”
“Do you like your looks better than the ones you were born with?” He sounded genuinely astonished.
“No more surgery.”
He grew very still. “All right, why don’t you just tell me now: what orders are you willing to take?”
“No orders, Commander. I’m willing to hear your suggestions.”
“You think you don’t need us, is that it?”
For an instant her gaze slid away, evading his.
“You’re very wrong, you know,” he said softly. “I hope you don’t learn it the hard way.”
“Everything of value that I know, I’ve learned the hard way.” She meant to be hard when she said it, but she knew he wasn’t fooled. She hadn’t even fooled herself.
 
They had further fruitless talks, but before long he was saying a short goodbye to her in front of the Earth Central building on Manhattan’s East River.
She was wearing Space Board blues and carrying a regulation duffel bag when she took a magneplane to the Newark shuttleport, but she never arrived there; as the saying around the investigative branch had it, she had gone off the scopes.
To disguise herself, she didn’t bother with time-consuming and expensive plastic surgery. Surgeons kept records, and there was always the possibility that their greed would not stop with bills for services rendered but might extend to blackmail or betrayal. Instead she drew on an older tradition.
An altered hairstyle or a wig, colored contact lenses, a tuft of cotton under the tongue—sometimes just a spot of color on the cheeks—was enough, when combined with subtle changes of gesture and expression and accent, to make her unrecognizable to anyone but a well-programmed machine. Her first transitory disguise made use of a greasy black hairpiece with a ponytail down to her belt.
In a cosmos of strong and varied perfumes, altering her smell was even simpler. She wore leather pants and a leather jacket around the clock for a week and frequented New Jersey waterfront bars where the occupants mistook her ripe aroma for their own.
It needed a couple of days of stalking, keeping her eyes and ears open—she had very good eyes and ears—and some hours of haggling prices over pitchers of beer, but Sparta managed to acquire two illegally programmable I.D. slivers. She never met the people who’d made them, and the people who sold them to her had no idea who she was.
Less than twenty-four hours later, a pretty redhead named Bridget Reilly showed up at Newark and boarded the supersonic jitney for London.
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Wearing a conservative dark suit and red silk tie, carrying the large black document case he usually carried, Blake left the fortified lobby of his parents’ building at the same hour he had for the previous two weeks and headed uptown, taking one of Manhattan’s restored antique subway trains.
He’d deliberately established a predictable pattern, spending the early morning hours on the commlink seeking job interviews and leaving home shortly before the lunch hour. He liked to travel by subway rather than robotaxi; by switching trains he could tell whether anyone was following him on foot.
He got off at his usual stop in the upper sixties and walked two blocks east on sidewalks bustling with happy workers and shoppers. It had rained the night before and the robosweepers had polished the shining marble streets. Now the clouds were breaking up, as Blake and everyone else who’d paid attention to the weather report knew they would, and their ragged remnants were tinged with gold in the noonday light.
Blake walked past the Indian restaurant that he’d made his favorite lunch place, but he didn’t go in. He continued to the end of the block and used the public commlink on the corner of First Avenue to make a reservation for a compact hydro coupe, to be picked up in a village north of the city, on the east bank of the Hudson.
Then he caught a swift, quiet, hydro-powered uptown local bus and rode to the 125th Street plane station. The elevated station was the crystalline jewel of its renovated neighborhood, its entrance resplendent in an autumn display of maroon and yellow chrysanthemums.
Blake caught a fast magneplane upriver. He got off one stop before the village where he’d reserved his car and waited on the platform to see who else got off with him. No one worthy of suspicion. Good. Just before the magneplane’s doors closed he got back on and rode it three more stops.
Making a reservation from a public infobooth had been a feint. The night before he’d used his father’s computer to reserve a different car under a different name, originating from somewhere that would look—to even a determined observer—like a different place.
He picked up the little gray two-seater electric from the curbstand, freeing it from its shackle post by inserting his modified I.D. sliver. He drove slowly around the streets of the tiny town before heading north, into the preserve. He was confident that he had eluded surveillance.
 
Twelve hours later: it was 1:00 A.M., a cold and moonless night under a sky brightened only by hazy stars and the ring of reflecting space junk that circled the Earth all the way out to geosynchronous orbit. Blake had crept within sight of the outer perimeter of Granite Lodge.
The woods were thick with undergrowth and saplings, with an occasional dark conifer among the bare trunks of red oaks and maples and weedy sumac and the hundreds of other species preserved in the parklands of the Hendrik Hudson Preserve. Blake moved as quickly as he dared across the thick layers of dead leaves, still soaked from yesterday’s rain.
He knew there were image enhancers and infrared sensors mounted at intervals around the electrified fence, and he knew there were motion detectors between the fence and the wall. There were chemical sniffers scattered throughout the woods, and organic sniffers—in the form of dogs—prowling the lawns. He knew that he was not going to slither undetected onto these grounds. There were no unguarded secret passages; no daring midnight climb up the cliffs would get him past the sentries.
But he’d prepared for all this. After hiding the rented car he’d shed his clothes and pulled on a full body suit of impermeable clear polymer, which incorporated a total skin-area heat exchange system and a shielded internal heat sink, mounted between his shoulder blades.
The heat sink would be saturated in little over an hour now, whereupon it would automatically vent a stream of superheated gas into the atmosphere behind Blake’s head, turning Blake into a walking blowtorch. This would be inconveniently conspicuous, although preferable to the alternative—for if the unit failed to vent, it would go critical and turn Blake into a walking bomb.
Until that spectacular moment, however, Blake would stay as cool as a salamander. Externally he had the temperature of his surroundings—
—which made him invisible, not only to the infrared sensors but, since he was sealed in odorless plastic, to the sniffers as well.
His other preparations depended crucially upon the weather. Clear skies… The lightest of cool breezes flowing downriver from an approaching high pressure system… Right about now…
Yes, there they were, way off to his right, a fleet of orangy-pink glowing globes drifting among the stars—
—drifting down the wind, drifting toward the cluster of buildings on the center of the grounds, which were dominated by the stone mansion itself.
Lights blazed in the big house and across the grassy lawns. Barely visible human and animal shapes spilled out of darkened doorways and spread to the sides, keeping to lanes of shadow in a well-rehearsed defensive pattern.
No sirens sounded, however. Blake knew from experience that the folks at Granite Lodge didn’t want to wake their neighbors unless they thought they had something really serious on their hands. Which is why there’d been no sirens the night he tried to break Linda out of there.
Blake caught the faint but frantic hum of multiple step-monitors as the nearest railguns bobbed and swung, searching the skies, but no hypersonic chunks of steel were launched at the glowing globes overhead. The globes were virtually invisible to a very confused AARGGS, the antiaircraft railgun guidance system—
—because the targets were only twenty meters off the ground, unreflective, and so small that at radar wavelengths software written for targets no smaller or lower or slower than parasails and hang-gliders couldn’t resolve them.
Blake was attacking Granite Lodge with a fleet of stealth balloons. It would have been overkill to shoot down toy balloons with hypersonic missiles. Still, if the radars found their targets and the railguns fired, it would ruin Blake’s scheme.
There were a dozen of the gossamer silk dirigibles, each powered by nothing higher-tech than a bit of burning parafin—a fat candle, bright in the infrared—but steered by feathery vanes and gill-like vents that opened and closed according to instructions from sophisticated guidance chips—preprogrammed for tonight’s weather. Slowly, silently, the dirigibles tracked their targets with microscopic visual sensors, drifting in like a fleet of stinging jellyfish.
Too late for AARGGS. Now the human defenders of the lodge opened fire on the aerial fleet—but like the radars, they misjudged the size and range of their targets.
Blake kept still in the darkness, taking long seconds to observe; these defenders were skittish killers, if they were killers at all. Their weapons were silenced, and they weren’t using tracer bullets. And their noise suppressors played havoc with accuracy. Without tracers they had no way of knowing where their bullets were going in the night sky. They might even be so scrupulous, Blake thought, as to be using rubber bullets, as they had the night he tried to escape.
Someone got lucky: a burst from an automatic weapon hit one of the little balloons.
There was a blinding flash and a terrific report. Spectacular streamers of light shot out of the blazing balloon as it fell to the wet lawn, where—in an effect so weirdly counterintuitive as to seem alien—it erupted in frenzy, sending little balls of pinkish yellow fire skittering across the damp grass like tiny creatures desperately running for cover. At the uncanny sight, well trained guard dogs howled and fled.
If Blake hadn’t been so involved in the moment, he would have laughed. Those bouncing, scurrying points of pink light were a handful of BBs of sodium metal, fizzing into tiny rockets upon contact with the wet grass.
Now the rest of the fleet found their objectives. White, pink, and yellow fireworks erupted on the roof of Granite Lodge. A couple of balloons floated under the porch roof and flashed into incandescence, setting the big wooden beams and the knotty pine planks ablaze.
The three little airships that had been targeted for the garage landed almost simultaneously. Less than a minute later the garage’s hydrogen reservoir went off like a real bomb, blowing the walls out of the old carriage house and reducing the vehicles inside to vigorously burning wreckage as a great ball of flaming hydrogen rose into the night sky.
So much for waking the neighbors.
Blake figured he’d created about as much diversion as he could. He went swiftly through the remaining strip of woods. The electrified fence yielded to clips and cutters from his pack. As he crossed the ten meters to the low stone wall he hoped the guardians of the lodge were really as benign as he supposed, for this was the right place for antipersonnel mines in the ground and fléchette booby traps in the trees.
He reached the wall without incident. The orange flames from the porch and garage cast dancing cross-shadows on the side lawn. The area ahead of him was lit only by floodlights. He clambered over the wall, careful of the thin plastic skin that was all he had between him and the black, angular stones. He moved into the white light, walking confidently upright. May as well be confident. Nothing could hide him now, until he reached the triangular shadows beneath the walls.
Once into the darkness near the house he ducked and ran and vaulted onto the side porch. Doors were open where the staff had run out to defend the place. A human shape passed him at the corner of the veranda, shouting back over a shoulder. Blake ducked inside the nearest door.
He went through the darkened library, into the entrance hall. The plans he’d studied, although he knew they lied, had nevertheless revealed the location of the lodge’s nerve center. While the huge curving main staircase left an impression of massive foundations, Blake knew there was a room under the stairs, a big room, no doubt acoustically silenced and furnished with consoles and flatscreens and videoplates, perhaps comfortable couches and chairs.
With his clock running out fast he didn’t have a lot of time. He found the lock, hidden in the carved wooden paneling, and packed it with plastic. He stepped back seconds before the door crashed inward. He tossed a gas grenade into the room, waited a few seconds, and as he ducked into the room he dropped another grenade behind him in the hall. Why not, he wasn’t breathing the stuff!
Inside the room, a lone young woman in a white uniform was already sound asleep in her contour chair in front of the display screens, her head thrown back and her long blond hair spilling almost to the carpet. Her right arm hung over the chair and her fingers trailed on the carpet.
As Blake pulled her chair back, away from the console, his gaze was snagged by the ring she wore on the middle finger of that trailing hand, a gold ring set with a garnet carved in the shape of an animal. Later he was to realize that if some recent, separate thought hadn’t formed an association in his mind, he would have forgotten the ring as quickly as he noticed it.
Blake looked at the screens and determined that the defense forces were outside diligently putting out fires. He studied the board and realized this was nothing but an I/O layout; the processors were elsewhere.
He took a moment to absorb the room’s plan, following the electrical buses and cooling lines … there were the main computers, inconspicuous in an equipment rack against the short end of the room, where the ceiling descended steeply under the stairs. He didn’t have time to stay and play—he tore them out of the rack, breaking their connections, and stuffed them into his pack. He took the trays of chips he found nearby and emptied them in on top before he sealed the pack’s flap.
He was out of the room and through the smoke-filled hall—
—he was into the darkened library and through it, and through the doors, and onto the porch—
—he was vaulting the porch rail, hitting the soft grass running … running and running across it, catching sight of other running shapes out of the corners of his eyes … over the wall, through the fence, into the woods…
He took care to slow his pace, to move with caution and stealth through the damp woods. Behind him, the night sky was aglow with the burning. Sirens and amplified squawks from commlinks and the guttural roar of high-powered, hydrocarbon-burning engines approaching up the main drive drifted on the night, covering the squish of wet leaves underfoot and the scraping of branches as he worked his way through the woods.
His car was parked some twenty minutes’ walk ahead through the night woods, well off the road, but a glance at his plastic-covered watch showed he had a wider time margin than he’d planned, so he kept the plastic suit on; it was all that protected him from the bitter cold.
He found the car without trouble—he was a confident nighttime navigator—and tossed his pack into the forward luggage compartment. He slammed the hood down upon it, then opened the door on the driver’s side. He reached in and fetched his sliver from under the seat. He inserted it in the ignition; the board showed power to the wheel motors.
He reached to rip open the front of his plastic suit, which would disable the heat transfer system. Once he was safely away, he could dump the stored energy in the suit’s heat sink. Before he got his hand on the seam sealer, they came out of the woods—
—three of them in white uniforms, all young, all blond, none looking very happy.
“Hands up,” said the leader softly. He was a tall kid with a blond crewcut so short he looked bald.
They had him on three sides, and all of them were pointing assault rifles at him. At this range it didn’t matter whether the bullets were rubber or not. They could still rupture his spleen or put out his eyes or break something else valuable.
Baldy looked at Blake, naked inside his clear plastic suit, and sneered. “Fetching outfit.”
“Glad you like it,” Blake said, his words muffled through the plastic film that covered his mouth. What could you do when you were wearing nothing but sandwich wrap, except try to hold on to your sense of humor?
Baldy gestured to his two companions. They bundled into the cramped back seat of the little electric while Baldy kept his rifle pointed at Blake’s lower middle section. “You drive,” he said.
“Four people weigh a lot,” Blake mumbled. “I don’t know if I have enough charge for all of you.”
“We’re not going far. Get in.”
Blake eased himself into the driver’s seat, hunched forward because of the heat-sink unit between his shoulder blades, intensely aware of the gun muzzles pointed at his neck from the back seat. Baldy slid in beside him. Blake eased off the clutch; the motors whirred and engaged and the car slithered over the muddy track. When he reached the paved country road, Blake turned in the direction of the lodge’s main drive.
They drove slowly and silently, until Blake asked, “How did you happen to get to my car ahead of me?”
“Not something you need to know.”
“Okay, but are you sure you want me to drive you all the way back to the lodge in this thing?”
“Just drive.”
Blake glanced at the pale blue digital display on his left wrist. “I have to get out for a minute. Just for a minute.”
Baldy smirked at him. “It will have to wait.”
“It won’t wait.”
A muzzle pressed Blake’s neck, and an intimate whisper sounded close to his ear. “We don’t care if you fill up your whole body-baggie,” said the boy behind him. “You’re not getting out of this vehicle until we tell you to.”
Blake shrugged and drove on, down the tree-crowded road, his headlights illuminating bare tree trunks like ghosts in the darkness.
The little electric car was slowing for the lodge’s double steel gate when Blake’s heat sink went critical. The unit started to whistle.
“What the hell’s that?”
“I need to get out of the car right now,” Blake said, groping for the door handle.
“Watch it!” yelled the boy in the back seat. “Hands on the wheel.”
In seconds the whistle was a shriek.
“Let him out,” said the girl in the back. “Let me out too.”
Too late. A high-pressure column of blue flame erupted from the unit between Blake’s shoulders; from the back it must have seemed that his head was a volcano. The plastic upholstery burst into flame, releasing acrid black fumes. A hole opened in the thin sheet metal roof of the car.
Spouting a spectacular plume of flame, Blake stumbled and staggered out of the car, a man burning alive. His terrified captors scrambled out of the vehicle behind him, staring at him in horror.
Reeling from the awful heat, dying before their eyes, Blake stumbled back toward the smoking vehicle and collapsed into the driver’s seat. With a last agonized spasm, an unconscious reflex of escape, he threw the pots into reverse high. The burning car jerked away and spun around, throwing flaming bits across the wet roadway, careening crazily off into the forest.
But somehow the car stayed on the road. Blake hadn’t watched all those action-adventure holoviddies, with stuntmen lunging around cloaked in flame, without getting the technique down pat.
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Blake tugged the knot of his silk tie and smoothed it to lie flat against his white cotton shirt. He snugged his suit jacket neatly around his shoulders and, a moment later, rose as the magneplane slowed for the Brooklyn Bridge station. Someone looking closely might have noticed the red welt across the back of his neck, but a quick glance around reassured him that no one was watching.
He stepped off the plane, briefcase in hand, and briskly marched to the escalator. Minutes later he was on his way back uptown on a restored antique subway train. A century ago it would have been rush hour, but the bright, clean subways were never crowded these days. He got off at a midtown station. As he emerged from underground, the rising sun was touching the tops of the glittering towers around him with pale yellow light.
The physical exhilaration of the attack and narrow escape had drained away, and he experienced a moment’s dejection. He wasn’t even sure who or what he’d been fighting—or why, now that Ellen had rejected him, except for some vague sense of his own injured pride. Simple fatigue is a great discourager of pride. With self-hypnotic effort, he regained at least a temporary feeling of confidence. He was on the way to another job interview, and this was for a job he wanted.
 
The offices of the Vox Populi Institute occupied a three-story brick building in the east 40s, within walking distance of the Council of Worlds complex on the East River. Plain as it was, the building was worth a fortune.
Inside, the decor was even plainer—steel desks, steel chairs, steel filing cabinets, crumbling bulletin boards, crumbling paint (institutional green to shoulder height, institutional cream above), and aggressively plain and surly office help, one of whom finally agreed to show Blake the general direction of Arista Plowman’s office. Dexter was not in today.
Arista, it was said, was less tolerant of human foibles than Dexter—theirs was a prickly partnership—she being as far out on one end of the political spectrum as he was on the other. Arista championed humanity at large, Dexter championed the individual human with an actionable grudge. Their differences hardly made a difference to anyone but them, since Dexter’s favored weapon in defense of the individual was the class-action suit, and Arista’s tactic in defense of the People was to take up the cause of a single, symbolic Wronged Innocent.
She glanced up when Blake appeared at her door and knew instantly she was not dealing with a Wronged Innocent. She growled something like “siddown” and made a pretense of studying his resume.
Arista was a bony woman with heavy black brows and grayish black hair that was contracted into tight waves against her long skull. Her severe dress, black with white polka-dots, hung askew from her wide shoulders, and the way she leaned her elbows on her desk top and perched her skinny bottom on the edge of her chair conveyed her desire to be somewhere else. She shoved the resume to one side of her desk as if it had offended her. “You worked for Sotheby’s, Redfield? An auction house?”
“Not on staff. They frequently retained me as a consultant.”
Her mouth twisted sourly at the sound of his Brit-tainted accent. Her own accent was good American, pure Bronx—even though she’d been born and raised in Westchester County. “But you were an art dealer.” The emphasis alone neatly conveyed her opinion of those who sold things, especially expensive, decorative, useless things.
“In a manner of speaking. Rare books and manuscripts, actually.”
“What makes you think you have anything to offer us? We’re not here to serve the whims of the rich.”
He indicated the scrap of fax she’d brushed aside, his resume. “Extensive research experience.”
“Well, we have no shortage of researchers in this office.” She started to rise, intending to terminate the interview after thirty seconds.
“Also the work I’ve already done on a case of utmost interest to your Institute.”
“Redfield… Mister Redfield…” She was at the office door now, opening it and holding it open.
He remained sitting. “Powerful agencies of the Council of Worlds have been infiltrated by a pseudo-religious cult, which seeks to take over world government in the name of … of an alien deity.”
“A what?”
“Yes, it’s crazy. These people believe in an alien deity. I managed to join an arm of that cult. I can recognize several of its members and at least one of its leaders. Because of what I know, several attempts have been made on my life, the most recent only last week.”
Arista let the door swing closed, but she remained standing. “What sort of cult did you say? UFO nuts?”
Perhaps he’d been lucky after all. Arista Plowman’s fascination with conspiracy had engaged her attention. Her brother might have just laughed and referred him to the police.
“They call themselves the prophetae of the Free Spirit, but they have other names and cover organizations. I penetrated a branch working out of Paris and helped put it out of business”—after all, no reason for modesty—“They worship a being they call the Pancreator, an alien creature of some kind who is supposed to return to Earth to grant the enlightened—meaning themselves—eternal life, and carry them off to some sort of Paradise. Or perhaps establish Paradise right here on Earth.”
“I’m not vulnerable to every conspiracy theory that comes down the pike, Redfield.”
Oh, I think perhaps you are, he thought happily, keeping a straight face. “I can document everything I’m telling you.”
“Well, but what possible interest do you suppose Vox Populi might have in this bunch?”
“The prophetae are crazy, but they are numerous and extremely influential. Less than ten years ago, members of the Free Spirit started the Multiple Intelligence program inside North America’s Security Agency. That program ceased operations—and its leaders disappeared—when the subject of one of their illegal experiments escaped their control. But not before they had murdered a couple of dozen people. Burned them to death in a sanatorium fire.”
“Ten years ago, though. A dead issue by now, unfortunately.”
“Less than a month ago, the Space Board discovered an interplanetary freighter, the Doradus, which had been converted to a kind of pirate ship. The chief of one of the largest corporations on Mars was implicated. Jack Noble. He’s disappeared.”
“I heard about that. Something to do with the Martian plaque.”
“I was there. I’ll give you whatever details you want.” Blake leaned back in his chair and looked up at her as she thoughtfully returned to her desk. “Doctor Plowman, you’re supposed to be in the business of getting government back into the hands of the governed—after people like my father, if I may speak off the record, helped take it away from them. This is exactly the kind of group I should think you’d want to put out of business.”
“Your father is a member of this Free Spirit?”
“I assure you he is not.” He couldn’t tell whether the prospect appalled her or further whetted her appetite. “He is just a well-meaning … aristocrat.”
Arista Plowman resumed her seat behind the steel desk. “Your resume doesn’t say anything about the things you’ve just described to me, Redfield.”
“I’m a marked man, Doctor Plowman.”
“So with you here, we could be a target.”
“You’ve been a target for so long that your defenses are excellent. I made sure of that before I came here.”
She smiled thinly. “Are you safe in your own home?”
“My parents have had so much money for so long that their defenses are almost on a par with yours.”
“Why didn’t you go to the Space Board in the first place?”
Blake’s smile was grim. “Why do you think?”
“Are you implying that the Board of Space Control itself…?”
“Exactly.”
Her eyes glazed over with the possibilities, and her feral smile made him feel sure he had a job offer. But it wasn’t to be quite that easy. Long experience had taught Arista Plowman caution.
“Interesting, Redfield, very interesting. I’ll talk to my brother. He’ll want to meet you in person. Meanwhile, don’t call us. We’ll call you…”
 
Outside, Blake realized that the interview—not to mention the night’s events—had left him exhausted. Exhaustion is hard on the reflexes. When a tall, emaciated young man crossed the street in front of him and darted into the nearest infobox, throwing a hurried glance over his shoulder, Blake thought nothing of it. Indeed, he hardly noticed, until he’d come within a few meters and the man suddenly wheeled and raised his arm.
Blake spun on his heel, in that instant finally recognizing the man, and threw himself backward toward the curb.
The bullet blew a crater in a marble slab on the side of the building, just about where Blake’s head had been. More bullets—real metal bullets, fired with zeal and accuracy that, if less than perfect, was too great for even a split second’s complacency on the part of the target—following Blake’s breathless roll and scramble along the gutter until he reached the shelter of a parked robotaxi. People were screaming and running—this sort of thing never happened in Manhattan—and in seconds the block was deserted.
Blake swore at himself for not spotting his assailant sooner, for he knew him quite well. Leo—former wimp—one of his buddies from the Athanasian Society. Blake wished he had a gun. He didn’t carry one, not just because they were strictly illegal in England, where he’d resided for the last two years, and not because he had any qualms about defending himself, but because he’d looked at the statistics and calculated the odds and figured he had a better chance of staying alive without one.
Deliberate assassination wasn’t included in the odds. He reached up to open the front door of the cab. He slipped inside, keeping his head low, and shoved his I.D. sliver into the meter.
“Where to, Mac?” the cab asked, in a good imitation of early 20th-century New Yorkese.
Blake stuck his head under the dash and spent a few seconds fiddling with the circuitry. Still crouched on the floor, he said, “Is there a skinny long-haired guy in the infobooth on the next corner, to your left?”
“He just left the infobooth. Now he’s in the doorway this side of it. Looks like he’s thinking about coming this way.”
“Run into him,” Blake said.
“You puttin’ me on?”
“There’s a twenty in it for you.”
“Twenty what?”
“Twenty thousand bucks. You don’t believe me, take the credit off the sliver now.”
“Yeah, well … look, Mac, I don’t do stuff like…”
Blake poked savagely at the circuitry.
“Yo,” said the taxi, and leaped forward, onto the sidewalk. Bullets splintered the windshield of the Checker—then a grinding jolt threw Blake hard against the firewall.
He kicked the door open and rolled out onto the sidewalk. He vaulted onto the big square trunk of the Checker and threw himself across the cab roof like a runner diving for home plate.
The taxi hadn’t touched Leo, but it had him trapped in the recessed doorway with only millimeters to spare. Leo was frantically trying to lift his big feet past the mangled bumper when Blake flew over the roof, into his face, knocking the big nickel-plated .45 revolver sideways and out of his hand. Leo’s head crashed backward into the building’s art deco stainless steel door, and when he tried to jerk away from Blake’s hand around his throat he found that Blake’s other hand held a black knife, poised rigidly upright under the angle of his jaw.
“Rather have you alive, Leo,” Blake gasped. “So tell me.”
Leo said nothing, but his round terrified eyes said he’d rather stay alive too—although Blake got the impression he’d been ordered to die instead of letting himself be captured.
The flutter of helicopter rotors sounded high above the urban canyon, and the scream of sirens converged at street level.
“Tell me why, Leo, and I’ll let you run. If the cops get you, the prophetae won’t let you live even one night in jail.”
“You know. You’re a Salamander,” Leo croaked.
“What the hell’s a salamander?”
“Let me go,” he croaked. “I won’t come back, I promise.”
“Last chance—what’s a salamander?”
“Like you, Guy. Initiates once—now you’re traitors. The ones who know you best … we’re sworn to kill you.”
“You bombed my place in London?”
“Not me. Bruni.”
“Yeah, she always had more guts.”
“You didn’t even hide, Guy. If you’re gonna let me go, please do it now.”
“My name’s Blake. Might as well get it straight.” He released his grip on Leo’s throat, but held the knife ready. “Cabbie, back up a little,” he yelled. “Go slow.”
As soon as the Checker had backed far enough away from the doorway, Leo bolted. Blake slipped the knife into its sheath at the small of his back and slid down from the cab’s hood. “We need a story,” he said, sticking his head in the taxi’s window.
“It’ll cost you more than twenty thou,” the taxi said sourly.
“Charge what you think is fair.”
“Okay, Mac. What do you want me to say?”
Blake reached into the taxi and retrieved the briefcase he’d dropped on the floor. “The guy tried to rob me. You came to my rescue—that’s when he shot at you. You almost had him trapped, but he got away.”
“What about all the extra dough on my meter?”
“The truth—I let you charge off my sliver as a reward for saving me. Also to patch your dents.”
“Sure, Mac. Think they’ll buy it?”
“You’re programmed for gab, aren’t you?”
“Hey! Am I a Manhattan cabbie, or what?”
The first police car, a sleek powder blue hydro—no quaint antiques here—whistled to a halt as the police chopper settled in to hover overhead. Blake watched the cops approach, faceplates down, shotguns leveled. At this rate, who knew which side they were on?
 
After almost two hours’ interrogation, the police let Blake go. He got off the subway in Tribeca and walked toward his parents’ home, past columns of steam issuing from manhole covers, down deserted asphalt streets where the robotaxis prowled like jungle beasts. Manhattan had become a showplace in this century, an exclusive enclave of the wealthy, and here and there the atmosphere of old New York was maintained for amusement’s sake.
Things were busier at the waterfront entrance to his parents’ building. Blake nodded at the guard captain as he punched the code into the lock of the private elevator to the penthouse. The other guards were out of public view.
Avoiding his mother—his father was on business in Tokyo, business which required his physical presence—Blake went straight to his room.
He stripped off his torn jacket and soiled shirt and tie and gingerly applied Healfast salve to his blistered neck. The growth factors went to work immediately. By afternoon there would be little evidence of his second-degree burns.
Comfortably dressed in baggy pants and a blousy, Russian-peasant-style shirt, he took his scarred briefcase into his father’s office and emptied its contents across the top of the desk—the loot from his raid on Granite Lodge.
A scatter of tiny black chips and two micro-supercomputers, their housings cracked where he’d pulled them out of the system … he hoped he hadn’t fried them in their own heat. For micro-supers—not unlike men encased in impermeable plastic suits—generated copious amounts of heat; if they weren’t vigorously cooled by water or some other fluid, they could burn in seconds.
It took Blake a quarter of an hour to get the first of the two little machines operating; for input he used his father’s keyboard, and the output was displayed on the desktop via his father’s holo unit. But after another hour’s concentrated tapping Blake gave up trying to extract anything from that machine. Nothing he tried got more than a scramble of standard code symbols on the holo projection, and he suspected that the thing was indeed fried.
He had more luck with the other machine, but only just: after forty minutes of increasingly frustrating play—it kept telling him he was an unauthorized user—he got up and went to stand in front of the window, staring with unseeing eyes into the haze, looking across the lower Hudson to the smoky Jersey shore. He tried to empty his mind of everything except the experiences of the night. It was a species of self-hypnosis, in which he tried to see and hear again everything he had seen and heard inside the lodge.
He went back to the desk and typed a word. A few millimeters above the green leather surface of Edward Redfield’s desk, the air glowed.
No message appeared, however, neither a welcome nor a warning. Instead, an animal writhed there in three dimensions. It was a lizardlike creature with a thick tail and a wide triangular head, with tiny gleaming round brown eyes. Its awkward thin legs had splayed toes ending in thick pads. The thing’s moist skin was coppery brown, with a bright yellow underbelly.
The string Blake had entered into the machine was SALAMANDER, the term Leo had used to accuse him—and the creature he had seen carved on the unconscious girl’s garnet ring.
Nothing encourages persistence like a minimal reward. Blake persisted for another two hours, trying all the chips he’d stolen, one after the other. He got nothing more. Nothing but that writhing salamander.
Bone weary from the night’s exertions and the morning’s concentrated effort, hunched over an unyielding machine, Blake fell asleep.
 
He was awakened by the beat of wings.
No, not wings, rotor blades.
He sat bolt upright, and as soon as he remembered where he was and what he had been doing, he threw himself flat on the floor. But the steady whuff whuff whuff of the helicopter outside the window neither increased nor diminished. He crept across the floor and raised his eye to the level of the sill.
A black silhouette, a hole in the sky, diffuse and without detail against the bright haze in the west; the thing just hung there in space, eighty-nine stories above the streets of Manhattan, twenty meters away and exactly opposite the window of his father’s office. A Snark. A Snark as Boojum.
As Blake watched, the machine slowly rotated on its axis, until its strut-mounted rocket launchers and twin Gatling guns were pointed straight at him through the window.
Blake didn’t move. There was nowhere to run or hide. The Snark carried enough firepower to wipe the penthouse right off the skyscraper on which it sat. The metropolitan police should have been here by now, within seconds of the Snark’s arrival. That they were nowhere in evidence spoke volumes. Blake could reach for the controls to the apartment’s private defenses—they were inside his father’s desk—but even if he reached them alive, he doubted the rooftop rockets could put a dent in a Snark.
Blake stood up, exposing himself to the full view of the machine’s pilot. If you are here to kill me, do it cleanly, he said without words.
The Snark bobbed its nose. Yes, we understand each other. Yes, we could do that. Yes, we know it was you, and now you know we can kill you and the people you love, any time we want to.
Then the machine lazily arched into the air and slid away, peeling off toward the river. Within seconds Blake had lost sight of it in the dazzling bounce of light from the plain of wet algae. It left an unspoken message in its wake: The next move is yours.
Blake walked back to the desk. He carefully unplugged the functioning computer and put it and the machine he’d probably scragged into an express envelope, along with all the stolen black chips. He took a thick pen from his father’s drawer and wrote in bold block letters across the face of the envelope, “ATTENTION SALAMANDER, C/O NORTH AMERICAN PARK SERVICE, GRANITE LODGE, HENDRIK HUDSON PRESERVE, NEW YORK ADMINISTRATIVE DISTRICT.” The address wasn’t complete but it was more than sufficient. If they controlled the police, no doubt they had some clout with the postal service.
He swung a windbreaker over his arm, covering the envelope, then left the penthouse and took the elevator to the bottom of the tower. If anything went wrong, he wanted it to go wrong at some distance from his parents’ building. This package he would mail from some anonymous neighborhood box.
As he walked the windy streets toward uptown, Blake faced the fact that he was not a happy man. The woman he’d thought he loved wanted nothing to do with him. All the physical possessions he’d valued had been destroyed.
So the Salamanders were former Initiates, were they? Heretics. Rivals to the prophetae, and like them, deep into the workings of the system. Blake had thought he could make himself so visible he couldn’t be hit without scandal. A forlorn hope. Even if the Plowmans offered him that job at Vox Populi, he owed it to them not to accept.
He’d dragged his own parents into danger, a degree of danger he had foolishly underestimated. Whatever else he did or didn’t do, he had to move out of his parents’ penthouse. Fast.
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Sparta found a job at J. Swift’s, a large travel agency in the City of London whose computers were rather better connected—for someone of Sparta’s leanings—than the firm’s managers suspected. They readily hired the girl with the sparkling green eyes and the Irish lilt who called herself Bridget Reilly, and who produced an impressive resume of service in the travel industry.
For the next weeks and months her life was too tedious to contemplate: long hours in front of a flatscreen, speaking into a commlink with clients and other agents, booking and endlessly rebooking flights and rooms and ground transportation for people who couldn’t seem to make up their minds or abide by their agreements, and cheerfully accepting responsibility for atrocities over which she had no control—many of them stemming from the middle-class, middle-aged English tourist’s desire to experience foreign culture as if through a tea-room window, most of the rest resulting from the young English tourist’s conviction (like that of youth everywhere) of personal blamelessness and immortality.
Bridget Reilly was the soul of friendliness at work, but her coworkers, male and female, soon learned that she had not the least interest in getting to know them better than her job required. When the workday was over, Ms. Reilly rode the underground to a tiny, ugly apartment in a dirty, ugly neighborhood, where prudence suggested she keep indoors, away from her neighbors and other strangers. She thawed dinner each night in an autochef; after she ate she went straight to her narrow bed. Six hours later the room’s tiny videoplate would brighten the predawn darkness with the BBC’s morning news, waking her to another day.
Her inward life was richer and stranger by far.
By night, there were dreams. Night after night she descended into the vortex of lurid clouds. She knew they were the clouds of Jupiter; more than that she did not know. The wind sang to her in a language she could not name, and although she seemed to understand it perfectly she could never remember a word of what had been said when she woke up. All she could remember were the tumbled emotions of ecstasy and fear, of ego-dissolving hope, of poisonous self-hatred.
By day, her intellect was the very edge of Occam’s razor. While she booked group tours to Port Hesperus and Labyrinth City with one hand on the keyboard, her other hand rested with PIN spines extended, penetrating her computer’s ports, running other programs in the interstices of processing. She needed no screen except the one in her head.
Not even the commander knew where she was or who she pretended to be. She maintained tenuous contact with him through untraceable circuits to his office at the Board of Space Control—somehow he was never in his office—but on the rare occasions they actually conversed, she made little pretense of heeding his suggestions; she was not running his programs. Indeed, although she said nothing of this to the commander, she had deferred her researches into Howard Falcon’s affairs while he investigated a deeper mystery, the contents of her own mind…
Seated at her travel agency computer, she absorbed whole encyclopedias of neuroanatomy, neurochemistry, drug lore. Using the infolinks, she arranged prescriptions for women who did not resemble each other and did not resemble Bridget Reilly in the least; late at night, in neighborhoods filled with people of wealth or people of color, these women collected their medicines. Sparta’s pill and patch collection grew into a pharmacopeia.
At the safe house they’d used drugs on her in an attempt to penetrate her dreams. But she’d refused to work with the commander on his terms; perhaps because of that, perhaps for some deeper reason, the commander had refused to share everything they’d learned from that part of herself she could not reach. Now she used drugs on herself, trying to crack her own subconscious.
Amphetamines and barbiturates and psychedelics acted on her just as a century’s documentation said they would; they were useless. Metal salts changed her behavior and threatened to poison her internal organs and left her mind reeling. Alcohol increased the rate of dreaming but reduced the cogency of the dreams and left her nauseated in the morning, with burning eyes. The known neurotransmitters—dopamine and the rest—seemed to add vivid flourishes to familiar dream scenes, but did nothing for her insight or her memory.
Her researches took her farther afield. One taste of a chemical on her tongue and she knew what she was ingesting, for its precise formula spread itself across the screen of her mind. Of the estimated 30,000 significant proteins and peptides in the brain, a comparative handful had been characterized. Still, it was a long list. Methodically she worked her way through it. She recorded the effects of her self-experimentation with clinical accuracy.
But she became ever more isolated. Her coworkers thought she disdained them, and they developed a cordial, low-temperature hatred for her in return. Still, her sacrifices were not in vain. After weeks of horrific nights, she stumbled upon a result.
A short-chain peptide, some nine amino-acid residues long, known to play a role in the formation of the striped columns of the visual cortex, seemed to release an image from her dreams, allowing it to be held in memory.
With the image a word was associated, perhaps two words, whose meaning she did not recognize: “moonjelly.”
She took more of the peptide, a cheap and simple preparation that in the previous decade had been a favorite of some aggressively inclined psychotherapists, the type who liked roughing up their clients in the name of love and were inclined to become impatient with the slow unfolding of the talking cure. Cutely, they’d called the stuff Bliss. Bliss had started in the designer drug labs on L-5 as an analogue of controlled substances, not itself illegal. But it quickly made its way to Earth, where it soon developed that Bliss had unfortunate “side effects.” A few suicides were enough to get it banned for all but controlled experiments. A single pharmaceutical company manufactured it for the use of researchers, under the brand name Striaphan.
Each successive night that Sparta took Striaphan, the dream word and the dream image became more closely associated, the vision more focused. The “moonjelly” took on a precise form: as if a miniature of the containing dream, the thing she envisioned was itself a fleshy vortex, which pulsed rhythmically in the center of the vortex of clouds. It could have been a terrible sight, but to her it seemed exquisitely beautiful.
She no longer awoke in terror. The conviction grew in her that there was some thing in the eye of the Jovian vortex that sang to her, called to her, welcomed her … home.
She forgot what she knew of Striaphan’s history and contraindications. In the midst of her thrilling discovery, Sparta’s extraordinary capacity for self-analysis, for self-awareness, failed her, having dissolved away without her notice. She never noticed the moment when she became dependent upon the stuff.
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The ramjet from London began its final approach to Varanasi; steady deceleration pushed the passengers forward against their seat harnesses. Sparta looked much like the Indian women who crowded the jitney: delicate, dark-skinned, black-haired, and swathed in colorful cotton. From her seat window she could see a distant rise of snow-covered peaks, defining the curve of Earth. Then the plane was into the smog.
Her ears popped. She shook a white wafer from a thin plastic tube containing a stack of them. She sucked it silently, urgently; the taste of it was like honey and lemon on her tongue.
 
A slender woman wrapped in a gauzy cotton sari threaded with gold rose from her chair and smiled as Sparta entered the room. “Welcome, Inspector Troy. Doctor Singh will be free shortly. Please make yourself comfortable.”
“Thanks. I’m comfortable standing.” Sparta stood at something resembling parade rest. She was wearing dress blues now, with ribbons for marksmanship, good conduct, and extraordinary heroism—the only ribbons she possessed—in a thin colored line above her left breast pocket. The Space Board uniform made for high visibility; voluntarily, she had made herself a walking target.
“Would you like tea? Other refreshments? These are rather good.” The woman touched one of her long polished fingernails to a silver tray that held bowls of colorful sweets, marble-sized balls of ground nuts and coconut milk and pistachios wrapped in silver foil, the foil being part of the treat. The tray rested on the corner of an elaborately carved teak table, as low as a coffee table, which carried nothing else except a discrete imitation-ivory flatscreen and commlink.
“Nothing, thanks.” Sparta saw the red dot in the center of the woman’s brown forehead and thought of her own “soul’s eye,” the dense swelling of brain tissue behind the bone of her forehead. She walked to the window and stood with legs braced and hands clasped behind her. “You have quite a view here.”
The reception room was on the fortieth floor of the Space Board’s Biological Medicine Center, a sprawling glass polygon that rose on the edge of Ramnagar, on the right bank of the broad Ganges; the modernist building had started as a conceptual cube, so savagely sliced and carved by its architect that it might have been chipped from a block of glacial ice that had wandered too far south from the Himalayas. Through the tall windows Sparta could see northwest to the holy city of Varanasi, to its spiked temples rising from the smog and its riverbank steps crowded with bathers descending to share the brown water with drifting flotsam.
The Indian woman resumed her chair, but she seemed to have nothing very much to do. “Is this your first trip to our facility, Inspector?”
“My first trip to India, in fact.”
“Forgive me, I hope I am not prying, but you are rather famous”—the woman’s voice was clear and musical; perhaps her principal job was to entertain visitors waiting on Dr. Singh—“for you have already been to the moon, to Mars, even down onto the surface of Venus.”
Sparta half turned from the window and smiled. “I’ve seen very little of our own exotic planet.”
“What one can see today is mostly haze, I fear.”
“Does the city still use fossil fuel?”
“No, our fusion plant works well. That is wood smoke from the funeral pyres on the ghats.”
“Woodsmoke?” Sparta focused her attention on a stepped terrace beside the river. Her right eye enlarged the scene telescopically, and she could see the flames rising from the stacked logs, see the blackened shape lying atop them.
“Much of the wood is imported from Siberia, these past several decades,” said the woman. “The Himalayan forests have been slow to recover.”
Sparta’s telescopic view darted to another ghat, and another. On one, the partially burned remains of a body were being wrapped in bright cloth; it made a bundle like those floating in the river.
“Perhaps you are thinking, what a strange place for a biological research facility,” the secretary said cheerfully. “The holiest city in India.”
Sparta turned her back to the window. “And you? Do you regard it as strange?”
“Many of our visitors do.” The woman deftly evaded the question. “Particularly when they learn that some of our distinguished researchers, very thoroughly grounded in microbial biology, I assure you, are also good Hindus who believe that drinking from the sacred waters of the Ganges purifies the body and unburdens the soul.” The commlink chimed and the secretary, without answering it, curved her wide red lips in a smile. “Doctor Singh will see you now.”
 
The woman who came out from behind the desk might have been her secretary’s sister. She had a graceful red mouth, huge brown eyes, and straight black shining hair pulled tightly back behind her neck. “I’m Holly Singh, Inspector Troy. I’m pleased to meet you.” The accent was pure Oxbridge, however, without a trace of Indian lilt, and the costume was polo: silk blouse, jodhpurs, and polished riding boots.
“It was good of you to make time for me on short notice.” Sparta shook hands firmly and, in the momentary exchange, studied Singh in ways the woman might not have enjoyed knowing about, had she sensed them—the sort of scrutiny one was likely to receive from inquisitive machines upon seeking entry to a military base, or the upper floors of the Board of Space Control’s Earth Central headquarters in Manhattan. She focused her right eye on the lens and retina of Singh’s left, until its round brown circles filled her field of view. From the retinal pattern, Sparta saw that Singh was the person the files in Earth Central said she was. Sparta analyzed the aroma of Singh’s perfume and soap and perspiration, and found in it hints of flowers and musk and tea and a complex of chemicals typical of a healthy body in repose. Sparta listened to the tone of Singh’s voice, and heard in it what she should have expected to find, a mixture of confidence, curiosity, and control.
“You wish to ask me about ICEP, Inspector? Some questions not covered in the records?”
“Implied by the records, Doctor.”
Singh looked rueful. “I suppose the prose in those reports is rather dry. With a few minutes’ notice, I might have been able to save you a trip halfway round the world.”
“I don’t mind travel.”
“So I have heard.” The hint of a smile.
Sparta had prolonged her inspection an extra few seconds. At first glance—and sniff and listen—Holly Singh appeared to be no more than thirty years old, but her skin was so smooth and her visage so regular that it was evident that she had had most of her physiognomy reconstructed. Yet there was no record of trauma in her file. A disguise, then. And her body odor, too, was a disguise, a compound of oils and acids intended to reproduce just that very smell of a relaxed thirty-year-old female.
Sparta briefly flirted with the notion that Singh was not human at all, but that mythical creature, an android. But who would bother to build a machine that looked like a human, when what was wanted was humans with the capacities of machines?
No, Singh was human enough, someone who wanted to seem other than she was and who knew that nonverbal cues were as important as verbal ones. Her overtrained, impossibly relaxed voice revealed that just as surely as the faint but sharp odor of adrenaline that underlay her customized body-odor, announcing that her nerves were strung tight.
“Please sit down. Did my assistant offer you refreshments?”
“Yes, thanks. Nothing for me.” The white wafer was still a bittersweet memory on her tongue.
Sparta sat in one of the comfortable armchairs facing Singh’s desk and adjusted the line of her trouser creases over her knees. The doctor sat in the armchair opposite. The room was shadowed, its glass wall curtained; dappled warm light shone from lamps of brass filigree.
Singh gestured to a cluster of framed holographs on the table between them. “There they are—Peter, Paul, Soula, Steg, Alice, Rama, Li, Hieronymous—their graduation pictures.”
“How old were they when these were taken?”
“All young adults, fourteen to sixteen years old. Peter, Paul, and Alice were acquired as youngsters in Zaire—in accordance with local law and Council regulations regarding trade in endangered species, of course. The others were born here at our primate facility.” Singh’s gaze lingered on the holos. “Chimps have a limited range of expressions, but I like to think there is considerable pride to be seen in those young faces.”
“You were fond of them,” Sparta said.
“Very. They were not experimental animals to me. Although that’s how the program began.”
“How did it begin?” Sparta coaxed more warmth into her tone; she was surprised at the effort it cost her. “I don’t mean officially. I mean, what inspired you, Dr. Singh?”
Singh found the question flattering, as Sparta had hoped, and returned the compliment by favoring Sparta with the steady gaze of her dark eyes—as she no doubt favored everyone on whom she decided to expend valuable time. “I conceived of the program at a time when nanoware technology had finally begun to show the promise that we had dreamt of since the 20th century. It was the middle ’70s … has it really been almost fifteen years ago now?”
Perhaps a little more than fifteen, Sparta thought—you must have thought up the chimp experiments before someone decided to try them on a human subject as well…
Singh continued. “You may be too young to remember the excitement of the ’70s, Inspector, but they were glorious days for neurology, here and at research centers everywhere. With the new artificial enzymes and programmed, self-replicating cells we learned to repair and enhance damaged areas of the brain and nervous system throughout the body … to arrest Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s disease, ALS, and a host of other diseases. To restore sight and hearing to virtually all patients whose deficits were due to localized neurophysical damage. And for those in high-risk jobs”—Singh’s glance flickered to Sparta’s dress blue uniform, with its thin line of ribbons—“the benefits were even more immediate: a cure for paralysis due to spinal cord injury, for example. The list is long.”
“You made progress on all those fronts simultaneously?”
“The potential benefits were great and, by comparison, the risks were small. Once we were armed with the informed consent of our patients—or their guardians—nothing stood in the way of our research. Other areas were more problematic.”
“Such as?”
“We also saw opportunities—and we have yet to achieve our goals here—of making subtler improvements. Restoring memory loss in some cases, correcting certain speech defects, certain disorders of perception. Dyslexia, for example.”
Sparta leaned forward, encouraging Singh to expand.
“But you can see the ethical problems,” Singh said, confiding in Sparta as if she were a fellow researcher. “A dyslexic can learn to function within the normal range through traditional therapies. Some of the older literature even suggested that dyslexias might be associated with higher functions—what used to be called creativity, the writing of fiction and so on. We were in a position where we really didn’t understand the hierarchical relationships. We were possessed of very powerful neurological tools but inadequate knowledge of the organization of the brain itself.”
“And of course you couldn’t experiment with humans.”
“Some of our own researchers were reluctant even to experiment with higher primates.”
“Not you.”
“I’m sure you’ve heard many stories about India, Inspector. Perhaps you’ve heard of the Jains, who sweep the ground before them so as not to step on a flea? Well, I have been known to crush mosquitos—even on purpose.” For a moment Singh’s wide red lips stretched into a smile, and her white teeth gleamed.
Sparta was reminded more of the Hindu Kali than of the peaceful deities of the Jains.
“But I have a healthy respect for life, and especially for its most evolved forms,” Singh went on. “First we exhausted the possibilities of computer modeling—it was from this research, incidentally, that many features of the modern organic micro-supercomputers arose. Meanwhile we pursued neuroanalytical work on species other than primates—rats, cats, dogs, and so on. But when finally it came to the subtler questions I’ve mentioned, questions of language, questions of reading and writing and remembered speech, no other species could stand in for humanity.”
Singh rose with quick grace and went to her desk. She took another, smaller silver-framed holo from the desk and handed it to Sparta. “Our first subject was an infant chimp—her name was Molly—with a motor disorder. The poor thing couldn’t even cling to her mother. In the wild she would have died within a few hours of birth, and in captivity she would have developed severe emotional problems and probably would not have reached maturity. I had no qualms about injecting her with a mix of organic nanochips designed to restore her primary deficit … and at the same time, quite conservatively, to test some other parameters.”
“Language parameters?”
Sparta handed the holo back to Singh, who replaced it on the desk. “Questions concerning the evolution of language, rather.” Singh sat down again, attending Sparta as closely as she had before. “A chimp’s brain is half the size of a human’s but shows many of the same major anatomical structures. Fossil skull casts of the earliest hominids, now extinct but rather more closely related to chimps than we are, show development in the traditional language centers of the brain. And there are no inherent neurophysiological barriers to language, however stringently you might wish to define that term, in the organization of a chimp’s brain.”
“The anatomical obstacles to speech were corrected surgically, weren’t they?”
“We did no surgery on Molly. That came later, with the others. And certainly there were anatomical problems—but the corrections were minimal, and we made sure they were painless.” Singh had tensed almost imperceptibly, but now relaxed again as she got back to reciting the good news. “That initial and quite unofficial neurochip experiment on Molly showed astonishing results. Her motor control improved rapidly, until she was indistinguishable from the average infant chimp. And as I’m sure I don’t need to tell you, the average infant chimp is an Olympic athlete compared to the average infant human. This one, even with her primitive natural vocal equipment, started making interesting sounds. ‘Mama’ and so forth.”
Sparta smiled. “A good Sanskrit word.”
“A good word in most languages.” Singh bared her teeth again. “We knew we’d done something extraordinary. We had bridged the gap between our species, something the first animal-language researchers in the 20th century had tried so hard to do but without clear results. We had done it decisively and without much effort at all. I will never forget that morning, when I went to Molly’s cage and ‘interacted’ with her—orthodox behaviorist terms are rather dry, I fear—when I simply held out my hand and gave her the food pellet. And she said ‘Mama’ to me.”
Singh’s eyes were shining in the textured lamplight. Sparta did not break the silence.
“Looking back, I believe it was in that moment I conceived ICEP, the Interspecies Communication Enhancement Program.” Singh suddenly frowned. “Incidentally, I hate the term ‘superchimp’ only a little less than I despise the word ‘simp.’” The frown dissolved, although her expression remained brusque. “Our first enhanced subjects, these eight, were ready for training a year later. The details of the program, our evaluation of the results, are of course on record.”
“The record says nothing about your decision to abandon the program,” Sparta said. “Yet no continuing proposal was filed.”
“I’m afraid you can put that down to the media-hounds—or perhaps I should say, to the will of the people, who become hysterical when expertly manipulated. It was plain there would be no more funding for ICEP after all of our subjects were lost in the crash of the Queen Elizabeth IV.”
“All? I found no record of the death of the chimpanzee named Steg.”
“Steg?” Singh looked at Sparta carefully. “I see you have read the files carefully.” She seemed to come to some unspoken decision. “Inspector, I’m scheduled to fly to Darjeeling as soon as our interview is completed here. I run a sanatorium near there, for my private patients. It’s on the grounds of the family estate. Would you care to be my guest this evening?”
“That’s gracious of you, Dr. Singh, but I won’t keep you long. I think we can complete our business here shortly.”
“You misunderstand me. I’m not concerned with the time. I thought you might like to meet Steg. The last of the so-called superchimps.”
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“Everything you remember about that night is true,” the commander said, “except it wasn’t her in the chopper.”
“A stand-in? An actress?” Blake asked.
“Nobody.”
“How about the guy who tied me up?”
“He was real.”
They were walking side by side through the woods, with the distant cliffs on the far side of the Hudson barely visible through the trees. Their breath made clouds in front of them. All around, autumn blazed.
They came to the edge of the woods. The mansion was to their left, across a wide back lawn already turning brown with approaching winter. Ellen’s window and the pantry window Blake had broken in his escape attempt were visible in the near tower; the one still had fresh putty around it, and around the other the new leading of the stained glass was as bright as pewter.
“We were going to catch you in her room—that’s about as far ahead as we were thinking. You almost got away. Came through that window, charged the chopper. Complete surprise. If the guy in the Snark hadn’t been getting the injection ready, you could have made a mess of us.”
“Ellen reached for me, pulled me in. You say that memory’s a fake? You can do that?”
“With the right subject.”
They resumed walking toward the lodge. After a moment Blake said, “Can you erase my … chip? Give me back the truth?”
“Afraid not.” The commander laughed, a single sharp expulsion of breath. “If you want, we could give you our version of what you might remember if we hadn’t messed with you. It would be just as fake.”
“Never mind.”
“Raises interesting questions, doesn’t it?”
“Like, how will I know tomorrow we really had this little chat?” said Blake.
“Others too.”
“Like, why—if this is true—are you bothering to explain? When before, you just wanted to get me out of the way.”
“You’re dangerous, you know.” The commander nodded toward the house. Thick plastic covered the charred porch: more scaffolding stood against the ruins of the carriage house, farther on. “And that was before you knew about Salamander.”
Blake’s laugh was sour. “What difference does it make? You can rewrite the last week of my life … wipe all that mayhem away.”
“Before you knew about us, we justified the deception. A temporary lie, we said … and Ellen could tell you the truth later.”
“She’s in on it?”
“She wouldn’t have agreed, Redfield, you know her better than that. We didn’t ask her. After, when she heard our reasons, she went along.”
Blake shook his head angrily. “I don’t know how you guys decide where to draw the line. Playing God.”
“We’re not God. We couldn’t rewrite the last week of your life if we wanted to. An hour or two, if that. Try more, and bad things happen.”
“How do you know bad things happen?”
“We didn’t invent the technique, Redfield,” he said sharply. “They did.”
“You use it. The results of their experiments.”
“What you asked before”—the commander let the accusation pass, nolo contendere—“Human memory’s not on a chip. It’s distributed in lots of parts of the brain. You’d have to talk to the neuro people about that, it’s too complicated for me.”
“Sure,” Blake said.
“I understand the practical side. That it’s easier to blank out something somebody heard or read than something they saw happen. Harder still to blank out something involving the body.” The commander eyed him. “You seem to get your body into most of the stuff you learn, Redfield.” It sounded almost like a compliment.
“That doesn’t exhaust your options, Commander.”
“I don’t blame you for thinking it, Redfield, but we like to believe we’re the good guys. So we don’t kill other good guys. We don’t hold their friends and relatives hostage. Only two options for us.”
“Which are?”
“Well, we could take your word of honor you won’t betray us.”
Blake was caught by surprise. After a moment he shook his head. “I couldn’t give it. If they caught me, tortured me … or used those drugs on me again. Or if they took Ellen, or my parents…”
“Good. You know yourself.” The commander nodded. “We’d take your word anyway.”
Some resistance broke inside Blake and he looked at the older man with new respect. “What’s your other option?”
“Recruit you.”
“I already turned you down.”
“Not the Space Board—Salamander.”
“I can’t be one of you.”
They had reached what was left of the porch. The commander paused on the first step. “Why not?”
“You really were one of the prophetae once, weren’t you?”
The commander stared at him. He nodded once, slowly.
“All of you were, all these scrubbed kids,” said Blake.
“That’s right.”
“I never was. I never believed in that crap, that alien savior business. I only pretended.”
“We’ll make an exception in your case,” the commander said hoarsely.
“You’ve got it backwards,” Blake said.
The commander, watching him with basilisk eyes, did not move, hardly seemed to breathe. Then he relaxed. “Okay. Before I fly you back to the city,” he said, “there’s somebody I want you to meet.”
 
J. Q. R. Forster, professor of xenopaleontology and xenoarchaeology at King’s College, London, was engrossed in a leather-bound volume from a shelf of 19th-century classics when Blake and the commander entered the library. Forster was a tiny bright-eyed fellow whose expression immediately put Blake in mind of an excited terrier. When the commander made the introductions, Forster stepped forward and gave Blake’s hand a jerk.
“My dear Redfield, let me congratulate you on the first rate job you and Inspector Troy did in recovering the Martian plaque. Splendid to have it safely back where it belongs.”
“Thank you, sir. Ellen spoke of you often.” Blake hesitated. “Uh, excuse me for saying so, but you’re a lot younger than I expected.”
Indeed Forster looked no more than thirty-five, instead of his true fifty-plus years. “If I continue to have frequent scrapes with death requiring visits to the plastic surgeon, I shall soon be a boy like yourself,” he said. “They said they replaced seventy percent of the skin.”
“Sorry,” said Blake, embarrassed. He’d forgotten about the Free Spirit bomb, the explosion and fire that had been intended to kill Forster and destroy his life’s work.
Forster coughed. “Not really necessary of course…”
“Sir?”
“After all, I’ve studied the thing for so many years I could sit down at a terminal and recreate it from memory.”
“The Martian plaque, you mean?”
The commander closed the hall library doors. “Mister Redfield hasn’t been briefed, Professor.”
Forster looked at Blake with suspicion. “Do you consider yourself a scholar of Culture X, Redfield?”
“Not at all,” he said, surprised.
“Isn’t this the person you spoke of?” Forster asked the commander, raising a bushy eyebrow.
“Redfield’s work relates to yours, Professor. I think after we’ve talked you’ll see the connections pretty clearly.”
Blake glanced at the commander. Just before he’d sent him and Ellen to Mars to find the missing plaque, the commander had referred to the assignment as having to do with “archaeological stuff.” As if he’d had no idea why anyone would be interested.
“Shall we get on with it, then?” Forster said fussily.
The commander gestured to the library’s well-stuffed leather-upholstered chairs. After some moving of furniture, they found that they had moved their seats to the corners of an invisible equilateral triangle, facing inward.
“If you don’t mind starting, Professor,” said the commander.
“I’m eager.”
“I’ll ask them to bring tea—and something stiffer for you,” he said, catching Forster’s look. He fingered his wrist unit. It chimed softly in confirmation.
Forster had brought a flat holo projector from the inside pocket of his tweed jacket, placed it on the lamp table beside him, and keyed its pad. Several dozen sculptural shapes appeared in midair above the unit, seemingly quite solid, as if cast in type metal.
“I presume that by now both of you know of my discovery that the Venus tablets constitute a more spectacular linguistic and philological discovery than the fabled Rosetta stone itself,” Forster said brightly. His lack of modesty was so transparent Blake found it almost charming. “Not only were the tablets laid out so as to deliberately reveal the sounds associated with each of the signs you see here—which I have arranged in the frequency of their occurrence, by the way—but the texts, over a dozen different ones, were written phonetically in the Bronze Age languages of Earth. Moreover, they were matched to their translations in the language of Culture X.” Forster cleared his throat grandly. “Thus in a single stroke we were able to obtain not only a sizeable sample of the Culture X language, written and phonetic, but also, as a windfall, sample texts of several lost languages of Earth never before deciphered. Tragically, all copies of these tablets were destroyed on that terrible night.”
“But the original Venus tablets still exist?” Blake asked.
“Yes, buried where we left them on the surface, and I certainly intend to return to excavate them”—Forster hesitated—“someday. When the necessary funds can be raised. But meanwhile I’ve made a more pressing discovery.” His bright eyes and pursed lips expressed a curious mixture of emotions. The little boy in him craved approval, the professor in him demanded it. “I’ve translated the Martian plaque!”
“Congratulations,” said Blake, trying to sound sincere. In his business, purported translations of untranslatable old manuscripts were almost as common as plans for perpetual motion machines at the patent office.
“If you’ll bear with me just a moment,” said the professor, fiddling with the holo unit.
Beneath the floating sculptural signs there appeared other signs, plain Roman letters and world-standard linguistic marks.
“These are the sounds of the signs.” He touched the pad, and the signs, paired with their phonetic equivalents, briefly glowed one after the other as the speaker in the unit emitted disembodied phonemes: “KH … WH … AH … SH…”
When the machine had gone through the list, Forster said, “The Martian plaque contains many of the same signs—none of the signs borrowed from human languages, of course—and lacking only the three least frequent occurrences in the Venusian tablets.” He glanced at Blake. “Because I had memorized it, I was able to reconstruct it during the period when it was missing and all records of its existence had been destroyed. Lying in a bed in the Port Hesperus clinic—amusing myself by thinking, since I could do nothing else—I established that in contrast to the Venusian tablets, which as I said are translations of texts from ancient Earth, the Martian plaque makes only a glancing reference to Earth. An Earth far too young to have evolved creatures that made intentional sounds, much less spoken languages.”
He fingered the unit and a full-size image of the Martian plaque appeared, floating above the other signs and marks like a piece of shattered mirror.
“Does that seem an accurate rendition to you, Mister Redfield? It’s from memory.”
“I have to say that I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.”
Forster took that as a compliment. “As one might guess by looking at it, the plaque is not really a plaque. It is but a fragment of a much longer document, most of which is missing. This is what it says.”
The speaker spewed forth a broken string of hisses and booms and clicks, reading off the incomplete lines of the plaque in the voice Forster had reconstructed for the long-gone aliens who had inscribed the metal plaque.
Blake tried to seem fascinated. He snuck a look at the commander, whose stone face conveyed nothing.
After the hissing stopped, Forster said, “Here it is in English.” This time the voice was sexless and ingratiating, the standard voice of the 21st-century general-purpose computer:
place on ZH-GO-ZH-AH 134 of WH-AH-SS-CH 9…
down upon a salt world of EN-WE-SS 9436…
were designated came humbly and peacefully to do…
leader. Beneath the shore of the dark salt they…
one thousand stadia of this place they…
places of power and their places of production and…
study and their places of rest. Later generations…
over all the salt and land of this world, and…
of WH-AH-SS-CH they did the work assigned to…
the designates labor on this, the first of the…
of EN-WE-SS 9436-7815. Their greatest…
TH-IN-THA. Chariots flowed like a river from the east…
great encampments. The designates honored…
accomplishments. The creatures multiplied…
and diversity. In their many kinds…
netted together. At the same time other designates…
second and third salt worlds. Then, finally…
AH-SS-CH 1095, all those who were…
salt worlds to await the success-signaling…
the cloud-dwelling messengers where they live…
great world. The chariot-riders left this inscription…
their great work. They await the reawakening…
of waiting at the great world…
Then all will be well.
Blake listened to these broken fragments of odd speech with increasing stupefaction, until the final words startled him from his trance. “All will be well?” he blurted.
“The untranslated terms are proper names, of course—possibly names of individuals, certainly the names of stars and planets, including, I’m confident, Earth, Venus, Mars, and the sun,” Forster said. “And of course the Bronze Age terms—chariots and stadia and so forth—were the closest equivalents the Venus texts could provide for the original words of the plaque. Their meaning is easy enough to guess.”
“It really said ‘All will be well’?” Blake repeated.
But Forster was still happily expounding: “Trains or cars, perhaps even vessels of some sort—but not ships, there were perfectly good words for that—and miles or kilometers, some unit of measurement. That sort of thing.”
Blake recovered enough to realize the commander was signaling him with a look. Forster doesn’t know.
“‘Salt world’ isn’t a Bronze Age term, is it?” the commander remarked coolly, inviting Forster to go on.
“No, but they obviously intended ‘ocean world.’ Dissolved salts may have interested them as much as water. For whatever reason. Historical, perhaps.” Forster had obviously anticipated the question. “Consider that we call galaxies galaxies. If one were to translate that word without the necessary context, one might wonder about the etymology of a term such as ‘milkies.’”
“Especially if one weren’t a mammal,” Blake said.
“Hmm, yes.” Forster eyed him from under a gingery brow.
“And the ‘great world’…?” prompted the commander.
“Is Jupiter,” Forster said triumphantly.
Blake tried again. “Your translation renders the last phrase as, ‘Then all will be well.’”
“Yes?” Forster frowned at Blake, an inquisitive frown.
“‘All will be well’ is one of the mottos of the people who stole the Martian plaque,” Blake said. “The same people who tried to kill you.”
Forster looked at the commander, and comprehension dawned. “Ah, this is why you wanted me to meet Mr. Redfield.”
“Uh, why I wanted Redfield to meet you.” It wasn’t a contradiction, exactly, and since tea arrived at that moment, along with a bottle of Laphroaig, Forster’s favorite, the commander was saved the trouble of explaining himself more fully.
 
“Remember the star maps I looked at in the Athanasian Society?” It was twilight. Blake and the commander were walking across the grass toward the white Space Board helicopter that had brought them to Granite Lodge.
“You mean the one you stole from the Louvre?”
“There were others; they already had them. What they had in common was a particular planetary alignment.”
The commander raised a grizzled eyebrow.
“The common alignments correspond to a date,” Blake said.
“Yes?”
“Which seems to correspond to the scheduled rendezvous of Kon-Tiki with Jupiter.”
“What do you make of it?”
“You already know something’s going to happen on Jupiter?” Blake asked, curious.
“So we were taught. We prophetae.”
“What’s between you and Forster?”
“He’s got a research scheme; I offered to pull what strings I could. No more questions, Redfield, I’m about to shake your hand goodbye for the last time … unless you tell me otherwise.”
“Where’s Ellen now?” Blake asked.
“I swear I wish I knew,” said the commander.
“All right,” Blake said quietly. “I’m with you.”



 
13
 
As the foothills grew rapidly closer, Holly Singh recovered control from the autopilot of her quick little Dragonfly helicopter and manually guided its swift, silent ascent of the terraced ridges. A macadam road and a shining pair of tracks wound like coiling pythons beneath the open craft. An antique train was tortuously making the same ascent, puffing white steam into the mountain air.
Singh nodded toward the bright green terraces that fell away below like so many stairsteps. “Tea plantations. Darjeeling grows the world’s best, of its type. So we like to think.”
The helicopter crested the ridge at 2,500 meters. The Himalayas, hidden behind the ridges until now, sprang forward in the crystal air. Sparta’s breath caught at the sight of the glacier-hung peaks, thrusting like broken glass into the dark blue sky. Katchenjunga, second highest mountain on Earth, dominated all the others; still seventy kilometers away, it nevertheless towered above the darting helicopter, in perspective so starkly carved as to seem close enough to touch.
Suddenly they were buzzing a town, which clung to the crest of the ridge and spilled down its sides. The helicopter flitted over green lawns and old trees, past stone church towers.
“The English—including a round dozen of my great-great-grandparents—developed Darjeeling as a retreat from the heat of the plains,” Singh said. “That’s why half the buildings look like they were transplanted from the British Isles. See that one, the one that looks like an Edinburgh church? It was a movie house for a few decades. Half the rest of the town could be in Tibet. A colony of Tibetans settled here after fleeing China in the mid-20th century. What remains, including the marketplace, is pure India. We’ve tried to preserve it pretty much as it was a century ago.”
The helicopter skimmed along the ridge, past the town.
Singh noticed the direction of Sparta’s gaze and smiled. “Mountain people spend a lot of time praying, one way and another.” The barren heights were prickled with poles carrying prayer flags, pale banners hanging limp in the still air.
The helicopter flew on until a broad green lawn opened before it, bordered with massive oaks and chestnut trees. For the merest fragment of a second Sparta searched her eidetic memory: there was something familiar about this wide lawn, these brooding trees, the snowy Himalayas above the cloud-filled valleys beyond.
“Howard Falcon landed a balloon here,” she said.
“Indeed, Howard landed here many times,” said Holly Singh. “Howard’s roots in India are almost as deep as mine. Although none of his very proper British ancestors ever went native.” Her mood seemed genuinely cheerful, as if the sharp mountain air had refreshed her. “You must have seen this view in one of the documentaries they made about him. When he was trying to raise money to build the Queen Elizabeth, Howard’s favorite trick for winning friends and influencing people was to take them up in his fusion-powered hot air balloon—they’d leave from Srinagar and stay aloft for several days, drifting the length of the Himalayas and landing here—right where we’re setting down.”
The helicopter settled gently to the grass. Back among the trees Sparta glimpsed a white house with wide verandas and broad eaves, flanked by enormous flowering rhododendrons—bushes as big as trees, holdovers from the last age of dinosaurs.
“And whenever Howard touched down we’d invite our neighbors over and wine and dine and flatter his guests.” Singh unstrapped her harness and stepped lightly from the helicopter. Sparta tugged her duffel from behind the seat and followed, her shoes sinking into the springy sod.
“No party for us tonight, I’m afraid,” said Singh. “Just a quiet dinner at home.”
On the broad lawn, two peacocks carefully picked their steps, displaying enormous fans of blue and green plumes to the peahens that wandered on the lawn. High in a towering cedar, Sparta saw a plumed white egret. To their left, the snow-clad mountains were turning ruddy in the evening light.
The two women walked toward the big house, the doctor in her riding outfit, the policewoman in her trim blue uniform. A tall man in puttees and jacket hurried across the lawn toward them, stopping a few meters away and inclining his turbaned head.
“Good evening, madame.”
“Good evening, Ran. Will you see to the helicopter, please? And take the inspector’s valise to her room.”
“At once.”
Sparta handed the tall Sikh her duffel. His nod was as sharp as a military salute.
“I’ll take you to your quarters later, Inspector,” said Singh. “There’s something I want to show you before it gets dark.”
Sparta followed Singh into the cool shadowed aisles beneath the chestnut trees. Through the neat rows of old trees and decorative bushes she saw other white buildings. A few people moved slowly in the courtyard they enclosed, heads down, showing little interest in their surroundings.
“My mother’s paternal grandfather—his father having made his fortune in tea—established this place as a tuberculosis sanatorium,” said Singh. “Now that tuberculosis is a thing of the past, we treat neurological disorders here … those we can. Despite all the progress I spoke about before, some mysteries are beyond us. Though we do try to provide a good home for the people we can’t help.”
Singh turned off the gravel path and led the way past tall hedges of fragrant camellia. It did not take Sparta’s specialized senses to anticipate what they were coming to next; the smell of animals grew stronger with each step.
“My grandfather established this menagerie, which my father agreed to maintain when he married my mother.” She smiled. “Dowry arrangements could be rather complex in the old days. I have renovated it and added to the professional staff. Now it is used for research purposes.”
Low masonry barns stood among the trees. Sparta identified the sharp smell of cats coming from one, the ripe odor of ungulates from another, and a dry, autumnal whiff of reptile from a third. In a four-story-high wrought iron cage she saw wings flap as an eagle momentarily silhouetted itself against the darkening sky.
“Many rare species from the subcontinent are represented here. You are welcome to spend as much time here as you like, tomorrow”—Singh was leading her past the aviary toward another open structure—“but this evening…”
Monkeys and lemurs leaped and screamed in their segregated cages. Singh led Sparta to the end of the row, to the largest cage.
The design was simple and familiar: a floor of sloping concrete several feet below ground level, edged with a system of drains for easy flushing, and a hatch in the corner leading to the long stone barn that backed all the primate cages.
Less familiar were the aluminum struts and spars that crisscrossed the cage, from a couple of meters above the floor all the way to its high roof.
“Is that from the Queen Elizabeth?” Sparta asked.
“It’s a piece of the mock-up we used for training the chimps. The training was done at the center in Ramnagar, but I salvaged this bit and had it installed here.”
Sparta would have asked why, but she had already surmised the answer.
Singh looked in the direction of the rear hatch and called sharply, “Steg! Holly is here.”
For a moment nothing happened. The air was filled with the hoots and cries of the other primates. Then a timid face, brown eyes wide and thin lips parted in apprehension, peered out of the shadows.
“Steg! Holly is here. Holly wants to say hello.”
The animal hesitated several seconds before slowly emerging from hiding. It swung up onto the nearest of the aluminum spars and sat there, studying Sparta intently.
Sparta knew the face well—that of the terrified chimp Howard Falcon had met face to face during the Queen’s last moments. Apparently Falcon’s order—“Boss—boss—go!”—had saved this one’s life after all, although not those of the others.
“Every time I look a chimpanzee in the face, I’m reminded that this is my closest evolutionary relative,” said Singh. “I think it is safe to say that none of us understand in a fundamental, cellular, molecular way, why chimps don’t look and behave just as we do. After more than a century of sophisticated research we still don’t fully understand why we and they have different shapes—although we recognize the utility of the differences—and we still don’t understand why we and they can become infected by the same viruses but not get sick in the same ways. We don’t understand how humans can read and write and talk in complex sentences, and they, in their natural state, can’t. In genetic terms we are so nearly identical that probably only we humans ourselves could tell the difference.” Singh turned slightly toward Sparta, again favoring her with that thin smile. “I doubt that an alien, some visitor from another star, would be able to make the distinction at all—not on biochemical grounds, or at least not without very sophisticated instruments. Which suggests that vast evolutionary differences may be achieved by the subtlest physical adjustments.”
“If they are the right adjustments,” Sparta said, so quietly she might have whispered it.
Singh’s eyes widened a fraction of a millimeter before she turned her attention back to the reluctant chimpanzee. “Steg! Come say hello to Holly.”
Steg crept slowly toward them. He was a fully grown male chimpanzee in the peak years of maturity, with muscles that bulged and rippled beneath his glossy black coat. He outweighed Sparta herself by ten kilos or more. Yet his eyes were dull, his gaze unfocused.
Halfway across, Steg staggered and caught himself on the narrow beam. He froze in place, then seemed almost visibly to steel his nerve, willing himself to continue; his eyes never left Holly Singh’s face as he resumed his slow progress toward her.
Finally he caught the wire mesh of the cage in both his leathery hands.
“Say hello to Holly.” Singh’s voice was clear but intimate.
Steg’s lips parted in a pained grimace, and a rasping sound came out of his throat. “Bbbbbb … bah, bah…”
“That’s good, Steg. That’s very good.” Singh reached through the mesh and gave his head a quick scratch. His dark scalp hair was divided by a wide, mottled scar of bare white flesh. She slipped her hand into her jacket pocket and withdrew a chunk of something brown and crumbly.
Steg released his grip on the wire mesh with apparent effort, pulling the fingers of his left hand away one by one, then reached for the food preparation. He shoved it greedily into his mouth and began to chew. Once his mouth was full and his heavy jaw muscles were grinding away, he risked a wide, sidelong gaze at Sparta, his dark pupils rimmed with yellow, his curiosity pathetically mingled with fear.
“He can’t speak,” said Sparta.
“Not anymore. Nor understand, except a few simple commands, the earliest he learned. And as you saw, his motor functions are impaired. Neuro-chips can’t help destruction of brain tissue that massive.” Singh sighed. “Mentally, Steg is roughly equivalent to a one-year-old infant. But not as playful. Not as confident.”
Sparta looked up at the rigging that suggested the interior of the vanished Queen Elizabeth IV. “Doesn’t this setting have painful associations for him?”
“On the contrary. He and the others spent the happiest days of their lives in such a setting.” Singh lightly stroked the knuckles of Steg’s right hand, which still clung to the cage. “Goodbye, Steg. Holly will come again.”
Steg said nothing. He watched them as they walked away.
 
The light had gone from the sky. Their footsteps crunched the gravel along a barely visible path outlined by low, dimly glowing light fixtures.
“Howard Falcon knew about my work with enhanced chimpanzees from the start,” Singh said. “It came up naturally in the course of all those social affairs he precipitated with his ballooning. Indeed, it was his rather casual suggestion that put ICEP on the track to success, although I doubt if he would remember that today. He was always too busy with other matters to take a really personal interest.”
“Why was he interested in ICEP at all?” Sparta asked.
“He knew the basics. Normal chimps are superior to humans in almost every physical way. With one or two important exceptions, of course. An adult chimp is quicker and stronger than the quickest and strongest human gymnast, although we are better made for running and throwing—and we have a quantum advantage, not only over chimps but over just about every other living thing, in the construction of our hands. Nevertheless, there was no reason to believe that suitably engineered chimpanzees couldn’t join human beings as fully conscious partners, in enterprises of mutual benefit to both.”
“Such as the operation of airships?”
“The Queen Elizabeth IV was already under construction when Howard casually mentioned the idea to me. I think I surprised him when I took it seriously. Thanks to him, his sponsors readily saw the advantage in supplementing the human crew with intelligent chimpanzees who could handle much of the rigging work inside that vast, open craft. Howard once compared it to a flying cathedral.”
“Handle the rigging? Handle the dangerous work, in other words,” Sparta said.
“Dangerous to us, not to them.” Singh’s dark eyes shone in the shadowed night. “Ethical considerations were always important, Inspector, whatever doubts you may entertain on that score. We were not creating a race of slaves. Runs of experiments in the mock-up indicated that chimpanzees were not only comfortable in the Queen’s environment but were actually quite happy up there among the spars and rigging. There was not a single near-injury to any chimp during the preliminary tests—some of which were quite strenuous. And those were ordinary lab animals.”
The women came out of the trees, into the open grassy field.
Sparta halted and looked up, considering the night.
Overhead the stars were like fluorescent plankton, four or five thousand of them visible to the ordinary eye in this clear atmosphere, a hundred times that number visible to Sparta’s more sensitive eye. To the northwest the glacier-draped mountains—the raw young edges of continental collision—were avatars of the grinding upheavals that had continually reshaped the surface of the spinning Earth.
After a moment she turned to Holly Singh. “Does Falcon ever come to visit Steg?”
“Falcon is not one of us any longer,” Singh replied.
“Why do you say that?”
“Since the crash of the Queen he’s chosen not to live in India. And he no longer seeks company outside the immediate circle of his colleagues on the Kon-Tiki project. It’s because of what they had to do to save him, I suppose.”
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Sparta awoke in a high-ceilinged room, gleaming white from centuries of accumulated enamel. Its tall windows were hung with lace and fitted with panes of imperfect glass whose pinhole bubbles refocused the sun into golden liquid galaxies. She didn’t know where she was…
She was eighteen years old, a prisoner in a sanatorium, half drunk on the random return of her memory, on the assault of her exaggerated senses. Her heart was pounding and her throat ached with the need to scream, for she could hear the beating wings of the approaching Snark, bringing the assassin.
Sparta rolled out of the bed and slid across the polished wooden floor on her belly, tucking herself naked against the wall below the window sill. She listened…
Far down in the deep valleys the night birds called and a million tiny frogs sang to the moon. The light of the full moon was flooding the room through the lace curtains.
It wasn’t morning and she wasn’t in the sanatorium in Colorado, she was in Holly Singh’s house in India, and the air was cold enough that she could see her breath in the moonlight. The sound she heard wasn’t a Snark, it was Singh’s little two-seat Dragonfly, its tiny fusion-electric engine so silent that all she could hear was the whiffle of the blades—and it wasn’t approaching, it was taking off.
Sparta raised her head to the corner of the window and peered out over the sloping lawn. Her right eye fixed on the Dragonfly, already half a kilometer away, as it climbed against a backdrop of moon-shadowed peaks, and she zeroed in until the image of the cockpit filled her field of vision. The angle was bad; she was looking from behind, and could see only the pilot’s left shoulder and arm, but the infrared image processed by Sparta’s visual cortex was bright as day. The pilot was a woman—Singh, or someone who closely resembled her.
Something in Sparta was not reassured. Was it really Singh in the helicopter? And where was she going in the middle of the night?
Sparta expelled her breath in a short sigh, an angry spasm almost like a snarl, and abruptly she sprang to her feet. For a moment she was exposed to anyone who might be watching her window, but she was defiant. She crossed to the closet where she’d hung her few clothes and slipped on a closefitting black polycanvas jump suit, then pulled soft black hightops onto her small feet. She returned to the window, this time silently, invisibly.
She disarmed the telltale she’d set on the glass. In the night air the wooden sash had contracted; it came up easily, scraping softly against the frame.
She slipped outside and closed the window behind her. She scampered across the gently sloping roof. At the corner of the veranda she tested the strength of the gutter, then hooked her hands into it, rolled forward and hung from the roof, her feet a meter from the ground. She dropped silently into a bed of decorative Irish moss.
The moonlight through the trees created a blue and black mosaic, but to Sparta’s infrared-sensitive eye the ground itself glowed in shades of dull red, the grass and bushes and bare earth giving back the sun’s heat in varying degree. She walked quickly along the paths that led to the sanatorium.
She paused once, at the sight of a ghostly white shape moving in the dark cedar branches, but it was only an egret that had sought safety for the night aboveground.
She came to the sanatorium. Four low brick buildings with wide metal roofs formed a compound; in the center of the courtyard stood a gnarled old chestnut. Two of the buildings, facing each other, were dormitories, their individual rooms opening onto verandas. A third building housed the laundry, kitchen, and dining hall.
She listened to the deep, drugged breathing of men and women in the dormitories, but passed them by. The fourth structure, the clinic, was her objective.
Except for dim yellow lights illuminating the verandas, none of the buildings showed lights. Sparta circled the clinic slowly, keeping to the shadows. Her close-focused eye traveled along the roofline, around each window and door frame, seeking monitoring cameras and telltales.
It seemed that the building’s security was simple, almost primitive. No cameras watched the compound. The windows and doors were wired with conducting strips. She picked a window half hidden by a rhododendron bush and pushed back its shutters. From the thigh pocket of her jumpsuit she removed a slender steel tool; with precisely measured strength she incised a circle in the glass near the latch, tapped it, and let the glass disk fall outward into her hand. She reached through the hole and was about to affix a slack loop of wire to the alarm’s conducting strip when she sensed, through her PIN spines, that no current was running in the alarm.
She thought about that for a millisecond, then set the loop anyway, tacking down both ends with aluminized putty. Current could start flowing without warning. Then she twisted the latch. Unlike the bedroom window, it took muscle to lift this sash; crumbs of dirt and old paint fell onto her face and into her hair.
She lifted herself easily onto the sill, tucked her legs, and curled sideways through the narrow opening. Her feet touched the floorboards and she stood up. She was in a small room equipped with a hospital bed and a variety of out-of-date diagnostic equipment. Not what one would expect of an expensive private sanatorium. Leaving the window ajar, she started to explore.
The clinic’s offices and examination rooms were arranged on two sides of a long central hall. Moonlight fell through the slatted shutters and doors, most of which stood open, onto a threadbare strip of carpet.
Sparta’s heat-seeking eye darted here and there in each of the rooms as she walked along, but she wasted little time, for she expected to find the clinic’s records in the administrator’s office. With micro-super technology, a century’s worth could be stored on a rupee-sized wafer.
At the center of the building, near the front door, she came to a door that was closed. An engraved brass plaque screwed to the flimsy louvered door’s crossbrace said “Dr. Singh.”
She sniffed the simple magnetic lock. From the pattern of Singh’s touch she deduced its sequence. A second later she stepped into Singh’s office.
She experienced a peculiar shiver of pride. This had been so easy she’d hardly had a chance to stretch herself. She liked the way she could fool photogram monitors by a dancer’s simple tricks of movement; she liked the way she could see in the dark and fool movement sensors by the timing of her steps. She liked the way she could smell who’d been in a room last, and when. She liked the way she could virtually walk through walls.
And she liked the way she could read a computer system by letting the PIN spines under her fingernails slide into its I/O ports, bleeding it of information—as she did now, to the tiny water-cooled computer box she found on Singh’s office wall.
For a moment she was in trance, her senses overwhelmed by the aromatic tang of large primes flowing through her calculating organ, her soul’s eye. For her, mathematical manipulation verged on the erotic. The code key she was pursuing had the taste and smell of tangerines … the feel of a light-fingered backscratch … the sound of a bamboo flute. Deftly she swam past the databank’s safeguards, and seconds later found what she was looking for.
She laughed aloud, not at what she’d found—hardly funny—but with pleasure at her mastery. They’d given her powers she’d never asked for or consented to, powers greater than they knew.
At first it had been frightening to realize that she could listen and hear what other people couldn’t, that she could taste and smell flavors and aromas that other people couldn’t, and not just perceive them but analyze them in precise chemical detail. It had been frightening—though convenient—to discover that she could open electronic locks and communicate directly with even the most complex computer systems. Equally convenient were her boundless memory and her ability to calculate, at some deep level, far faster than her consciousness could follow.
Not long ago she had even had the ability to sense the aether, to cast her very will via microwave beam—action at a distance. More than mere convenience, that sensation was one of pure power.
But that had been ripped out of her on Mars. The life-mimicking organic polymers that had once capacitated her belly with burning electric power had been ruptured by a would-be assassin’s pulse bomb. Unknowing surgeons had finished the job.
She had not been raised to depend on these prostheses. Her parents had taught her to trust in herself, taught her to believe that simply being human was not only enough, but—if she could be fully human—more than would ever be needed. To be human was to be potentially triumphant.
What she now read in Singh’s coded files confirmed the conviction that had been building in her since she’d left Mars. A great many human subjects had passed through Holly Singh’s ungentle hands. An astonishing proportion of them had died. They were the anonymous, the homeless poor, the orphaned … those who would never be missed.
Among them, one stood out.
Female subject, 18 years, height 154 centimeters, weight 43 kilograms, hair brown, eyes brown, race: white (English ancestry)/
diagnosis of paranoid schizophrenia by transferring agency confirmed/
patient complains of constant and severe visual and aural hallucinations/
prescribed treatment, GAF neuro-amplification injection/
complications of autonomic nervous system/
apnea/
elevated body temperature/
convulsions/
patient declared dead at 11:31 P.M./
disposition of body according to conclave directive/
shipment to North America contact without incident/
records edited, successfully transmitted on…
On that day, that month, that year. And the dead girl, a nameless runaway washed up in an asylum in Kashmir, appropriated by Singh for her own purposes, could from her appearance have been Sparta’s twin. Her appearance was all they had needed from her—the appearance of her dead body. Singh’s treatment of the girl who was unlucky enough to look like Linda N. was swift and deliberate murder.
Eight years ago Sparta had been a patient in a sanatorium, a building of the same vintage as these and like them, high in the mountains—the Rocky Mountains of North America. She’d been trapped there, mired in her own past, immobilized by her inability to retain new information for more than a few minutes. Her short-term memory had been so effectively eradicated that she could not even remember her doctor’s face.
But the doctor she’d had such difficulty remembering had known how to restore her working memory; he’d done so at the cost of his own life, giving her precious seconds she’d used to escape—in the Snark that had brought her intended assassin.
Hardly a coincidence that, at the time, Doctor Holly Singh should be running a mountain sanatorium, halfway around the globe. Hardly a coincidence that Singh should have developed the neurochip techniques that the doctor had used to save Sparta—the same techniques, in part, that had made Sparta a freak.
One further next-to-impossible coincidence. When the Queen Elizabeth IV, with its crew complement of neurologically enhanced chimpanzees, had crashed over the Grand Canyon, and Captain Howard Falcon, Holly Singh’s old friend, had been put back together again, what they could save of his nervous system had depended on the same neurochip technology. Of course, they’d done more to Falcon, much more.
Sparta and Falcon and Steg, the crippled chimpanzee, were all cousins under the skull.
Sparta loaded the whole capacious secret file into her own memory and retracted her spines from the computer ports. She stood in the moonlit office, listening to the keening cries of exotic birds, the cough of a tiger, the chatter of sleepless monkeys in the menagerie.
There were powers at loose in the world that intended to render humans as evolutionarily passé as monkeys and chimpanzees—intended to render the distinction meaningless. Holly Singh was working for them, not for the Council of Worlds, not for the Board of Space Control, and certainly not for the welfare of her patients.
Sparta left Singh’s office and went down the hall. She removed the wire loop from the alarm circuit and closed the window, leaving the neat hole in the glass, then returned and left by the front door. Whether she confronted them now or in the morning hardly mattered. As an officer of the Board of Space Control, she would arrest Dr. Holly Singh. Singh and her servants were helpless to resist.
Humans and machines had been in growing symbiosis for centuries. Sparta was but a slightly precocious form of what was to come, the inevitable melding of human individual and human-generated mechanism. What was she then but what was once called a cyborg?
No, the dead eighteen-year-old in her cried, I am human. A human being corrupted by this artificial dependence, these prostheses that made up for no natural or necessary deficiency but were forcibly grafted onto and into her by others with inhuman programs of their own.
Yet she had become dependent upon her prostheses, even while telling herself she used them only for the good, for the sake of humanity, for the sake of discovering what had become of her parents, supposedly murdered, and for the sake of finding those who might have murdered them, and for the sake of eliminating those evil beings who, in giving her these powers, had given her the power to fight back.
And she loved the power.
At this moment she was afraid of nothing.
She walked boldly down the moonlit path, a confident woman who believed that her extraordinary senses protected her from anything the night might hold, and never heard the creature who came out of the shadows behind her.



 
15
 
He dropped out of the trees onto her back and for a horrible instant, as her nostrils flooded with the odor of the beast, she thought he would rip her head from her shoulders with his leathery black hands and black-haired muscular arms. Yellow fangs grazed her scalp.
Her strength was a tenth of his and, under ordinary circumstances, her quickness—even enhanced as it was—was a bare match for a chimpanzee’s. Desperately she jerked and bent, evading his fangs, breaking his grip on her throat, and rolled, slipping out of the grasp of his clinging, uncoordinated legs. Poor Steg’s damaged central nervous system had not prevented him from displaying patience and stealth, but his motor control was severely impaired.
Having failed to kill her immediately, he was at her mercy. He fled, and she sprinted after him. As the terrified chimpanzee ran and stumbled along the path, stretching his arms and vaulting on his knuckles, he hooted and shrieked in anguish, and his hoots and shrieks were immediately taken up by all the sleepless animals caged in Holly Singh’s private menagerie.
Something had metamorphosed in Sparta. Her mercy had been strained in these last weeks and days, and she had no more compassion for this miserable half-ape than Artemis for a stag. The grace and speed that would have made a dancer of her had she chosen to be a dancer now bore her in an arc of vengeance.
Ten meters down the path she sprang onto his back and brought him screaming to the ground. The loop of wire she had used to bypass the clinic’s alarm system went around his throat and cut off his panic-stricken calls.
She used violent leverage. He died in seconds.
Death. The sucking vortex that beckoned her, which she had resisted with less energy, less conviction, as the months wore on. A trail of death, until this moment none of it of her volition but leading her on, as if she were gravitationally attracted to a moving nexus of destruction. On Earth. Venus. The moon. Mars.
And her parents—dead or not, they were gone. Laird, or Lequeu, or whatever the shadowy figure who dogged her path now called himself, had tried with all his power to murder them. That was enough, and although he was out of her reach, others were not. She anticipated Holly Singh’s return, for now she understood very well why Singh had snuck away.
Steg—who understood commands a bit more complex than Singh had pretended—had been ordered to murder Sparta in her bed. He was on his way to do it when she encountered him on the path. To have been killed by him would have seemed a tragic and most regrettable accident. Surely Dr. Singh would have wept copious tears, and the deranged Steg would, sadly, have been put to death. But Singh deserved to die more than Steg.
When Sparta raised herself from the corpse and stood erect there was a moonlight gleam in her eye more savage than any light she had seen in the chimpanzee’s. She, who thought she hated killing. She, who lived to prevent murder and to bring murderers to merciful justice. She stood with the blood of a crippled animal dripping from the wire in her hands and with the keening cries of other terrified animals filling the night. In their calls was something less than mourning but more than fear—the advertisement of death.
Sparta found, as she searched her soul and reminded herself of what she had supposed she believed in, that not only could she dredge up no objection to killing Holly Singh, she could even look forward to that event with a certain savor.
With this newfound taste for blood, however, there came a heightened sense of the refined pleasures of the hunt. She decided that, after all, she would defer immediate revenge on Dr. Singh in favor of bigger game.
 
A long run along the ridge in the thin, cold air brought her to Darjeeling town. The rising sun came up from the mountains toward China, not like thunder but like cold fire; her breath steamed in front of her, and she thought as she watched it that the searing ball of yellow flame was challenging her directly, in the most intimate terms, to cease from patient questioning and to act—that the rising sun had transfigured her. To her right, the roof of this world. To her left, the inhabited universe and its deity, speaking to her in spears of light.
A few purchases in the market and a visit to the latrine behind a sweet shop and she was ready to board the morning’s first train. Riding the chugging antique down through the tea terraces toward the plains, she was just another bedraggled tourist girl in search of enlightenment and bangh.
By the time the little train reached its terminus, Sparta’s thinking had evolved. It seemed to her that her role as Ellen Troy, inspector for the Board of Space Control, had finally and completely outlived its usefulness. For what she was about to do, what was a badge but an encumbrance? She walked across the train platform to the nearest infobooth. All by itself—as she had so often proved in her short history—it was a ticket to wealth and mobility and invisibility. A smile tugged at her perpetually open lips. She rarely smiled, and this one was not pleasant.
A day after leaving Darjeeling, she walked into the Varanasi shuttleport. Her eyes were liquid brown, her hair was as long and straight and black and sleek as Holly Singh’s own, and her sari would have graced a maharani. When she spoke to the cabin attendant on the hypersonic jitney to London, her accent was perfect BBC, enlivened by musical hints of India.
But when she left Heathrow for London by magneplane three hours later, her hair was once more red-gold and curly and her eyes were sparkling green.
 
The next morning she woke up stiff and cold, to the sound of black rain beating against her apartment’s single small window. Winter had come to London.
The videoplate brightened to the image of a young man wrapping his rosebud lips around his words as if he were sucking a lozenge. “Ronald Weir of the BBC reporting. Here is the morning’s news. The Board of Space Control has just announced the seizure of the freighter Doradus. The vessel was discovered abandoned in a sparsely populated region of the main asteroid belt. The Doradus and its crew have been sought for several months in connection with the attempted robbery of the artifact known as the Martian plaque. A Space Board spokesperson notes that the Doradus was discovered to have been heavily armed with sophisticated weapons of a type restricted to use by authorized agencies of the Council of Worlds. The registered owners of the vessel have been approached with new inquiries.” The announcer shuffled his papers. “In Uzbekistan, South Central Asia Administrative Region, religious leaders have announced a cease-fire in the nine-year-old hostilities…”
Sparta put on one of Bridget Reilly’s plainest dresses and sweaters. After a quick breakfast of soy paste on bran, she wrapped her threadbare Burberry around her and made her way through the gray rain to her office in the city.
Without a good morning to anyone, she hung up her coat and umbrella and sat down at her terminal.
To date, no bureaucracy had been safe from her electronic inquiries. Like ivy on a stone wall, her mind had reached into the crevices of every bureaucratic facade, patiently prying loose a flake of information here and a flake there, until massive structures of obstinacy and deceit had crumbled.
The Board of Space Control operated the most sophisticated computer nets in the inhabited worlds; an entire bureau within the Board was devoted to perfecting computer security, and another whole bureau was dedicated to ruining the work of the first. There was a way, only one, to maintain perfect security in a computer: complete isolation, not allowing the machine to talk to any other—and for the Space Board’s purposes, that sort of security was useless.
Sparta—although she was not supposed to be—was thoroughly familiar with the intricacies of the Space Board’s primal and fractal encryption systems. When all else failed and she chose to take the time, the computer behind the bone of her forehead could break encrypted codewords by sheer number-crunching power. Thus, in the long run, she could peek into any file she wanted to see. Much more easily, she altered files and created new files as she needed them.
Information was an ocean, one she swam in freely.
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“The Prime Directive states that in any contact between humans and unknown forms of life, the human explorers shall take whatever steps are necessary to avoid disturbing the unknown forms. There follow quite a few footnotes and clarifications, of course, but that’s the gist of it.”
“An excellent principle; one we lobbied for with great energy.” Dexter Plowman looked alarmingly like his sister, with gaunt face, bristling brows, and a tight cap of crimped, gray-black hair. “And successfully, of course.”
Blake and the two Plowmans were trudging briskly northeastward along a seemingly endless, garbage-fouled beach. To their right, tired surf the color of tea slumped against the sand. To their left rose the twisted and blackened ruins of Atlantic City.
Arista had tracked her brother to this bleak shore, where he was making a personal inspection—and incidentally providing the mediahounds with photogram opportunities—in preparation for his next big suit against the government. The mediahounds having been reluctant to leave the parking lot and fill their shoes with sand, Blake had Dexter and Arista alone long enough to make his pitch.
“What I’m getting at, sir, is that the Prime Directive was promulgated at a time when there was no clue whatever of surviving life of any kind elsewhere in the solar system…”
“Plenty of evidence for life!” One could almost hear the unspoken objection! in Dexter’s tone. “All those fossils!”
“Yes, sir, at the time a half dozen scraps of fossil had been discovered on the surface of Venus—all confidently dated to a billion years ago, when Venus had oceans, a moderate climate, and an Earth-like atmosphere.”
“The whole point, Redfield! Close the gate before the pigs get out, isn’t that what they say?”
“The horse, Dexter,” his sister muttered.
He ignored her. “And sure enough, it wasn’t long before the Martian plaque proved they had gotten here. And just a few months ago, there were those spectacular discoveries on Venus…”
“Yes, sir, I was on Port Hesperus at the time,” Blake said.
“Oh, really?”
“My question is different. I’m wondering just what motivated…”
“Motivation!” Dexter vigorously kicked at a cluster of used syringes. “A space station worker came to us with evidence that he had been infected with extraterrestrial microorganisms.”
“What a fiasco!” Arista sneered. “You couldn’t produce a shred of evidence at the trial.”
“While we may have lost the horseshoe, dear”—he wasn’t looking at her when he said “dear”—“we saved the nail.”
“You lost the case,” she muttered.
“We won the principle. No contact between humans and aliens. Quarantine established as the baseline. A resounding victory for exo-ecology. None of this going in and mucking about with things we don’t understand.” He paused long enough to scrape a gob of tar from his foot.
“Yes sir. While the worker’s lawsuit didn’t succeed, the Space Board did not resist your subsequent initiative campaign to write the Prime Directive into administrative law,” Blake said.
Dexter gave him an appreciative glance—what a bright lad! “In fact, their Long Range Planning office had already come over to our side. Given friendly testimony.”
Blake hesitated, approaching the delicate moment. “The worker whose grievance you undertook…”
“A class action, as a matter of fact. On behalf of all employees of the Board of Space Control who had been exposed to disease-causing extraterrestrial organisms.”
“Nonexistent extraterrestrial organisms,” Arista muttered.
“No attempt was made to punish or discipline the worker because of his legal action,” Blake said.
“We made damn sure of that!”
“In fact, he was given a raise and promoted within a year after losing his suit against his own employers.”
Dexter’s bushy eyebrows jumped—oh, really?—but he said nothing.
“I was curious as to where the actual text of the Prime Directive originated,” Blake continued. “I managed to uncover a draft of a memo from Brandt Webster, who as you may know is now Deputy Chief of Staff for Plans…”
Dexter erupted. “How?”
“Sir?”
“How did you discover this draft memo?”
“I used a, uh, home computer. Webster’s memo spells out the wording of the Prime Directive virtually as it was adopted more than a year later. I’m wondering…”
As Dexter’s thick brows drew closer together he stumbled over a seagull carcass.
“…if possibly Webster worked with your people at Vox Populi in drafting the proposal to the Council of Worlds.”
Dexter’s glance flickered to his sister. “Certainly it’s possible. I’m not sure, at this late date.”
“Sir, Webster’s superior initially rejected his proposal on several grounds, mainly that in unprecedented situations astronauts should be allowed the greatest possible scope of judgment and action. Further, that there was no evidence of extraterrestrial life in the solar system at the time and plenty of evidence against its existence under any but Earthlike conditions. All that happened five months before the Space Board worker came to you with his complaint.” Blake patted the polycanvas briefcase he had lugged up the beach. “I have the holocopies here.”
“Mm. Later, Mr. Redfield.”
“I also have copies of the documents the worker, Mr. Gupta, showed you when he came to you with his complaint. And holos of the recovered Jupiter probe that supposedly brought an infectious organism back to Ganymede Base. And microcphotograms of the supposed alien organism. And the doctor’s report of the worker’s CNS infection…”
“I remember all those perfectly well,” Dexter said irritably, but the fire had gone out of his objection.
Arista smiled nastily. “Then Mr. Redfield won’t have to show you the documents that proved the so-called alien organism was ordinary S. cerevisiae—yeast—mutated, by exposure to gamma radiation and antibiotics.”
“That didn’t come out until much later,” said Dexter.
“And his nervous-system infection turned out to be a mild case of herpes,” said Arista.
“So the defense contended,” said Dexter.
“So the jury believed,” said Arista.
“By then we had dominated the media for months,” Dexter said. “The larger issue was well understood by the public—dangerous alien lifeforms could exist. As I said at the time, bugs in the bushes—”
“Birds,” Arista muttered.
“—are worth a timely stitch. And I still firmly believe that.”
“Sir, this Gupta may be a member of the group I mentioned earlier, the Free Spirit…”
Dexter’s eyebrows shot up. “Ah, I see it now! A conspiracy!” He made a sharp left turn, leading the little group around the outfall from a sewage pipe. “You are implying that I was duped into helping create a political climate in which the Prime Directive would pass over the objections of Space Board higher-ups. Yes, yes, Redfield, now I see why my sister swallowed your sugar-coated argument. But you’ve skipped something.”
“What would that be?” asked Arista.
“Motivation!” Objection! “What possible motivation could this Free Spirit cult of yours have for protecting human explorers from extraterrestrial germs!”
“None, sir.”
“F. O. B.!” Dexter crowed.
“Q. E. D.,” muttered Arista.
“That’s not what the Prime Directive primarily does, sir,” Blake said mildly. “The Prime Directive in effect requires an explorer to sacrifice himself or herself before harming or causing distress to an extraterrestrial.”
“Even an extraterrestrial bug,” Arista said sourly. “Dexter, shut up a minute. Stop defending yourself and just listen.”
Brother and sister locked gazes. Dexter blinked first.
“Go ahead, Redfield,” Arista said.
“When I infiltrated the Free Spirit I learned that their beliefs are based on historical texts which they think are records of alien visits to Earth. This so-called Knowledge indicates the approximate location of the alien home star. It also indicates when and where they think the alien Pancreator will return.”
“Which would be…?” Dexter grumbled.
“Jupiter. Two years from now.”
The little group came to a halt. The beach ahead was crowded with small purplish shapes like abandoned baggies. “What are those?” Dexter demanded, horrified. “Leftovers from somebody’s lunch?”
“Jellyfish, sir. Don’t step on them. They could sting.”
“As you say.” Dexter shoved his hands deeper into his overcoat pockets. Standing still, the wind seemed stronger. “Redfield, why should Vox Populi or anyone else be concerned with the beliefs of these moonies?”
“Loonies,” muttered Arista.
“For a couple of reasons, sir. They’ve taken over the machinery of government—spending the people’s money on their religion, if you want to look at it that way. Within the last century there have been three hundred and twenty-six probes into the clouds of Jupiter. Two years from now the Kon-Tiki expedition is scheduled to send the first human explorer to Jupiter.”
“Yes, yes, it’s a big waste, but that’s what science is, isn’t it? Cons and crazy people fleecing the public.”
Blake let the proxmirism pass. “What if some alien thing is waiting in the clouds of Jupiter. The Prime Directive prohibits approaching it.”
Dexter shook his head. “This is nuts!”
“The Free Spirit are nuts,” Blake said. “That doesn’t mean they’re not right. What I’ve seen of the Knowledge looks pretty convincing.”
“Right or wrong, they need to be stopped,” Arista put in.
“How do you propose to do it, Redfield?”
“I’m glad you asked, sir…”
They turned and walked back down the beach. The frigid smoke-filled wind which had been at their backs now stung their cheeks and burned their eyes and numbed their ears, and Blake had to shout over it to outline his plan.
By the time they reached the parking lot, where a few shivering reporters still waited to hear Dexter’s next antiestablishment salvo, he was more than a convert; he was already preparing to take credit for Blake’s scheme.
“As I’ve always said, Redfield,” he expounded, “you can’t break eggs without a loose cannon.”
“That’s me, sir,” Blake cheerfully agreed, while Arista’s eyes rolled skyward.
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Two years later…
The fueling tender blew its hoses a little rougher than it should have, spilling a quick blizzard of freezing oxygen into space. On Captain Chowdhury’s board, the numbers bounced. No alarms went off, no vital pieces were broken off, but Garuda would have to spend more fuel than it should, keeping station.
The captain swallowed a curse. “Garuda to Sofala, that was an execrable separation. Please learn your job before you come back.”
“It is our opinion that it is your loadmaster who needs to learn his job,” the Sofala’s captain replied sharply. “Do you insist upon arbitration?”
Chowdhury hesitated—his mass-to-fuel ratio was only minutely on the down side—before he replied, as coolly as he could, “Leave the mouse-pushers out of it. Just go easy, will you?”
Sofala did not deign to answer. The fuel tender slid smoothly away, climbing toward Ganymede.
Chowdhury keyed off. He’d have to have a word with his loadmaster. Meanwhile, no harm done, and there were plenty of more important things to worry about.
But he wondered which demon he had failed to propitiate before lifting this grandly named bus from Ganymede a month ago. What should have been a routine job, despite the hoopla about the fancy cargo—after all, all he had to do was keep his converted tug on station behind Jupiter’s little moon Amalthea—had plagued him from the start with all the accumulated glitches and gremlins and bugs he’d somehow managed to avoid in an error-free, twenty-year career, jockeying ships among the big planet’s satellites.
 
The gremlin in the works was Sparta. She had shoved her PIN spines into one of the fuel-control microprocessors and messed up its timing; a second later she had readjusted it. Chowdhury’s system check would reveal nothing amiss.
Sparta hovered in the shadows of the loading manifold, listening to the quick exchange between the two captains—filtering their distant voices out of all the multiple vibrations of the ship—before scurrying further back into the dark.
She used the narrowest of access passages to climb toward her lair in one of the ship’s auxiliary power bays. From her grease-blackened face her sunken eyes shone starkly. She squeezed through the cramped shadows, finding her way by acute hearing and smell, seeing the dull red glow of Garuda’s metal guts in the infrared. She made it to her nest while the tug was still wobbling from the bad disconnect.
In a space station or a satellite colony, whose populations often exceeded 100,000, she could easily have disappeared in the crowd—as she’d done on Ganymede Base—but in a ship with twenty-eight people aboard, her only choice was to hide. She disguised her slight but anomalous extra mass by arranging numerous little “accidents” in refueling and resupply.
For a month, ever since Garuda had launched from Ganymede, she’d been living the life of a homeless refugee, secreting herself in the tiny space behind the AP unit service hatch. In that time she’d grown gaunt and filthy, with few opportunities to sponge her body or dry-wash her hair and none to clean her clothes. Twice she’d risked stealing bits of laundry from the recycler, substituting her own grimy underwear and coveralls. She’d filched food from stores when she could and rescued scraps from recycling; her meager diet had a high proportion of nutrients in forms others didn’t want: powdered grape drink, salted yeast extract, freeze-dried tofu chips—
—but she carried her own supply of Striaphan, in a tube filled with hundreds of little white disks that melted like fine sugar under the tongue.
 
Garuda was Kon-Tiki’s mother ship. A ten-year veteran of service in near-Jupiter space, until eighteen months ago Garuda was an unprepossessing heavy-lift tug with spartan facilities for the usual crew of three. Now its builders wouldn’t have recognized it. Garuda’s cargo holds had been replaced with a complex of crew facilities, tiny but luxurious—private cabins, dining room, game rooms, clinics, commissary—and its life support systems had been enlarged, its onboard power units made multiply redundant, its chemical fuel tanks tripled in capacity. Amidships, Garuda bristled like a sea urchin with antennas and communications masts.
The most obvious and striking change was Kon-Tiki Mission Control itself, the big circular room that sliced right through Garuda’s middle, belting the ship’s equator with dark glass windows below the smaller dome of the bridge. Once Kon-Tiki had been launched, a flight director and five controllers would man the Mission Control consoles, in three shifts around the clock.
And now that Sofala had topped off Garuda’s propellant tanks, that launch was only hours away.
 
Sparta lay curled like a fetus, weightless in the dark, listening to the final countdown…
With the main airlocks of the two craft mated, the Kon-Tiki module had been carried into Jupiter orbit on Garuda’s bow. Now Sparta heard the sealing of the locks and the clang of the hatches, felt the shudder of shackles springing back in precise sequence and the final bump of separation. She heard the hiss of Garuda’s attitude-control jets compensating almost imperceptibly for the gentle push Kon-Tiki’s own jets had given the mother ship as it separated.
Sparta imagined the Kon-Tiki module, its intricacies hidden beneath gleaming cowlings and heat shields, carefully increasing its distance from Garuda.
Now both craft hung virtually motionless a thousand kilometers above the desolate rocks and ice of Amalthea, in the radiation shadow of that modest satellite. For Kon-Tiki, Jupiter would soon rise above the rim of the little moon, but the great planet would remain hidden from Garuda throughout the mission. When orbital separation was complete and all systems had been checked, Kon-Tiki would fire its retrorockets and begin its long fall.
Howard Falcon’s quest was about to reach its culmination.
Sparta’s quest over the past two years had been more private and more tortured. She lay listening as his moment of triumph approached, while her consciousness phased in and out of dark dreams and distorted memories…
 
“Are you all right, dear?”
The solicitous questioner is a wide woman with the broad hands and bright cheeks of a former milkmaid, whose round Rs betray her Somersetshire origins. Her arms are filled with bundled sheets.
The girl blinks her blue eyes and smiles apologetically. “Was I at it again, Clara?”
“Dilys, I warn you that you’ll never work your way out of the laundry if you keep falling asleep standing up.” Clara pushes the armful of dirty sheets into the maw of the industrial-sized washing machine. “Be a good girl and pull those others out of the hamper, will you?”
Dilys bends to drag the sheets up from the depths of the cart. Above her head opens the maw of the laundry chute, which reaches three stories up to the top floor of the country house.
Clara lifts an eyebrow. “If I didn’t know you for an innocent, I’d suspect you of listening in. That chute’s a fine telephone to the bedrooms, as you’ve no doubt discovered.”
Dilys turns wide eyes on her. “Oh, I wouldn’t do that.”
Clara’s ample bosom shakes with a hearty laugh. “Not that it would do you any good at this hour of the morning. Nobody upstairs but Blodwyn and Kate, stuffing these down the hole.” Clara takes the sheets from Dilys, pushes the slept-on-once linen into the machine, and closes the round glass door on it. Her brown eyes glint with mischief. “You’d learn more about our guests from these. See here, Miss Martita’s sheets haven’t been slept in at all. Why not?” She pulls open a used expanse of bedding. “Here’s a clue: that fellow Jurgen is not the ox he appears.”
“I don’t understand,” Dilys said.
“I mean the difference between an ox and a bull, dear.”
“Clara!”
“But perhaps a miner’s daughter shouldn’t be expected to understand country matters.” Clara crumples the sheet and shoves it into the washer. “No more daydreaming, now. See that the towels and napkins are pressed and folded by the time I get back.”
Dilys watches Clara’s broad back and broader hips disappear up the stairs. Rather than attend to the ironing, the slim, dark girl immediately falls back into trance. Although she isn’t standing near the laundry chute now, she is doing just what Clara has accused her of doing. She is listening. Listening not to bedroom antics, in which she has no interest, but to the casual conversations of Lord Kingman’s weekend guests. Voices come to her from the hall…
“The hunting is rather good to the west—let’s leave it to the others, what do you say?” Kingman’s voice, an older man’s, ripe with good breeding.
“I’m sure you’ll find us something worth shooting, Rupert.” A middle-aged man, whose every utterance so far has betrayed a terrible impatience underlying his charm.
“I won’t disappoint you … ahh”—Kingman’s voice drops, his inflection sours—“here’s the German now.”
Downstairs in the laundry room, the dark-haired girl stands rapt. Her peculiarities will be tolerated in the household for the sake of the centuries-old, romantic, mystical reputation of the Welsh—not to mention that old Lord Kingman seems to have a special fondness for a merch deg. But under her brunette wig her hair is blond and her eyes are not as dark blue as they seem, and Kingman would be profoundly shocked to discover the bitterness in this particular pretty girl’s heart.
Sparta—but for Kingman and his cronies, alone in all the worlds—knows that Kingman was the captain of the Doradus.
PIRATE SHIP IN SPACE, the newsheads had screamed. There were no pirates in space, of course. Putting aside practical matters of pursuit and conquest, where could they possibly hide? Not near inhabited planets and moons, and the Mainbelt was not the Caribbean: the asteroids were small and airless and unable to support life, without huge and obvious investments of capital.
The Doradus had not been a pirate vessel, but a secret warship, intended to be held in reserve against some future conflict with the Council of Worlds. In all the solar system, less than a dozen fast Space Board cutters were authorized to carry offensive weapons; the Doradus was a formidable force. How well guarded had been the secret of that ship! How chagrined the Free Spirit must be at its loss!
As the news media recounted in great detail, the registry of the mystery ship was aboveboard and normal: the ship was owned by a most respectable bank, Sadler’s of Delhi, which had loaned the capital for its construction. The builders had gone bankrupt and forfeited, and Sadler’s had acquired the ship and hired a reputable shipping line to operate it, a firm which had subsequently leased Doradus to an asteroid-mining venture that made regular voyages between Mars and the Mainbelt. For five years the ship had turned an unremarkable but respectable profit.
Yet every one of the ten recorded officers and crew of Doradus, it soon developed, were fictitious identities. Even though four bodies had been left on Phobos when Doradus had blown its cover, their true identities could not be established.
Still, not a glimmer of evidence linked the ship’s phony crew with any wrongdoing on the part of the mining company that had apparently hired them in good faith, or the shipping line that had contracted with the mining venture, or the bank that had contracted with the shipping line, or the bankrupt shipbuilders who had lost their investment.
Sparta knew that such a complex deceit could never have been successful without the complicity of people deep within the Board of Space Control itself. Through her own access to electronic media she had leveraged her way into the Space Board’s investigations branch, learning the results of the search of Doradus almost as soon as Earth Central did.
Among the armaments found on board were “12 each passive-target missiles of SAD-5 type, no serial numbers; 24 each high-impulse torpedoes with proximity fused HE warheads, no serial numbers, design previously unknown; 4 each Tooze-Olivier space-adapted repeating shotguns; 24 cases, 24 rounds per case, antipersonnel shells for same; 2 each miscellaneous 9-mm copper-point bullets, possibly of antique manufacture…” Along with the heavy stuff, two old pistol bullets—somebody on board the Doradus had been a gun collector.
As it happened, one of the directors of the Sadler’s Bank who had been active in arranging the bankruptcy and leasing arrangements of the Doradus was an enthusiast of antique weapons, an Englishman of rather distinguished ancestry—name of Kingman.
It was the sort of obscure fact that Space Board investigators would have gotten around to checking sooner or later, by way of doggedly tracking down every possibility. Whether the investigators would have been able to make anything of it was less certain. Sparta’s approach was more intuitive and direct. Her carefully constructed resume was borrowed freely from a real girl from Cardiff named Dilys, and it withstood the intense scrutiny of King man’s household manager; Sparta had seen to it that a position had opened shortly before.
Soon after arriving at Kingman’s estate, Sparta had confirmed her guess, learning from here voluble belowstairs colleagues of Kingman’s famous ancestor and of a pistol taken off a German soldier in the battle of El Alamein, a pistol that accepted the round Kingman, in his haste, left aboard his abandoned warship.
Now “Dilys” stands listening until the voices she hears through the walls fade away, one by one. Kingman and his weekend guests are leaving the house for their afternoon of shooting. She turns back to the mountain of linen that needs ironing. By tonight, she knows with a certainty she would not be able to explain, she will learn the final secrets of the prophetae…
 
Aboard Garuda, Sparta stirred fitfully and roused herself from sleep. A steadily increasing intake of Striaphan—for almost two years now—had shrunk her emotional life to a black knot of rage, but it had not diminished her powers of perception and calculation … so long as she was awake enough and strong enough to focus them. But her head throbbed and her mouth was dry. It took long seconds for her to recall where she was, why it was so cold and dark and foul-smelling in this cramped little space.
Then the glow of remembered anger once more began warming her from inside. Kon-Tiki had awakened her.
Kon-Tiki was on its way down.
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The fall from Amalthea’s orbit to the outer atmosphere of Jupiter takes only three and a half hours—plus a few minutes to gain an extra modicum of orbital inclination, thus avoiding the wide stretch of the planet’s diaphanous, rubble-filled rings. Even with the detour, it’s a short trip.
Few men could have slept on so swift and awesome a journey. Sleep was a weakness that Howard Falcon hated, and the little he still required brought dreams that time had not yet been able to exorcise. But he could expect no rest in the three days that lay ahead, and he must seize what he could during the long fall down into that ocean of clouds, some 96,000 kilometers below.
Thus, as soon as Kon-Tiki had entered her transfer orbit and all the computer checks were satisfactory, he tried to prepare himself for sleep. Viewed coldly, it was the last sleep he might ever know—so it seemed appropriate that at almost the same moment Jupiter eclipsed the bright and tiny sun, as his ship swept into the monstrous shadow of the planet. For a few minutes a strange golden twilight enveloped the ship; then a quarter of the sky became an utterly black hole in space, while the rest was a blaze of stars.
No matter how far one traveled across the solar system, the stars never changed; these same constellations now shone on Earth, millions of kilometers away. The only novelties here were the small, pale crescents of Callisto and Ganymede. There were a round dozen other moons somewhere up there in the sky, but they were all much too tiny and too distant for the unaided eye to pick them out.
“All’s nominal here,” he reported to the controllers far above him on Garuda, drifting in safety in Amalthea’s shadow. “Closing down shop for two hours.”
“That’s a roger, Howard,” the flight director replied. The bit of jargon from the early days of the American space program might have sounded strange once, pronounced as it was in Thai-accented English, but certain phrases of American and Russian had long since become as familiar in interplanetary space as ancient nautical terminology on the seven seas of Earth.
Falcon switched on the sleep inducer and fell swiftly into that aimless musing that is prelude to unconsciousness. His brain, which stored information willy-nilly and produced it by free association at moments like this, now reminded him of the etymology of the name Amalthea: it meant “tender,” as in gentle and caring. Amalthea the goat-nymph had been nursemaid to the infant Zeus—whom the Romans fondly equated with Jupiter—in his hiding-cave on Crete.
For a long time after Jupiter’s inner moon was discovered it was known simply as Jupiter V, the first to be found after the four satellites made famous by Galileo—their names also borrowed from mythological associates of Zeus. If it served no other caring purpose, Amalthea was a cosmic bulldozer perpetually sweeping up the charged particles which made it unhealthy to linger close to Jupiter. Amalthea’s wake was almost free of radiation and chunks of flying matter, and there Garuda could park in perfect safety while death sleeted invisibly all around it.
Falcon idly pondered these matters as the electric pulses surged gently through his brain. While Kon-Tiki fell toward Jupiter, gaining speed second by second in that enormous gravitational field, he slept—at first—without dreams. The dreams always came when he began to awake. He had brought his nightmares with him from Earth.
He never dreamed of the crash itself, though he often found himself face to face again with that terrified super-chimp, seen in those moments when they were both descending through the collapsing gasbags. The simps hadn’t survived, except one, he didn’t really know which; most of those who were not killed outright were so badly injured that they’d been painlessly euthed. He didn’t know if that holdout survivor was the same one he’d confronted in the wreck, but Falcon—in his dreams—always had that one’s face in front of him. He sometimes wondered why he dreamed only of this doomed creature and not of the friends and colleagues he had lost aboard the dying Queen.
The dreams he feared most always began with his first return to consciousness. There had been little physical pain; in fact there had been little sensation of any kind. He was in darkness and silence, and he did not even seem to be breathing—
—strangest of all, he could not locate his limbs. He felt them there; he had all their sensations. They seemed to move, but he did not know where they were…
The silence was the first to yield. After hours, or days, he had become aware of a faint throbbing, and eventually, after long thought, he deduced that this was the beating of his own heart. That was the first of his many mistakes.
Next there had been faint pinpricks, sparkles of light, ghosts of pressure upon those still ghostly limbs. One by one his senses had returned, and pain had come with them. He had had to learn everything anew.
He was a baby, helpless, and about as cute as sour milk and dirty diapers; probably there would have been lots of desperate smiling at Mom, if he could have figured out how to smile, and who was Mom. But soon he was a toddling infant: lots of cheers from everybody as he lurched half the length of the room before he folded abruptly. Folded up time after time. Physical therapy, they called it.
Though his memory was unaffected—it didn’t seem to have been affected, for he could certainly understand the words that were spoken to him—it was months before he could answer his interrogators (why did they always lean over him with those damned lights overhead, those bright lights in a circle?) with more than a flicker of an eyelid.
Vivid now were the moments of triumph when he had uttered the first word … first pressed the pad of a book chip … and then, finally, moved. Moved through space (the space of a hospital room), and not in his imagination but under his own power. That was a victory indeed, and it had taken him almost two years to prepare for it.
A hundred times he’d envied the dead superchimps. They had tried and died. He hadn’t died, so he had to keep trying—he was given no choice in the matter. The doctors, his close friends, had made their deliberate decisions, deliberately.
And now, years later, he was where no human being had ever traveled, falling planetward faster than any human in history.
 
Sparta was falling with him, toward the bright planet, if only in her blazing imagination. Her eyes burned and her heart throbbed painfully in her chest. She hadn’t slept for twenty hours, yet all her senses, the ordinary and the extraordinary, were tuned to a bright pitch.
The pain of that brightness, the crashing pain of perception and imagination, cried out for relief. Her weak fingers fumbled for the precious vial. She snapped off the cap and tried to extract a wafer, nestled close to the others in their tube, but they were obstinate in the microgravity. She extended her PIN spines and prized one out.
Slowly the wafer melted under her tongue. The brightness softened; imagination dissolved into memory—dreamed memory, or perhaps remembered dream…
 
Dilys pauses to listen.
Except for the night watchman and his assistant, out prowling the grounds, the staff of the great house are deep in exhausted sleep. Upstairs the last of the guests are finally asleep too.
The shooting parties had set out and had not returned for several hours. Kingman and the man called Bill had taken the east side of the estate; the west side was left to the big, loud German fellow—whose partner was Holly Singh.
Singh had not bothered to disguise her looks or her name; Dilys had wondered if the others’ identities were as real as hers. When a late guest arrived she knew they were: he was Jack Noble from Mars, who had vanished after the failed attempt to steal the Martian plaque.
The hunters had returned when the woods were in shade and October shadows were long on the meadow.
Cook had had dinner for six to contend with, but a butler, maid, and manservant were sufficient to do the service. Dilys, inexperienced in the ways of the household, had been free to sit in her tiny room in the servant’s wing and watch the viddie, until exhaustion overcame her.
She’d tried to listen, but after dinner Kingman and his guests had seemed to vanish into some utterly soundproof recess of the ancient manor. Through the crashing din of the nearby kitchen she’d filtered the sound of footsteps descending stone stairs—even the whisper of long robes—then a loud screech of iron hinges and the boom of heavy wooden doors. Then nothing.
Nothing to do but sit quietly in her little room, while the rest of the staff bustled about her, and think. Seems there was a place beneath the house that did not appear in the oldest plan, those fragments of parchment dating from the late 14th century, when what was to become Kingman’s house had begun as an abbey on the pilgrim road. If the hidden place deep in the earth had been built at that time, its architects and builders had conspired to keep it secret. If it had been dug later, the contractors and workmen were equally discreet.
How was such perfect discretion obtained? By the ancient expedients, no doubt still in use. How many building inspectors and historians and would-be archaeologists had come into sudden wealth or met with untimely death after professing an interest in this significant pile of old stones?
Dilys, truly exhausted after fourteen hours of washing and ironing, had been unable to resist exhaustion. She’d fallen asleep then, and wakened to this deathly quiet moment.
Now she leaves her narrow cell, walks through the big kitchen smelling of grease and soap—moonlight spills through the high leaded windows, reflects from the round bottoms of hanging steel pans and bowls, gleams from racks of knives—moves through the pantry into the service hall beside the main dining room.
Here a door opens upon a narrow stair, those she had heard them descend. Nothing guards the door. She opens it and moves swiftly down the spiraling stone steps into utter darkness.
Infrared radiation seeps from the warm stone walls, enough for her to see by. Empty racks and abandoned casks are shoved back against the walls, but someone has recently been in to dust off the cobwebs. The stone pavement underfoot has been washed and waxed. At the far side of the old wine cellar is another door, again unlocked and unguarded. Here, at the heart of the conspiracy, confidence has overruled caution.
Through the door. More stone steps—cooler now, a cave that keeps a steady temperature all year around. She sees forms in the dim glow of the Earth’s faint radioactive warmth.
At the bottom of the steps. The air redolent of perfumes and perspirations; by their various scents she knows Kingman and each of his guests. There—their ghosts hang in midair, six white robes still glowing with the body heat of those who have recently worn them.
In front of her, another door, this one of metal. She touches her tongue to it: bronze, cool and sour. On its surface, only a few handprints, still barely warm and thus visible. Otherwise the door is a slab of black in the dim red darkness.
She sniffs the air, stares at the cooling prints, listens.
She eases the door open. Cold air flows gently out of the cavern. From the barely perceptible echoes of her quiet footfalls on the stone she senses the amount of empty space in the chamber.
To see more, even she will need light. She cups her palm over the bright electric torch, making a lantern of her hand’s bones and flesh. By the blood-filtered light she sees a severely simple octagonal chamber of pale sandstone, like a church without aisles or transept, higher than it is wide. The floor is of black marble, highly polished, unadorned.
On eight sides slender stone piers soar upward, springing into thin ribs which criss-cross the vault in a star pattern. Between the ribs, a ceiling painted so dark a blue that it is black in the red light. Bright gold eight-pointed stars randomly adorn it, in sizes from nail heads to shield bosses. The biggest star, a kind of gold target, is fixed at the high center.
The architecture is Late Gothic, a style originating in Eastern Europe in the 14th Century, in England called Perpendicular. The work is original, no copy, but this vault is no church. The stars overhead are not randomly sprinkled.
This is a planetarium. It depicts the southern sky, and at its center is the constellation Crux. She recognizes the nature of the room from what Blake has told her. The starry vault is an analogue, centuries older, of the last chamber in the underground villa in Paris where Blake’s initiation into the prophetae had culminated.
She moves slowly about the windowless, utterly sterile room, noting how the golden stars above are reflected in the polished black marble at her feet, as if from the bottom of a deep well.
There, in the center of the black marble floor, is the single decorative feature, directly beneath the bright golden star in Crux. A raised round stone, with a device carved upon it. She uncaps her torch and shines its intense white beam straight down.
A Gorgon’s head. Medusa.
Not the classical fancy of a lovely woman with garden snakes for hair, but an Archaic-period horror mask of deeply carved and brightly painted limestone—red and blue and yellow—fused upon the marble: staring eyes, wide-stretched maw, curved tusks, a scalp writhing with vipers.
The Goddess as Death.
The hall in Paris that Blake had told of had been built in the Age of Reason, and the starry chamber which he had attained after many trials was dominated by an enormous statue of Athena, inside of which was housed (O pinnacle of Apollonian calm and exuberance!) a pipe organ. But on the aegis of that same Athena, goddess of wisdom, was an archaic mask of Medusa.
The prophetae worship the Knowledge, Agia Sophia, Athena and Medusa, Wisdom and Death. To look upon the face of Medusa is to be turned to stone. To resist the Knowledge is to die.
She could be the greatest of us
To resist us is to resist the Knowledge
The gaunt girl who now looks upon the face of the goddess thinks otherwise. Beneath the carved stone mask at her feet rests something of great value, something of deepest significance to the people who put the mask here.
To confront wisdom is to die. The gate of wisdom is death.
The slab is heavy, but it lifts easily away. The crypt below, lined with white limestone, is no wider or deeper than the marble plate above. Something in it is hidden under a linen shroud. She plucks the shroud away and penetrates the dark chamber with a spear of light. She sees…
An iron chalice bearing the figure of the striding storm god. Hittite, older than the carved Medusa, at least 3,500 years old.
A pair of papyrus scrolls. Egyptian, almost as old.
The tiny skeletons of two human infants, yellowed to ivory. Origin unknown. Age indeterminate.
A slim black datasliver, shiny and new.
 
“Kon-Tiki Mission Control at mission elapsed time three hours, ten minutes, on the mark,” said flight director Meechai Buranaphorn into the data recorder. “And here’s the mark… Guidance, give us your verbal assessment please.”
“Tracking still nominal for scheduled atmospheric descent.”
“Medical?”
The med controller spoke into his comm unit. “All nominal. EEG indicates our man is in transition out of stage-two sleep.”
Already there was a lag in signal reception from Kon-Tiki, amounting to perhaps a twentieth of a second and steadily increasing. Mission Control was forced to maintain communication with Kon-Tiki via comm satellites in temporary orbits, for between Garuda and the planet the shield of Amalthea was always upraised, blocking line-of-sight communication.
The half dozen controllers hung comfortably in loose harnesses above their sparkling flatscreens. Through surrounding windows of thick glass a spectacular landscape of pocked and irregular ice and rock reflected feeble sunlight back into the circular room: it was one end of the oblong moon, which stretched away for dozens of kilometers like a striated, convex plaster impression of Death Valley. From the edge of the dirty white horizon an orange-red glow refracted daytime on Jupiter. The planet itself would never be seen through the windows of this room, but Kon-Tiki’s triumphant return would be.
For all the relative luxury of its custom-made facilities, Garuda was a crowded ship, with five crewmembers and a total of twenty-one mission controllers, scientists, and supporting technicians. When Howard Falcon was aboard, that made twenty-seven people. There was one other passenger on Garuda’s official roster, but so far as the professionals were concerned he was worse than useless baggage.
Mister Useless Baggage spoke up now, from a privileged seat peering over the flight director’s shoulder—the controllers knew him mainly as someone from a watchdog citizens’ group authorized by the Board of Space Control to observe the mission, a place a couple of hundred media types would willingly have shed blood over.
“Consumables, Redfield here, if you can spare a moment. My calculations do not quite jibe with your estimate of oxygen-consumption rates aboard Kon-Tiki. Will you kindly reconfirm?” His voice and manners were those of an unfriendly tax collector.
The controller in question objected to nothing, offered nothing, merely suffered the indignity and tapped a few keys. The Baggage Man had subjected all of them to such indignity in the weeks since Garuda had left Ganymede.
Mr. Baggage, Redfield, as he called himself, grunted at the numbers freshly displayed on his screen and said nothing. He was not really paying attention, not even really caring.
Armed with the plans Blake had worked out for them, Dexter and Arista had launched their public-relations blitz… “Quis custodet custodies?” Arista had demanded, as confident of her dimly remembered Latin as only priests and lawyers can be. Dexter had put the matter a little more earthily: Who sets a dog to watch the eggs?
Faced with Vox Populi’s persistence and this last bit of untranslatable logic, the Board of Space Control had given in. After much jockeying and negotiating—the Plowmans never hesitating to go public when things bogged down—it was agreed that one or more impartial observers from an organization such as Vox Populi should be allowed free access to every facet of the Kon-Tiki program, throughout its operations.
Blake sometimes suppressed a grin when he thought how readily the Space Board had capitulated. The mess was not all that funny, really, when he considered that perhaps a dozen people on this ship knew all about it and were merely awaiting a chance to kill him. And even the innocents wished he would go away.
Yet he stayed and asked harassing questions and watched them, sometimes for two or more shifts at a time without sleeping. What he was looking for, they didn’t know. They weren’t friendly, and neither was he.
Blake’s bitter reverie was broken by the comm controller. “Flight, we have Howard on line.”
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Kon-Tiki was just emerging from shadow, and the Jovian dawn was bridging the sky ahead in a titanic bow of light, when the persistent buzz of the alarm dragged Falcon up from sleep. The inevitable nightmares (he had been trying to summon a nurse, but did not even have the strength to push a button) had swiftly faded from consciousness. The greatest—and perhaps last—adventure of his life was before him.
He called Mission Control, now almost 100,000 kilometers away and falling swiftly below the curve of Jupiter, to report that everything was in order. His velocity had just passed fifty kilometers per second (given that he was within the outer fringes of a planetary atmosphere, that was one for Guinness), and in half an hour Kon-Tiki would begin to feel the resistance that made this the most difficult atmospheric entry in the entire solar system.
Scores of probes had survived this flaming ordeal, but they’d been tough, solidly packed masses of instrumentation, able to withstand several hundred gravities of drag. Kon-Tiki would hit peaks of thirty Gs, and would average more than ten, before she came to rest in the upper reaches of the Jovian atmosphere.
Very carefully and thoroughly Falcon began to attach the elaborate system of restraints that would anchor him to the walls of the cabin. No simple webbed harness here—when he’d finished making the last connections among the struts and tubes and electrical conduits and strain sensors and shock absorbers, he was virtually a part of the ship’s structure.
The clock on the console was counting backward. One hundred seconds to entry. For better or worse, Falcon was committed. In a minute and a half he would hit palpable atmosphere and would be caught irrevocably in the grip of the giant.
The countdown proceeded: minus three, minus two, minus one, on down to zero.
Nothing happened. At first.
The clock began counting up—plus one, plus two, plus three—and then, from beyond the walls of the capsule, there came a ghostly sighing that rose steadily to a high-pitched, screaming roar. The countdown had been three seconds late, not at all bad, considering the unknowns.
The noise was quite different from that of a plunging shuttle on Earth or Mars, or even Venus. In this thin atmosphere of hydrogen and helium, all sounds were transformed a couple of octaves upward. On Jupiter, even thunder would have falsetto overtones.
Squeaky thunder. Falcon would have grinned if he could.
With the rising scream came mounting weight. Within seconds he was completely immobilized. His field of vision contracted until it embraced only the clock and the accelerometer. Fifteen Gs and four hundred and eighty seconds to go. He never lost consciousness; but then, he had not expected to.
Kon-Tiki’s flaming trail through the atmosphere was surely spectacular, viewed by the photogram cameras feeding Mission Control, or by any other watcher—many thousands of kilometers long by now. Five hundred seconds after entry, the drag began to taper off: ten Gs, five Gs, two… Then the sensation of weight vanished almost completely. Falcon was falling free, all his enormous orbital velocity dissipated.
There was a sudden jolt as the incandescent remnants of the capsule’s heat shield jettisoned. The aerodynamic cowlings blew away in that same instant. Jupiter could have them now; they had done their work. Falcon released some of his physical restraints, giving himself a bit more freedom to move within the capsule—without diminishing his intimacy with the machinery—and waited for the automatic sequencer to start the next and most critical series of events.
He could not see the first drogue parachute pop out, but he could feel the slight jerk. The rate of fall diminished immediately. Soon Kon-Tiki had lost all its horizontal speed and was going straight down at almost fifteen hundred kilometers an hour.
Everything depended on what happened in the next sixty seconds.
And there went the second drogue. He looked up through the overhead window and saw, to his immense relief, that clouds upon clouds of glittering foil were billowing out behind the falling ship. Like a great flower unfurling, thousands of cubic meters of the balloon’s fabric spread out across the sky, a vast parachute scooping up the thin gas until finally it was fully inflated.
Kon-Tiki’s rate of fall dropped to a few kilometers an hour and remained constant. Now there was plenty of time. At this rate it would take Falcon days to fall all the way down to the surface of Jupiter.
But he would get there eventually, if he did nothing about it. Until he did, the balloon overhead acted merely as an efficient parachute, providing no lift—nor could it do so while the density of the gas inside and out was the same.
Then, with its characteristic and rather disconcerting crack, the little fusion reactor started up, pouring torrents of heat into the envelope overhead. Within five minutes the rate of fall had become zero; within six, the ship had started to rise. According to the altimeter, it leveled out a little over four hundred kilometers above the surface—or whatever passed for a surface on Jupiter.
Only one kind of balloon will work in an atmosphere of hydrogen, the lightest of all gases, and that is a hot-hydrogen balloon. As long as the fuser kept ticking over, Falcon could remain aloft, drifting across a world that could hold a hundred Pacifics. After traveling in stages some five million kilometers from Earth, the last of the watery planets, Kon-Tiki had begun to justify her name. She was an aerial raft, adrift upon the fluid currents of the Jovian atmosphere.
 
Falling toward Jupiter, Falcon had emerged from his painful dreams into triumphant sunlight. In her stinking hiding hole aboard Garuda, in the shadow of Amalthea, Sparta still lived inside hers…
“Dilys” has no means of reading a datasliver without an interface. Five minutes after discovering the crypt she is back upstairs in Kingman’s kitchen, at the household computer. The terminal has been placed too near the gas range, its flatscreen hazy and its keypad slick with grease. Nevertheless, she enters the terminal with her fingerprobes and feels the tingling flow of electrons. She inserts the stolen chip. Its contents spill directly into her forebrain.
She rolls the spiky ball of information in multidimensional mental space, seeking a key to entry. The mass of data is gibberish, although not without formal regularities. But the key is nothing so simple as a large prime; its complex geometric quality eludes her for long seconds. Then an image comes unbidden into her mind. It is familiar indeed, the swirling vortex of clouds into which her dreams have so often led her—
—but seen from higher up, so that the peculiarly curdled patterns of Jupiter’s clouds are as plain and sharply defined as a slowly stirred paint can, drops of orange and yellow paint spiraling into the white.
Vistas of information split open before her.
She is falling into and through those bottomless clouds—no, she is soaring through them like a winged creature. Intense waves of radio emission seep through her, fill her with thrilling warmth, a sensation so familiar it causes her sweet pain—for the memory that she once could experience such sensations in her own body.
She is dazzled, disoriented, made a little drunk. She struggles to retain an objective outlook, to make sense of what she is seeing.
This is data from a Jupiter probe. A tag on the file, accessed by her objective mind, gives its designation and date. She is experiencing what the probe “experienced” through all its sensors, its lenses and antennas and radiation detectors.
The file terminates. With a jump, like a cut in a viddie, she is inside another experience.
An operating theater. A swirl of lights overhead. A tingle of dulled pain throughout her body, radiating from her belly to the tips of her toes and fingers. Is this herself on the table? Is she reliving her agony on Mars through some monitor’s data record? No, this is another place, another … patient. The physicians take their time.
They are invisible behind their masks, but she can smell them. Not much left of the flesh and blood human under the lights, and what there is is supported by an intricate fretwork of plastic and metal … instruments where organs should be. Temporary support systems? Permanent prostheses?
Jump. New file.
Falcon. She is Falcon. She/he is testing her/his restored limbs, her/his restored sense organs. Grisly business … the most primitive sort of physical therapy. Her/his progress monitored by internal implants…
Again she struggles to separate her consciousness from the experience in which she is immersed. These are Falcon’s feelings, but Falcon himself does not seem to know that he has been tapped, is being recorded. They’ve put a bug in him, inside his head.
Fascinated, she immerses herself in his therapy, the painful stretching and flexing of his patched limbs and organs—his restored and enhanced powers. Of his eyes—capable of microscopic and telescopic vision, of sensitivity to ultraviolet and infrared. Of his sense of smell—capable of bringing instant chemical analysis to consciousness. Of his sensitivity to radio and particle radiation. Of his ability to listen…
He was her. But better. New and improved. Better sensors. Better processors. She felt a surge of anger, of stark jealousy.
Jump. New file.
Flight simulation, down into the swirling clouds of the gas giant, a planet which could only be Jupiter. Visuals and other data, lifted from probes. Supersonic winds. Hydrocarbon slurry. Temperature shifts, pressure shifts—all seen from inside Falcon’s head. And she is there, swimming in it with him.
A hot beam of radio—
—and then a sound, a song, a booming choir, coming right into his/her breast, bursting from it with a swelling joy and a shocking, necessary urge. For the Song is the Knowledge, and the Knowledge is that, in the end, All Will Be Well… Despite and because of the sacrifice. The necessary and joyfully-to-be-contemplated Sacrifice. A voice as of that of the God of Heaven sounds all around: “Remember the Prime.”
She gives herself up to the luxury and ecstasy of the simulation. Falcon loves it. Falcon seeks it as she does, the giving, the final surrender… “Remember the Prime.”
Then she understands. Her rage and jealousy soar as she identifies with Falcon, the one who has taken her place, the one who is made better than she.
She breaks the link and pulls the chip from the terminal, pulls her spines from its ports, cuts all contact. She is consumed with a rage that could kill her.
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Though a whole new world was lying around Falcon, it was more than an hour before he could examine the view. First he had to check all the capsule’s systems and test its response to the controls. He had to learn how much extra heat was necessary to produce a desired rate of ascent, and how much gas he must vent in order to descend. Above all, there was the question of stability. He must adjust the length of the cables attaching his capsule to the huge, pear-shaped balloon, to damp out vibrations and get the smoothest possible ride.
Thus far he was lucky. At this level the wind was steady, and the Doppler reading on the invisible surface gave him a “ground” speed of 348 kilometers per hour. For Jupiter, that was modest; winds of up to 2,000 klicks had been observed. But mere speed was of course unimportant; the danger was turbulence. If he ran into that, only skill and experience and swift reaction could save him. And these were not matters that could yet be programmed into Kon-Tiki’s computer.
Not until he was satisfied that he had got the feel of his strange craft did Falcon pay any attention to Mission Control’s pleadings to hurry the checklist. Then he deployed the booms carrying the instrumentation and the atmosphere samplers. The capsule now resembled a rather untidy Christmas tree, but it still rode smoothly down the Jovian winds while it radioed torrents of information to the recorders on the ship so far above. And now, at last, he could look around.
His first impression was unexpected and even a little disappointing, based as it was on naive personal memories of Earth. As far as the scale of things was concerned, he might have been ballooning over an ordinary cloudscape in India. The horizon seemed at a normal distance; there was no feeling at all that he was on a world eleven times the diameter of his own. He smiled and made the mental shift—for a mere glance at the infrared radar, which sounded the layers of atmosphere beneath him, confirmed how badly human eyes could be deceived.
Now his memories were of a different sort. He saw Jupiter as it had been seen by hundreds of unmanned probes that had preceded him this far. That layer of clouds apparently about five kilometers away was really sixty kilometers below. And the horizon, whose distance he might have guessed at about two hundred, was actually almost 3,000 kilometers from the ship.
The crystalline clarity of the hydrohelium atmosphere and the enormous curvature of the planet would have fooled the untrained observer completely, who would have found it more challenging to judge distances here than on the moon. To the earthbound mind, everything seen must be multiplied by at least ten. It was a simple business for which he was well prepared. Nevertheless, he realized there was a level of his consciousness that was profoundly disturbed—which, rather than acknowledge that Jupiter was huge, felt that he had shrunk to a tenth his normal size.
No matter. This world was his destiny. He knew in his heart that he would grow used to its inhuman scale.
Yet as he stared toward that unbelievably distant horizon, he felt as if a wind colder than the atmosphere around him was blowing through his soul. All his arguments for a manned exploration of Jupiter had been disingenuous, and he realized now that his inner conviction was indeed the truth. This would never be a place for humans. He would be the first and last man to descend through the clouds of Jupiter.
The sky above was almost black, except for a few wisps of ammonia cirrus perhaps twenty kilometers overhead. It was cold up there on the fringes of space, but both temperature and pressure increased rapidly with depth. At the level where Kon-Tiki was drifting now it was fifty below zero Centrigrade, and the pressure was five Earth atmospheres. A hundred kilometers farther down it would be as warm as equatorial Earth, and the pressure about the same as at the bottom of one of the shallower seas. Ideal conditions for life.
A quarter of the brief Jovian day had already gone. The sun was up halfway in the sky, but the light on the unbroken cloudscape below had a curious mellow quality. That extra six hundred million kilometers had robbed the sun of all its power. Though the sky was clear, it had the feel of an overcast day. When night fell, the onset of darkness would be swift indeed; though it was still morning, there was a sense of autumnal twilight in the air.
Autumn was something that never came to Jupiter. There were no seasons here.
Kon-Tiki had come down in the center of the equatorial zone—the least colorful part of the planet. The sea of clouds that stretched out to the horizon was tinted a pale salmon; there were none of the yellows and pinks and even reds that banded Jupiter at high altitudes. The Great Red Spot itself—most spectacular of all of the planet’s features—lay thousands of kilometers to the south. It had been a temptation to descend there, where the probes had hinted at such spectacular vistas, but the mission planners had judged that the south tropical disturbance had been “unusually active” these past months, with currents reaching over a thousand million kilometers an hour. It would have been asking for trouble to head into that maelstrom of unknown forces. The Great Red Spot and its mysteries would have to wait for future expeditions.
The sun, moving across the sky twice as swiftly as it did on Earth, was now nearing the zenith; it had become eclipsed by the great silver canopy of the balloon. Kon-Tiki was still drifting swiftly and smoothly westward at a steady 348 klicks, but only the radar (and Falcon’s private, instantaneous calculation) gave any indication of this.
Was it always this calm here? Falcon wondered. The scientists who had analyzed the data from the probes spoke persuasively of the Jovian doldrums; they had predicted that the equator would be the quietest place, and it seemed they’d known what they were talking about after all. At the time, Falcon had been profoundly skeptical of such forecasts. He’d agreed with one unusually modest researcher who had told him bluntly, “There are no experts on Jupiter.”
Well, there would be at least one by the end of the day. If he survived until then.
 
Aboard Garuda, flight director Buranaphorn released his harness catch and floated smoothly away from his console. Moments later his relief, Budhvorn Im, slipped gracefully into the harness. She was a petite Cambodian woman wearing the uniform of the Indo-Asian Space Service, with a colonel’s firebirds on her shoulders.
“So far it’s less exciting than a simulation,” said Buranaphorn.
“That is very nice,” said Im. “Let us hope it stays that way.” She checked in her colleagues one by one as, throughout the circular room, the first-shift controllers handed off to the second shift.
Garuda’s internal commlink crackled with Captain Chowdhury’s tired voice. “Bridge to Kon-Tiki Mission Control.”
“Go ahead, Captain,” Im replied.
“I’ve got a permission-to-come-aboard request from a Space Board cutter now leaving Ganymede Base. Two people to board. Their ETA is at our MET nineteen hours, twenty-three minutes.”
“What is the reason for this visit?” Im asked, puzzled.
“No reason given.” He paused, and she heard the crackle of a commlink in the background. “Cutter repeats this is a request.”
“No reflection on either crew, but I would prefer not to risk misalignment during docking procedures.”
“Shall I say you ask me to refuse permission, then?”
“I suppose if they really want to come they will make it an order,” said Im. When Chowdhury didn’t reply, she said, “No point in antagonizing them.” Or putting Chowdhury on the line. “Please stress to the cutter’s captain the delicate nature of our mission. Also please keep me informed.”
“As you wish.” Chowdhury keyed off.
Im had no idea why a cutter would choose to descend upon Kon-Tiki Mission Control in the middle of the mission, but they certainly had the right to do so. And she had no real fear of a mishap. Only a docking accident—highly unlikely—would interrupt communications with the Kon-Tiki capsule.
It was only when she glanced at the controllers—their consoles arrayed in a neat circle before her—that Im noticed one or two faces wearing apprehensive expressions—worried looks that couldn’t be explained by the nominal status of the mission.
 
Sparta’s consciousness of the dark world around her returned in a red haze of pain. She listened, long enough to determine the status of the mission. She heard Im and Chowdhury discuss the approach of a Space Board cutter. That did not concern her. It was none of her affair. Soon it would all be over.
She scrabbled in the tube and withdrew another white wafer. It melted with exquisite sweetness under her tongue…
 
She isn’t “Dilys.” She is Sparta again. Inside the black tightsuit she doesn’t feel the cold, except on her cheekbones and the tip of her nose. She is a shadow in the dawn woods, her short hair hidden under the suit’s hood, only her face exposed.
She waits in the woods for the low sun to rise, bringing the color of October to the dewy woods. The smell of rotting leaves reminds her of an autumn in New York. With Blake. When things started to split.
The smell of leaves… That was what Earth had that no other planet in the solar system had. Rot. Without rot, no life. Without life, no rot. Was it really Them who had made all this messy life, started it or at least coaxed it along on Venus and Mars and Earth? On Mars and Venus life had dried up, frozen or gotten pressure-cooked, washed away in the hot acid rain or blown away in the cold CO2 wind. Only on Earth had it taken hold in its own filth.
And now it was spreading fast, trying to keep one step ahead of itself. Rot spreading to the planets. Rot spreading to the stars.
All this nasty stew a gift of the Pancreator—the prophetae’s peculiar way of referring to Them. Those who were out there “waiting at the great world,” according to the Knowledge—she had remembered it all, now; it had all been encoded in Falcon’s programming—and the Knowledge said they were waiting among “the cloud-dwelling messengers” for “the reawakening”—of which the prophetae were the sign-bearers…
She had been chosen by them to carry the sign, made to carry it. She had been built to find the messengers in the clouds, to listen and speak with them—with the radio organs that had been ripped out of her on Mars—to speak in the language of the signs the prophetae had taught her and whose memory they had imperfectly erased when they had rejected her.
The sun rises. A shaft of orange light penetrates the dew-laden forest and finds Sparta’s pale eyes, striking fire.
She resists our authority
To resist us is to resist the Knowledge
But the Free Spirit were those who resisted, mocking their own name for themselves. These false prophetae were trapped in their ambition and blind to their own tradition. What they could not see was that she had indeed yielded to the Knowledge, and in her it had flowered. Flowered and ripened and eventually burst, like a fig hanging too long on the branch, splitting open to expose its purple flesh, heavy with seed. They were too stupid to see that they had wrought better than they knew, too stupid to see what she had become. For Sparta was the Knowledge Incarnate.
When she would not follow their false path, they had turned against her. They had tried to cut the Knowledge out of her head, burn it out, drain it out of her with her heart’s blood.
She had escaped them. For these years she had slowly been reassembling herself from the torn and scorched scraps of flesh they had left to her. She was harder now, colder now, and when she had succeeded in resurrecting herself, she would do what needed doing. What the Knowledge—which was Herself—demanded.
But first she would kill those who had tried to pervert her. Not out of animus. She felt nothing for them now, she was beyond rage. But things needed to be cleaner, simpler. It would simplify matters to eliminate those who had made her, starting with Lord Kingman and his houseful of guests.
Then she would have time to kill the usurper, the quasi-human creature they had intended to substitute for her. This Falcon. Before he could take the wrong message into the clouds.
From her vantage in the woods she sees a figure appear on Kingman’s terrace. The house is rimmed in light from the rising sun. Morning mist curls across the meadow grass and bracken, rendering the mansion as gauzy as a painting on a theater scrim.
She allows the image from her right eye to enlarge on the screen of her mind. It is incredibly crisp and undistorted, better than new—Striaphan has that effect on the brain.
The man on the terrace is the one named Bill, the one whose smell is such an odd layering of unfamiliar scents. He is staring right at her as if he knows she is here—which is impossible, unless he has telescopic vision to match hers.
Where he stands, he looks to be an easy target. Unfortunately the shot is impossible, even with her rifled target pistol. The bullet’s gyroscopic spin, processing as it resists gravity’s arc, will have pulled it into a wide spiral by the time it reaches the terrace. At this range not even the fastest computer in the world—the one in her brain—can predict where the bullet will strike, except to within a radius of half a meter.
On the other hand, with the bullets she is using, if she catches a piece of flesh, even half a meter is as good as dead.
But no, let Bill wait.
Now Kingman comes out of the tall doors, wearing his shooting jacket and carrying his gun. He recoils at the sight of Bill—but though he clearly wants to avoid him, it is too late. She listens…
“Rupert, I really didn’t intend to…”
“If you’ll excuse me, I believe I’ll have another go at that tree-rat. Maybe I’ll get him this time.”
Kingman’s voice is clipped, soft, he never looks the other man in the eye. The shotgun rests in the crook of his arm, rests there so casually it is obvious it must pain him not to raise the muzzle and blast this species of rat who stands right in front of him. But instead he turns and marches past, down the stairs to the wet lawn, and sets out across it—straight toward her.
No dogs with him. He must consider dogs a nuisance when it comes to potting tree-rats.
Kingman first. Let him come halfway. Then if this Bill creature is still exposed…
Still she listens, to the squish and slither of Kingman’s Wellingtons across the rank grass. The sun is full behind the leaves at the edge of the woods, turning them bright red and yellow, silhouetting the tracery of their veins.
Better to take him in the woods. Then go back toward the house, into it if necessary, taking the rest one by one. Quietly. Privately. Head shots are best.
Kingman is in the bracken now, the stiff wet fronds of the autumn-brown fern soaking his twill trousers to the knees. The near trunks come between her and him, although now and then she can glimpse him between them, moving through the mist.
She is still listening, tracking his progress through the bracken, on the verge of breaking her trance, stepping off to intercept him—
—when she hears the other.
Vibrations at the edge of her enhanced sensibility, way off to her right. Delicate footsteps in a slow, intricate rhythm, like the last drips of rain from the eaves, after the storm has passed.
A deer. Two of them, does probably, stepping slowly and lightly through the woods, searching the undergrowth for fodder.
But there is another step as well, slower yet, and heavier. Not an animal, but moving almost like one. Footsteps faint and oh-so-cautious. The moves of a professional stalker.
Kingman’s gamekeeper? No, as of half an hour ago, the old gaffer was sleeping off last night’s binge, in his room in the west wing.
This is a new player.
She gets a vector on the sound, then ceases listening and relaxes into movement. Though she can no longer hear as well, she can imagine the stranger’s stepwise moves.
Now comes Kingman on her left, pressing through the wet brush like an elephant, walking with the unthinking confidence born of a lifetime’s familiarity with these woods. She moves right, not wanting to cut off the unknown player but rather to come in behind, to have a look. She goes through the brightening forest with all the grace and alertness she can muster.
She catches herself—barely—just before she walks into him. Had she not had the advantage of knowing he was there… Well, he is very good. She trembles motionless against the rough bark of a bent old oak.
Then he moves, and she sees who he is. Curly red hair, camel’s hair coat, pigskin gloves—among the sunlit autumn leaves he is almost better camouflaged than she. His skill comes as no surprise to her.
The orange man. He’d almost killed her on Mars, and again on Phobos. She’d had a chance to kill him then, but out of some misguided impulse—of what, justice? Fair play?—she’d held back. Even though she knew he’d killed the doctor who had freed her from the sanatorium, even though somehow she knew even then—though she had not quite made the connection in memory—that he’d tried to kill her parents. Perhaps succeeded.
She rests her cheek against a cushion of emerald green moss on the tree trunk, holding her breath and waiting for him to go on past, down that narrow creek bed choked with fallen leaves. Whatever scruples she’d had are irrelevant now.
His footsteps stop.
She pushes her face cautiously forward, peering around the tree trunk. She can not see him. But Kingman’s footsteps keep coming through the woods.
The loud crack of the orange man’s pistol splits the morning calm. Even without the suppressor he normally uses, she knows the .38 by its sound—
—which startles the deer. They go bounding deeper into the preserve, crashing through the brush without pausing to look back, two living animals not making enough noise, however, to obliterate the heavy fall of Kingman’s dead body—straight over, he hits the forest floor like a felled tree. Head shot.
If she could see the orange man she would shoot him, but he is already moving away from her, screened by too many tree trunks, walking calmly in the direction of the house. She creeps after him, until her view of the meadow and the mansion is clear.
He’s out of the woods now, into the open, making no effort to hide himself. All of Kingman’s guests are gathered on the terrace, chatting calmly with each other as they watch the orange man’s progress. The one called Bill has turned away from the rail to the face the others. His stance is relaxed, arrogant.
For fifteen seconds she listens…
“So, Bill, on to Jupiter”—Holly Singh speaking, a smirk bending her red lips—“But how do we know Linda won’t be there ahead of us. As she was on Phobos?”
Bill takes his time answering. Then he says, “Actually, my dear, I’m depending on it.”
Her trance takes only an instant. She comes out of it with her mind made up. She aims and squeezes. The orange man’s head comes apart, more pink than orange.
To get off her other shots takes time, perhaps a third of a second each. The inherent uncertainty of the extreme range takes its toll. Only two of the first four rounds find targets.
The one aimed at Bill gets Jack Noble instead, in the midsection. The second shot is wasted against the wall of the house. The next one is aimed at Holly Singh, who is ducking. It finds her shoulder, taking the shoulder and half her neck. The fourth shot breaks an irregular block of stone from the balustrade—
—by which time the others are down, hiding behind it. A few seconds later they begin firing back from its cover.
She is already gone, running through the woods more lightly than the deer.
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That first day, the Father of the Gods smiled upon Falcon. It was as calm and peaceful here on Jupiter as it had been, years ago, when he was drifting with Webster across the plains of northern India. Falcon had had time to master his new skills, until Kon-Tiki seemed an extension of his own body. Such luck was more than he had dared to hope for, and he began to wonder if he might have to pay a price for it.
He smiled inwardly. Even within the perfect man, shreds of superstition remain.
The five hours of daylight were almost over. The clouds below were full of shadows, which gave them a massive solidity they had not possessed when the sun was higher. Color was swiftly draining from the sky, except in the west itself, where a band of deepening purple lay along the horizon. Above this band was the thin crescent of a closer moon, pale and bleached against the utter blackness beyond.
With a speed perceptible to the eye, the sun went straight down over the edge of Jupiter almost 3,000 kilometers away. The stars came out in their legions—and there was the beautiful evening star, Earth, on the very frontier of twilight, reminding him how far he was from the place of his origin. It followed the sun down into the west. Humanity’s first night on Jupiter had begun.
With the onset of darkness, Kon-Tiki began to sink. The balloon was no longer heated by the feeble sunlight and was losing a small part of its buoyancy. Falcon did nothing to increase lift; he had expected this and was planning to descend.
The invisible cloud deck was still some fifty kilometers below, and he would reach it about midnight. It showed up clearly on the infrared radar, which also reported that it contained a vast array of complex carbon compounds as well as the usual hydrogen, helium, and ammonia. Falcon could see all this for himself, with perceptual abilities that were not general knowledge.
The chemists were dying for samples of that fluffy, pinkish stuff; though some of the previous atmospheric probes had gathered a total of a few grams, they had had to analyze the compounds on board, with automated instruments, in the brief time before they’d disappeared into the crushing depths. What the chemists had learned so far had only whetted their appetites. Half the basic molecules of life were here, floating high above the surface of Jupiter. Where there was “food,” could life be far away? That was the question that, after more than a hundred years, none of them had been able to answer.
The infrared was blocked by the clouds, but the micro-wave radar sliced right through and showed layer after layer, all the way down to the hidden “surface” 400 kilometers below. That was barred to him by tremendous pressures and temperatures; not even the robot probes had ever reached it intact. It lay in tantalizing inaccessibility at the bottom of the radar screen, slightly fuzzy, showing a curious granular structure that neither Falcon nor his radar screen could resolve.
An hour after sunset he dropped his first onboard probe. It fell swiftly for about a hundred kilometers, then began to float in the denser atmosphere, sending back torrents of radio signals, which he relayed to Mission Control. Then there was nothing else to do until sunrise, except keep an eye on the rate of descent and monitor the instruments.
While she was drifting in this steady current, Kon-Tiki could look after herself.
 
Flight Director Im announced the end of Day One. “Good morning, Howard. It’s one minute after midnight, and we’ve got green boards all around. Hope you’re enjoying yourself.”
Falcon’s reply came back, time-delayed and distorted by static: “Good morning, Flight. All the boards I’m looking at are green too. Looking forward to sunrise so I can see a little more out the windows.”
“Call us then. Meanwhile we won’t pester you.”
Im keyed the ship’s bridge.
“Mangkorn here, Flight.” The ship’s second mate, a Thai with ten years’ service among Jupiter’s moons, was the officer of the new day; Captain Chowdhury had gone to his cabin to catch some sleep.
“Good morning, Khun Mangkorn,” she said. “Can you give me an update on our VIPs?”
“The cutter is on a ballistic Hohmann from Ganymede. No change of ETA.”
“Thank you.”
Ten minutes passed without incident. Suddenly graph lines leaped on the screens. Im reached for the command channel. “Howard! Listen in on channel forty-six, high gain.”
There were so many telemetering circuits that she could have forgiven Falcon if he remembered only those few which were critical, but he didn’t hesitate. Through her commlink she heard the click of the switch on his panel.
He brought up the frequency on his inboard amplifier, which was linked through to the microphone on the probe that now floated 125 kilometers below Kon-Tiki in an atmosphere almost as dense as water.
“Put it up on the speakers,” Im said. The communications controller immediately switched the loudspeakers to the probe’s channel.
At first there was only a soft hiss of whatever strange winds stirred down in the darkness of that unimaginable world. And then, out of the background noise, there slowly emerged a booming vibration that grew louder and louder, like the beating of a gigantic drum. It was so low that it was felt as much as heard, and the beats steadily increased their tempo, though the pitch never changed. Now it was a swift, almost infrasonic throbbing.
Then, suddenly, in midvibration it stopped—so abruptly that the mind could not accept the silence: memory continued to manufacture a ghostly echo in the deepest caverns of the brain.
The controllers exchanged glances. It was the most extraordinary sound that any of them had ever heard, even among the multitudinous noises of Earth. None could think of a natural phenomenon that could have caused it. Nor was it like the cry of an animal, not even one of the great whales.
If Im had not been so engrossed, she might have noticed the barely constrained excitement on the faces of two of her controllers. But she was on the comm to the bridge. “Khun Mangkorn, would you send someone to wake up Dr. Brenner, please,” she said. “This could be what he’s been waiting for.”
The awesome sound came over the speakers again, following exactly the same pattern. Now they were prepared for it and could time the sequence; from the first faint throb to final crescendo, it lasted just over ten seconds.
But this time there was a real echo, not an artifact of memory—very faint and far away, it might have come from one of the many reflecting layers deeper in the stratified atmosphere.
Or perhaps it was from another, more distant source. They waited for a second echo, but none came.
“Howard, drop another probe, will you? With two mike pickups maybe we can triangulate the source.”
“Okay, Flight,” came the delayed reply, and over the speakers in Mission Control they heard the nearly simultaneous thump of the robot instrument probe separating from Kon-Tiki’s capsule. Oddly enough, none of Kon-Tiki’s own microphones was picking up anything except wind noise. The boomings, whatever they were, were trapped and channeled beneath an atmospheric reflecting layer far below.
Olaf Brenner came through the hatch in the center of the control room’s “floor,” emerging from the corridor that led down to Garuda’s living quarters. The pudgy, gray-haired exobiologist was still sleepy, bouncing off the bulk-heads in uncoordinated haste, flying almost out of control. He tried to strap himself to his console next to the flight director’s, pulling on his sweater at the same time. Im had to help him keep from drifting away.
Brenner didn’t bother to say thanks for the save. “What’s happening?” he demanded.
“Listen,” Im told him.
Over the speakers the boomings were repeating themselves. Falcon’s second probe had swiftly dropped through the reflective layers beneath and the bright screens in Mission Control made it clear that the strange sounds were coming from a cluster of sources about 2,000 kilometers away from Kon-Tiki. A great distance, but it gave no indication of their intrinsic power—in Earth’s oceans quite feeble sounds could travel equally far.
“What does that sound like?” Im asked.
“What does it sound like to you?” Brenner said gruffly.
“You’re the expert. But it could be a deliberate signal, maybe?”
“Nonsense. There may be life down there. In fact I’ll be very disappointed if we find no microorganisms—perhaps even simple plants. But there couldn’t possibly be anything like animals as we know them—individual creatures that move about under their own volition.”
“No?”
“Every scrap of evidence we have from Mars and Venus and Earth’s prehistory tells us there’s no way an animal can generate enough power to function without free oxygen. There’s no free oxygen on Jupiter. So any biochemical reactions have to be low-energy.”
“You picking up this conversation, Howard?” Im inquired.
Falcon’s carefully neutral voice came over the speakers. “Yes, Flight. Dr. Brenner’s made this argument before.”
“In any case”—Brenner turned his attention to the data on his flatscreen and spoke directly to Falcon through the commlink—“some of these sound-waves look to be a hundred meters long! Even an animal as big as a whale couldn’t get that out of its pipes! They must have a natural origin, Howard.”
“Probably the physicists will come up with an explanation,” Falcon replied. His tone was cool.
“Well, think about it,” Brenner demanded. “After all, what would a blind alien make of the sounds it heard on a beach during a storm, or beside a geyser, or a volcano, or a waterfall? The alien might easily attribute them to some huge beast.”
An extra second or two passed before Falcon said, “That certainly is something to think about.”
“Quite,” Brenner harrumphed.
There, for the time being, their conversation ended.
From Jupiter, the mysterious signals continued at intervals, recorded and analyzed by batteries of instruments in Mission Control. Brenner studied the accumulating data displayed on his flatscreen; a quick Fourier transform revealed no apparent meaning lurking in the rhythmic booming.
Brenner yawned elaborately and looked around. “Where’s the professional busybody?” he asked Im, seeing the empty harness where Blake Redfield often perched.
“Even professional snoops have to sleep sometime,” replied the flight director.
 
Blake was in his tiny cabin, sleeping fitfully. He’d been sleeping about five hours in every twenty-four, and not all at once. He’d spaced his naps, making a point of monitoring the operations of each of Mission Control’s three daily shifts. What it had gained him was a pretty good idea who the ringers were, the controllers who controlled themselves too well under his constant needling and prodding.
No matter which side of this multi-sided game they were on, they and he shared knowledge denied the rest of the people on Garuda, namely that Falcon had a purpose in the clouds that went well beyond the mission’s stated objectives.
Even Falcon himself appeared not to know. Was he pretending? It was a question—one of many—that could only be answered in the event.
 
In her hiding hole, Sparta stirred from dreams of revenge. Her red eyes opened and she ran a furry tongue over yellow teeth. Reality reemerged only gradually.
She listened long enough to confirm mission elapsed time. Soon now… She knew it was time to move, if she were to reach Blake. But did she still want to? She pondered…
Her red eyes had watched from hiding as he went about his officious business, tapping into data without permission, asking rude questions of the off-duty controllers, making a pest of himself. To her, his behavior was transparent. He knew, as she did, that something was rotten in the Kon-Tiki mission. But unlike her, he didn’t know what. He was scratching and prying at scabs, hoping to irritate the beast into striking back—thus revealing itself.
Some ember of compassion for him still burned in her brain. He had no idea that they were simply biding their time, that he was already marked for death. Blake’s efforts were dangerous and useless.
She owed him nothing. Still, she could warn him of the cataclysm to come. She had done her best to behead the Free Spirit. Like the Hydra, it grew other heads.
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About an hour before sunrise the voices of the deep died away, and Falcon began to busy himself with preparation for the dawn of his second day. Kon-Tiki was now only five kilometers above the nearest cloud layer; the external pressure had risen to ten atmospheres, and the temperature was a tropical thirty degrees Centigrade. A fellow could be comfortable here with no more equipment than a breathing mask and the right grade of heliox mixture.
Mission Control had been silent for several minutes, but shortly after dawn bloomed in the Jovian clouds, Im’s voice came over the link. “We’ve got some good news for you, Howard. The cloud layer below you is breaking up. You’ll have partial clearing in an hour. You’ll have to watch out for turbulence.”
“I’m already noticing some,” Falcon answered. “How far down will I be able to see?”
“At least twenty kilometers, down to the second thermocline. That cloud deck is solid—it’s the one that never breaks.”
As Falcon well knew. He also knew it was out of his reach. The temperature down there must be over a hundred degrees. This must be the first time a balloonist had ever had to worry not about his ceiling but about his basement.
Ten minutes later he could see what Mission Control had already observed from its orbiting sensors with their superior vantage points: there was a change in color near the horizon, and the cloud layer had become ragged and humpy, as if something had torn it open. Falcon cranked his nuclear furnace up a couple of notches and gave Kon-Tiki another five kilometers of altitude so that he could get a better view.
The sky below was clearing rapidly and completely, as if something was dissolving the solid overcast. An abyss was opening before his eyes. A moment later he sailed out over the edge of a cloud canyon twenty kilometers deep and a thousand kilometers wide.
A new world lay spread beneath him; Jupiter had stripped away one of its many veils. The second layer of clouds, unattainably far below, was much darker in color than the first—almost salmon pink, and curiously mottled with little islands of brick red. These were all oval-shaped, with their long axes pointing east-west, in the direction of the prevailing wind. There were hundreds of them, all about the same size, and they reminded Falcon of puffy little cumulus clouds in the terrestrial sky.
He reduced buoyancy, and Kon-Tiki began to drop down the face of the dissolving cliff.
It was then that he noticed the snow.
White flakes were forming in the atmosphere and drifting slowly downward. Yet it was much too warm for snow, and in any event there was scarcely a trace of water at this altitude. Moreover, there was no glitter or sparkle about these flakes as they went cascading down into the depths. When, presently, a few of them landed on an instrument boom outside the main viewing port, he saw that they were a dull, opaque white, not crystalline at all, and quite large, several inches across. They looked like wax.
He realized that this was precisely what they were. A chemical reaction taking place in the atmosphere around him was condensing the hydrocarbons floating in the Jovian sky.
About a hundred kilometers ahead there was a disturbance in the cloud layer; the little red ovals were jostling around and were beginning to form a spiral, the familiar cyclonic pattern so common in the meteorology of Earth. This vortex was emerging at astonishing speed; if that was a storm ahead, Falcon said to himself, he was in big trouble.
And then his concern changed to wonder—and fear.
What was developing in his line of sight was not a storm at all. Something enormous—something scores of kilometers across—was rising through the clouds.
The reassuring thought that it, too, might be a cloud, a thunderhead boiling up from the lower levels of the atmosphere, lasted only a few seconds. No, this was solid; it shouldered its way through the pink and salmon overcast like an iceberg rising from the deep.
An iceberg floating in hydrogen? That was impossible, of course, but perhaps it was not too remote an analogy. He focused his telescopic eye upon the enigma—and moments later adjusted Kon-Tiki’s optics to convey the same image to Mission Control—and he saw that the vast shape was a whitish, crystalline mass threaded with streaks of red and brown. It must be, he decided, the same stuff as the “snowflakes” falling around him—a mountain range of wax.
It was not, he realized, as solid as he had thought. Around the edges it was continually crumbling and reforming…
Mission Control had been pestering him with questions for well over a minute now.
“I know what it is,” he said firmly, answering at last. “A mass of bubbles, some kind of foam, hydrocarbon froth. The chemists are going to have a field day… Just a minute!”
“What’s happening?” Im’s calm but unmistakably urgent voice came in on top of the radio delay. “What do you see, Howard?”
Falcon heard Brenner babbling excitedly in the background, but he ignored the pleas from Garuda and concentrated his attention on the telescopic image in his own eye. Belatedly he refocused the mechanical optics. He had an idea … but he had to be sure. If he made a mistake, he would be a laughingstock to everyone who was watching the feed from this mission, throughout the entire solar system.
Then he relaxed, glanced at the clock, and cut in on the nagging voice from Mission Control. “Hello, Mission Control,” he said, very formally. “This is Howard Falcon aboard Kon-Tiki. Emphemeris time nineteen hours, twenty-one minutes, fifteen seconds. Latitude zero degrees five minutes north. Longitude one hundred five degrees, forty-two minutes, system one… If Dr. Brenner is still standing by, please tell him there is life on Jupiter. And it’s big.”
“I’m very happy to be proved wrong,” came back Brenner’s reply, as quickly as the distance allowed. For all his earlier vehemence, Brenner seemed downright cheerful. “Guess Mother Nature always has something up her sleeve, eh? Just keep the long lens on and give us the best pictures you can.”
If Falcon had been given to irony he would have asked himself what the hell the exobiologist expected he would be doing besides getting the best pictures he could. But Falcon’s sense of irony had never been well developed.
He tweaked the vibrationless telescope and peered at the videoplate image. That should keep Brenner happy. Then he looked as closely as he could with his own eye. The things moving up and down those distant waxen slopes were still too far away for Falcon to make out many details, although they must have been very large indeed to be visible at all at such a distance. Almost black, shaped like arrowheads, they maneuvered by slow undulations of their entire bodies, so that they looked rather like giant manta rays swimming above some tropical reef.
Perhaps they were sky-borne grazers, no more carnivorous than cattle browsing upon the cloud pastures of Jupiter, for they seemed to be feeding along the dark red-brown streaks that ran like dried-up riverbeds down the flanks of the floating cliffs. Occasionally one of them would dive headlong into the mountain of foam and disappear completely from sight.
Kon-Tiki was moving only slowly with respect to the cloud layer below. It would be at least three hours before it was above those ephemeral hills. It was in a race with the sun. Falcon hoped that darkness would not fall before he could get a good view of the mantas, as he had christened them, as well as the fragile landscape over which they flapped their way.
The commlink crackled. “Howard, I hate to leave at a time like this, but it’s time to change shifts,” said Im. “Dr. Brenner has just ordered another liter of black coffee. I think he plans to be with you awhile.”
“Indeed I do,” Brenner said jovially.
“Thanks for your help, Flight,” Howard said. “And hello, Flight.”
“Hello, Howard.” The voice that came back was that of David Lum, an ethnic Chinese from Ganymede with long service in the Indo-Asian space program. “We had to pry Budhvorn out of here,” said Lum. “She would have hogged all the fun.”
The fun was some time coming—a long three hours. During the whole period Falcon kept the external microphones on full gain, wondering if this was the source of the booming in the night. The mantas certainly seemed large enough to have produced it. Once he got an accurate measurement, he discovered they were almost 300 meters across the wings! That was three times the length of Earth’s largest whale, although Falcon knew the mantas couldn’t weigh more than a few tonnes.
Finally, half an hour before sunset, Kon-Tiki was almost above the waxy mountains.
“No,” said Falcon, again answering repetitive queries from Brenner, “they’re still showing no reaction to my presence. I don’t think they’re very bright. They look like harmless vegetarians. If they were to try to chase me, I doubt they could reach my altitude.”
Still, he was a little disappointed that the mantas showed not the slightest interest in him as he sailed high above their feeding ground. Perhaps they had no way of detecting his presence. He could see little detail in their structure, and even computer-enhanced photograms through the telescope had detected no sign of anything that resembled a sense organ. The creatures were simply huge black deltas, rippling over hills and valleys that in reality were little more substantial than the clouds of Earth. Though they looked solid, Falcon knew that anyone who stepped on those white mountains would go crashing through them as if they were made of tissue paper.
At close quarters he could see the myriad cellules or bubbles from which they were formed. Some of these were quite large, a meter or so in diameter, and Falcon wondered in what witches’ cauldron of hydrocarbons they had been brewed. There must be enough petrochemicals deep down in the atmosphere of Jupiter to supply all humanity’s needs for a million years.
The short day had almost gone when he passed over the crest of the waxen hills, and the light was fading rapidly along their lower slopes. There were no mantas on this western side, and for some reason the topography was very different. The foam was sculptured into long, level terraces, like the interior of a lunar crater. Falcon could almost imagine that they were gigantic steps leading down to the hidden surface of the planet.
And on the lowest of these steps, just clear of the swirling clouds that the mountain had displaced when it came surging skyward, was a roughly oval mass, five or six kilometers across. It was difficult to see, since it was only a little darker than the gray white foam on which it rested. Falcon’s first thought was that he was looking at a forest of pallid trees, like giant mushrooms that had never seen the sun.
Yes, it must be a forest—he could see hundreds of thin trunks springing from the white waxy froth in which they were rooted. But the trees were packed astonishingly close together; there was scarcely any space between them. Perhaps it was not a forest after all, but a single enormous tree like one of the giant multi-trunked banyans of the East. Once he had seen a banyan tree in Java that was over 650 meters across. This monster was at least ten times that size.
The light had almost gone. The cloudscape had turned purple with refracted sunlight, and in a few seconds that too would vanish. In the last light of his second day on Jupiter, Howard Falcon saw—or thought he saw—something that cast the gravest doubts on his interpretation of the white oval. But it also thrilled him in a way he could not have consciously explained.
Unless the dim light had totally deceived him, those hundreds of thin trunks were beating back and forth in perfect synchronism, like fronds of kelp rocking in the surge.
And the tree was no longer in the place where he had first seen it.
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A gleaming white cutter sidled cautiously up to Garuda’s main airlock. The diagonal blue band and gold star on the cutter’s bow declared its authority: the Board of Space Control was the Council of Worlds’ largest agency, many-armed like Shiva, both nurturing and disciplinary, coordinating space development and sponsoring scientific missions such as Kon-Tiki, but at the same time acting as police, coast guard, and marines. The white cutter had a strangely aerodynamic appearance for a spacecraft, for the Space Board had designed its fusion-powered ships to pursue their objectives even into the depths of planetary atmospheres.
The cutter was a long way from an atmosphere now. As it hung motionless in space, a docking tube snaked out from its lock and sealed itself to the equally motionless Garuda. A few minutes later, a Space Board commander and a big blond lieutenant with a stun-gun on his hip flew expertly onto Garuda’s bridge.
They were met by Rajagopal, the first mate. “How can we assist you, Commander?” Somehow, from the woman’s glossy red lips, even the simple courtesy sounded arrogant.
“We’re here to observe.” He was tall, sunblackened man with a rasping, Canadian-accented voice.
“Fine, fine. If you wouldn’t mind saying…”
“Sorry,” he said firmly. “If you’ll show us to Mission Control, we’ll stay out of everybody’s hair.”
Her expression hardened. “This way, please.”
The passageway from the bridge to Mission Control was short, ending in a hatch in the center of what was, when Garuda was accelerating, the control room’s ceiling. Six controllers looked up curiously as the uniformed spacers entered the room. Rajagopal curtly announced the arrivals to Lum, the flight director, and returned to the bridge.
A few moments later, the commander and his partner took up different positions, the commander hovering beside the hatch that led to the bridge, the lieutenant moving opposite him to the hatchway in the floor. The silent maneuver had the effect of telling the men and women in this fishbowl of a room that they were under arrest.
 
Blake Redfield opened his eyes in time to see her, swinging silently and weightlessly down from the ceiling of his sleeping cubicle. She perched right on top of him, hunched over him like a nightmare.
He didn’t believe it. He blinked, as if that would give the horrid apparition time to go away. When he opened his eyes again, the nightmare began in earnest.
Sparta must have seen the look in his eyes, the fear that shifted through recognition to a calmer, deeper apprehension.
“Are you here to kill me?” He meant to speak boldly, but his words came out in a dry whisper.
She grinned. In the grease-blackened mask of her face, her teeth were gleaming ivory and her tongue was blood red. “You don’t have to do anything more, Blake. I’ve already taken care of it. Guard your own back.”
“What do you…?”
“No, don’t move,” she said.
He pretended to relax, while staring up at her. “What did you do, Ellen?”
“Don’t call me Ellen.”
Don’t call her Ellen?—he took a deep breath; his ears were ringing with the tension—For years she’s insisted I call her Ellen. “What’s your name now?”
“You know who I am. You don’t need my name.”
“As you wish.” She was mad. It was plain as the evil grin on her face. Look at her, starved to bones, those red eyes burning in her head. “What have you done?”
The words hissed out of her in a hot stream. “You don’t need to keep trying to trap them. The mission will fail, I’ve seen to it. When it does, the prophetae who are left will show themselves. Then I’ll take care of them, too.”
“What have you done?”
“Don’t betray me to the commander,” she said, unfolding her legs and pushing lightly against his knees as she lifted toward the ceiling.
“The commander? He’s…?” Blake broke off, watching in amazement as she slithered into the air-exchange duct, an opening he would have thought too small for a human body.
“Don’t betray me.” She was already out of sight when her words reached him. “You want to live, don’t you?”
 
“Sorry about this,” said Mission Control over Falcon’s speakers. “Source Beta is looking iffy. Probability seventy percent it’s gonna blow within the next hour.”
Falcon scrolled through the chart on the map screen. Beta—Jupiter latitude one hundred and forty degrees—was almost 30,000 kilometers away and well below his horizon. Even though major eruptions ran as high as ten megatons, he was much too far away for the shock wave to be a serious danger. The radio storm that it would trigger was a different matter.
The decameter outbursts that at times made Jupiter the most powerful radio source in the whole sky had been discovered in the 1950s, to the utter astonishment of groundbound astronomers. Well over a century later their underlying cause remained a mystery. Only the symptoms were understood.
The “volcano” theory had best stood the test of time, although no one imagined that this word had the same meaning on Jupiter as on Earth. At frequent intervals—often several times a day—titanic eruptions occurred in the lower depths of the atmosphere, probably on the hidden surface of the planet itself. A great column of gas, a thousand kilometers high, would start boiling upward as if determined to escape into space.
Against the most powerful gravitational field of all the planets, it had no chance. Yet some traces—a mere few million metric tonnes—might manage to reach the Jovian ionosphere, and when they did, all hell broke loose.
The radiation belts surrounding Jupiter completely dwarf the feeble Van Allen belts of Earth. When they are short-circuited by an ascending column of gas, the result is an electrical discharge millions of times more powerful than any terrestrial flash of lightning; it sends a colossal thunderclap of radio noise flooding across the entire solar system and on to the stars.
Probes had discovered that these radio outbursts were concentrated in four main areas of the planet. Perhaps there were weaknesses there that allowed the fires of the interior to break out from time to time. The scientists on Ganymede now thought they could predict the onset of a decameter storm; their accuracy was about that of a terrestrial weather forecast a century and a half ago.
Falcon did not know whether to welcome or fear a radio storm, which would certainly add to the value of the mission—if he survived it. At the moment, he simply felt a vague irritability, as if this was all a distraction from some larger purpose. Kon-Tiki’s course had been planned to keep it as far as possible from the main centers of disturbance, especially the most active, Source Alpha. As luck would have it, the threatening Beta was the closest to him. He hoped that the distance, almost three-fourths the circumference of Earth, was safe enough.
“Probability now ninety percent,” said Mission Control. Flight Director Lum’s voice held a distinct note of urgency. “Forget what I said about an hour. Ganymede would have us believe it could be any second.”
The radiolink had scarcely fallen silent when the magnetic field-strength graphic shot upward; before it could go off the screen, it reversed and dropped as rapidly as it had risen, in a spike as sharp as an ice pick. Far away and thousands of kilometers below, something had given the planet’s molten core a titanic jolt.
Mission Control was late to get the news. “There she blows!”
“Thanks, I already know.”
“You can expect onset at your position in five minutes, peak in ten.”
He already knew that, too. “Copy.” He didn’t tell them how.
Far around the curve of Jupiter a funnel of gas as wide as the Pacific Ocean was climbing space-ward at thousands of kilometers per hour. Already the thunderstorms of the lower atmosphere would be raging around it, but they were nothing compared with the fury that would explode when the radiation belt was reached and began dumping its surplus electrons onto the planet.
Falcon began to retract all the instrument booms that he’d earlier extended from the capsule. There were no other precautions he could take. It would be four hours before the atmospheric shock wave reached him, but once the discharge had been triggered the radio blast, traveling at the speed of light, would be here in a tenth of a second.
Nothing yet: the radio monitor, scanning the spectrum, showed nothing unusual—just the normal mush of background. But Falcon noticed that the background noise level was slowly creeping upward. The pending explosion was gathering strength.
At such a vast distance he’d never expected to see anything. But suddenly a flicker as of far-off heat lightning danced along the eastern horizon. Simultaneously half the circuit breakers on the main board tripped, the capsule lights failed, and all comm channels went dead.
He tried to move, but he could not do so. The paralysis that gripped him was not psychological. He’d lost control of his limbs, and he could feel a painful tingling sensation throughout the network of his nerves. It seemed impossible that the electric field could have penetrated the shielded cabin—which was effectively a Faraday cage—and yet there was a flickering glow over the instrument board, and he could hear the unmistakable crackle of brush discharge.
Bang. Bang!
The emergency systems—bang!—threw themselves into operation—bang!—and the overloads reset. The lights flickered on. Falcon’s humiliating paralysis disappeared as swiftly as it had come. With a glance at the board, he leaned toward the ports.
No need to try the external inspection lamps, for outside the windows the capsule’s support cables seemed to be on fire. Lines of electric blue light glowed against the darkness, stretching upward from the main lift ring to the equator of the giant balloon; rolling slowly along several of them were dazzling balls of fire.
The sight was so strange and so beautiful that it was hard to read any menace into it—although few people, as Falcon knew, could even have seen ball lightning at such close quarters. And certainly none had survived, if they’d been riding a hydrogen-filled balloon in the atmosphere of Earth. He remembered the flaming death of the Hindenburg—how could any dirigible pilot forget it, how could any such pilot fail to have memorized the old newsreel frame by frame?—destroyed by a spark upon docking at Lakehurst in 1937. That could not happen here, though there was more hydrogen above his head than had ever filled the last of the Zeppelins; it would be a few billion years yet before anyone could light a fire in the atmosphere of Jupiter, sans oxygen.
With a sound like briskly frying bacon, the speech circuit came back to life—it was Lum’s frantic voice. “Hello, Kon-Tiki—are you receiving? Are you receiving?” Chopped and badly distorted, the flight director’s words were barely intelligible.
Falcon’s spirits lifted; he had resumed contact with the human world. “I receive you, David,” he said, a bit less formally than usual. “That was quite an electrical display. But no damage so far.”
“We were afraid we’d lost you. Howard, please adjust telemetry channels three, seven, and twenty-six. Also gain on video two. And we don’t quite believe the readings from the external ionization sensors.”
Reluctantly Falcon tore his gaze away from the fascinating pyrotechnic display around Kon-Tiki. As he worked to recalibrate the instruments he occasionally glanced out the windows. The ball lightning disappeared first, the fiery globes slowly expanding until they reached a critical size, at which they vanished in a silent, almost gentle explosion.
But even an hour later, there were still faint glows around all the exposed metal on the outside of the capsule, and the radio links stayed noisy until after midnight.
“We’re changing shifts again, Howard. Meechai will be taking over shortly.”
“Thanks for a good job, David.”
“Morning, Howard. Welcome to Day Three.” Buranaphorn’s voice was clear in the radiolink.
“They go by fast, don’t they?” Falcon said pleasantly.
Deep inside himself, he felt anything but pleasant. That electrical shock, the paralysis … something strange was happening, although he could not say what. Lurid images came unbidden into his imagination, and he imagined that someone was speaking right next to him—was right here next to him in the capsule—but the words were in a language he had never heard, as in a dream where one clearly sees the words on the page but can make no sense of them.
Falcon struggled to maintain his concentration. His mission was far from complete.
The remaining hours of darkness were completely uneventful—until just before dawn.
Because it came from the east, Falcon thought he was seeing the first faint hint of sunrise. Then he realized that it was twenty minutes too early, and the glow that had appeared along the horizon was moving toward him even as he watched.
It swiftly detached itself from the arch of stars that marked the invisible edge of the planet, and he saw that it was a relatively narrow band, quite sharply defined—the beam of an enormous searchlight, swinging beneath the clouds. Perhaps fifty kilometers behind the first racing bar of light came another, parallel and moving at the same speed. And behind that another and another, until all the sky flickered with alternating sheets of light and darkness.
Falcon thought that he must have become inured to wonders by now, and surely this display of pure, soundless luminosity could not present the slightest danger. Nevertheless, it was an astonishing display, an inexplicable display—and despite himself he felt cold fear gnawing at what was otherwise an almost inhuman self-control. No human could look on such a sight without feeling like a helpless pygmy in the presence of forces beyond his comprehension. Was it possible that Jupiter carried not only life, but…
His mind reeled. The windows of his capsule spun in front of his eyes as rapidly as the searchlight beams in the vast dark cloudscape outside them.
But also intelligence…?
The thought had literally had to fight its way to consciousness. What could his unconscious know with such fervor and jealousy that it would want to hide it from his own conscious mind, from the spotlight of reason?
An intelligence that only now was beginning to react to his alien presence…?
“Yes, we see it,” said Buranaphorn, in a voice that echoed Falcon’s own sense of awe. “We have no idea what it is. We’re calling Ganymede.”
The display was slowly fading; the bands racing in from the far horizon were much fainter, as if the energies that powered them were becoming exhausted. In five minutes it was all over. The last faint pulse of light flickered along the western sky and was gone. Its passing left Falcon with an overwhelming sense of relief. The sight had been so hypnotic, so disturbing, that it could not have been good for anyone’s peace of mind to contemplate it too long. He was more shaken then he cared to admit. An electrical storm was something he could understand, but this was totally incomprehensible.
Mission Control stayed silent. He knew that the information banks up on Ganymede were being searched; people and machines were turning their minds to the problem. Meanwhile a signal had gone back to Earth, but just getting there and getting a “hello” back would take an hour.
What as this rising unease, this dissatisfaction? Trying to press into his mind like the gathering of another titanic radio blast—it was as if Falcon knew something he did not want to admit to himself that he knew.
When Mission Control spoke again, it was with Olaf Brenner’s tired voice. “Hello, Kon-Tiki, we’ve solved the problem—in a manner of speaking—but we can still hardly believe it.” The exobiologist sounded relieved and subdued at once. One might think the man was in the midst of some great intellectual crisis. “What you are seeing is bioluminescence. Perhaps similar to that produced by microorganisms in the tropical seas of Earth—certainly similar in manifestation—here in the atmosphere, not the ocean, but the principle seems to be the same.”
“That pattern was too regular, too artificial,” Falcon mildly protested. “Hundreds of kilometers across.”
“It was even larger than you imagine. You observed only a small part of it. The whole pattern was almost five thousand kilometers wide and looked like a revolving wheel. You merely saw the spokes, sweeping past you at about one kilometer per second.”
“A second!” Falcon could not help interjecting. “Nothing living could move that fast!”
“Of course not. Let me explain. What you saw was triggered by the shock wave from Source Beta, moving at the speed of sound.”
“What’s that have to do with the pattern?”
“That’s the surprising part. It’s a very rare phenomenon, but identical wheels of light—a thousand times smaller—have been observed in the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean. Listen to this: British India Company’s Patna, Persian Gulf, May 1880, 11:30 P.M.: ‘An enormous luminous wheel, whirling ’round, the spokes of which appeared to brush the ship along. The spokes were two hundred to three hundred yards long… Each wheel contained about sixteen spokes…’ And here’s one from the Gulf of Oman, dated May 23, 1906: ‘The intensely bright luminescence approached us rapidly, shooting sharply defined light rays to the west in rapid succession, like the beam from the searchlight of a warship… To the left of us, a gigantic fiery wheel formed itself, with spokes that reached as far as one could see. The whole wheel whirled around for two or three minutes…’” Brenner broke off. “Well, they go on like that. Ganymede indexes some five hundred cases. Computer would have printed out the lot if we hadn’t called a halt.”
“All right then, I’m convinced—but still baffled.”
“Can’t blame you for that. The full explanation wasn’t worked out until late in the 20th century. Seems these luminous wheels result from submarine earthquakes, and always occur in shallow waters where the shock waves are reflected and form standing wave patterns, sometimes bars, sometimes rotating wheels—the ‘Wheels of Poseidon,’ they’ve been called. The theory was finally proved by making underwater explosions and photographing the results from a satellite.”
“No wonder sailors used to be so superstitious,” Falcon remarked. He saw the pertinence of the terrestrial examples: when Source Beta blew its top, it must have sent shock waves in all directions—through the compressed gas of the lower atmosphere, and down through the solid body of Jupiter’s core. Meeting and recrossing, these waves canceled here, reinforced there. The whole planet must have rung like a bell.
Yet the explanation did not destroy his sense of wonder and awe; he would never be able to forget those flickering bands of light, racing through the unattainable depths of the Jovian atmosphere. This was a world where anything could happen, and no one could guess what the future would bring. And he still had a whole day to go.
Falcon was not merely on a strange planet. He was caught in some magical realm between myth and reality.
 
Blake, meanwhile, was squeezed between two clusters of pipe in a space that had never been designed for human occupancy, the sort of space that’s left over after the welders have come in and done their job, and the pipefitters have come in and done theirs, and the electricians have come in and done theirs—none of them really expecting to have to come back, but leaving this technically negotiable tiny squeeze-hole in case some poor sap actually had to get in there with a wrench or set of wire-cutters to fix something broken.
What Blake was doing in here was the sort of thing that got people killed. He was hunting a wounded animal.
Linda, or Ellen, or whatever secret name she called herself, was much smarter and quicker than he, and he knew it. He’d seen enough of her uncanny “luck” to guess at what she had in her brain and nerves but never talked about. Probably she could see in the dark and smell him coming, just like a wounded mountain lion.
Nevertheless she must be stopped. She was too dangerous to allow to go free and way too dangerous to underestimate. If she said she had ensured that Howard Falcon’s mission would fail, she had reason. Yet he couldn’t simply hand her over to the commander, tell him that at last she was back—and wash his hands of the results. Too many things were happening too fast. He had to handle this on his own.
A couple of factors were on his side. With his perverse addiction to sabotage, Blake was a more experienced sneak even than she. With any luck, she wouldn’t be expecting him, for she’d gone out of her way to warn him off, when she must have known he didn’t suspect she was within three planets of here.
And she was sick. But whether her haunted eyes and wasted body meant she was any less formidable, he didn’t know.
He moved slowly through the almost impassable passage until he was next to the AP service bay. He’d already searched the more accessible of the places on his list where she might hide. They’d proved a little too accessible for her to risk.
Through a mere crevice between electrical bus bridges he got a glimpse into the AP service area, dimly illuminated by a couple of glowing green diodes. Nothing was moving in there, nothing visible. Blake listened as hard as he could, but he could hear only the whine and hum and creak of the ship above his own breath and heartbeat. Quiet as they were, they sounded like hurricane wind and surf in his ears.
He inched himself forward, until he was hanging half into the space where he expected to find her.
The madwoman’s ill-timed screech was his only warning. She flew out of the deep shadows into the sickly green light, talons outstretched, screaming like a harpy. She could have torn his throat out—but because of her scream he had a fractional moment in which to register her fiery eyes, her gleaming fangs, as he convulsed, twisted—
—and seized her wrist. Her PIN spines, extended beneath her nails, sliced open his arm like razors, but he didn’t notice. His calves were still wedged fast in the narrow passage; they gave him the leverage he needed, and…
With a single jerk of its neck a leopard seal peels the skin off its prey in a spray of blood…
The effect on Sparta was not so grisly. Whipped upside down by Blake, she did a rag doll’s somersault and slammed butt first into the bulkhead, legs splayed. Her foul breath came out in an explosive grunt and she feebly waved her free arm, but Blake’s left fist slammed into the point of her chin. Her head snapped back and her eyes rolled up in her head.
His own blood was floating in the little room, little black bubbles in the green light, more of them all the time. He folded his arms around her wasted, filthy body and burst into tears. Sobbing bitterly, he groped with his good hand for the dogged hatch that opened into the maintenance corridor.
He’d been hoping he wouldn’t have to turn her in. He’d wanted to get the truth out of her and, if he could think of any way to do it, help her get free.
Too late. He was losing blood fast; he needed to get to the clinic. And she was dying in his arms.
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When true dawn finally arrived, it brought a sudden change of weather. Kon-Tiki was moving through a blizzard; waxen snowflakes were falling so thickly that visibility was reduced to zero. Falcon worried about the weight that might accumulate on the balloon’s envelope. Then he noticed that any flakes settling outside the window quickly disappeared; Kon-Tiki’s continual outpouring of heat was evaporating them as swiftly as they arrived.
If he had been ballooning on Earth, he would also have had to worry about the possibility of hitting something solid. No danger of that here. Mountains on Jupiter, in the unlikely event that there were any, would still be hundreds of kilometers below him. As for the floating islands of foam, hitting them would probably be like plowing into slightly hardened soap bubbles.
Nevertheless he took a cautious peek with the horizontal radar. What he saw on the screen surprised him. Scattered across a huge sector of the sky ahead were dozens of large and brilliant echoes, completely isolated from one another, apparently hanging unsupported in space. Falcon remembered the phrase early aviators had used to described one of the hazards of their profession, “clouds stuffed with rocks,” a good description of what seemed to lie in the path of Kon-Tiki. The radar screen made for a disconcerting sight, although Falcon reminded himself that nothing really solid could hover in this atmosphere.
Falcon’s conscious mind tried to pigeon-hole the apparition—some strange meteorological phenomenon, then, and still at least 200 kilometers off—but an inchoate emotion welled in his breast. “Mission Control, what am I looking at?” His own tight voice surprised him.
“No help, Howard. All we have to go on is your radar signal.”
At least they could see the weather, and Buranaphorn conveyed the welcome news that he would be clear of the blizzard in half an hour.
Yet there was no warning of the violent cross wind that abruptly grabbed Kon-Tiki and swept it almost at right angles to his course. Suddenly the envelope was dragging the capsule through the air like a sea anchor, almost horizontally. Falcon needed all his skill and his rattlesnake-quick reflexes to prevent his ungainly vehicle from tangling itself in the guys, even capsizing.
Within minutes he was racing northward at over 600 kilometers per hour.
As suddenly as it had started, the turbulence ceased. He was still moving at high speed, but in still atmosphere, as if he’d been caught in a jet stream. The snowstorm vanished, and he saw with his own eyes what Jupiter had prepared for him.
Kon-Tiki had entered the funnel of a gigantic whirlpool, at least a thousand kilometers across. The balloon was being swept along a curving wall of cloud. Overhead the sun was shining in a clear sky, but far beneath, this great hole in the atmosphere drilled down to unknown depths until it reached a misty floor where lightning flickered almost continuously.
Though the vessel was being dragged downward so slowly that it was in no immediate danger, Falcon increased the flow of the heat into the envelope until Kon-Tiki hovered at a constant altitude. Not until then did he abandon the fantastic spectacle and return to considering the problem of the radar signals. They were still out there.
The nearest echo was now only about forty kilometers away. All of the echoes, he quickly realized, were distributed along the wall of the vortex, moving with it, apparently caught in the vortex like Kon-Tiki itself. He peered through the windows with his telescopic eye and found himself looking at a curiously mottled cloud that almost filled the field of view.
It was not easy to see, being only a little darker than the whirling wall of mist that formed its back-ground. Not until he had been staring for over a minute did he realize that he had met it before. Quickly he trained Kon-Tiki’s optics on the object, so that Mission Control could share the view.
The first time he’d seen the thing it had been crawling across the drifting mountains of foam, and he had mistaken it for a giant, many-trunked tree. Now at last he could appreciate its real size and complexity, could even give it a name to fix its image in his mind. For it did not resemble a tree at all, but a jellyfish, such as might be met trailing its tentacles as it drifted along the warm eddies of Earth’s ocean currents. To some early naturalist those trailing tentacles had been reminiscent of the twisting snakes of a Gorgon’s head, thus the creature’s name: Medusa.
This medusa was almost two kilometers across, with scores of tentacles hundreds of meters long; they swayed back and forth in perfect unison, taking more than a minute for each complete undulation—almost as if the creature were rowing itself through the sky.
The other radar blips were other, more distant medusas. Falcon focused his sight, and the balloon’s telescope, on half a dozen of them. He could detect no obvious variations in size or shape; they all seemed to be of the same species. He wondered just why they were drifting lazily around in this thousand-kilometer orbit. Were they feeding upon the aerial “plankton” sucked in by the whirlpool—sucked in as Kon-Tiki itself had been?
“Mission Control, I haven’t heard anything from Dr. Brenner. Did he go back to bed?”
“Not to bed, Howard,” came Buranaphorn’s delayed reply. “Just to sleep. He’s right beside me, snoring like a baby.”
“Wake him up.”
“By the…” Brenner’s squawk came through the link a second later. “Howard, that creature is a hundred thousand times as large as the biggest whale! Even if it’s only a gas bag, it must weigh a million tonnes! I can’t even guess at its metabolism. It must generate megawatts of heat to maintain its buoyancy.”
“It couldn’t be just a gas bag. It’s too good a radar reflector.”
“You’ve got to get closer.” Brenner’s voice had an edge of contained hysteria.
“I could do that,” Falcon replied—he could approach the medusa as closely as he wanted, by changing altitude to take advantage of differing wind velocities—but he made no move. Something in him had seized up, in a twinge of paralysis like that he’d experienced in the radio storm.
“Falcon, you must immediately…”
Buranaphorn firmly interrupted Brenner. “Let’s stay where we are for the present, Howard.”
“Yes, Flight, let’s do that.” Falcon’s words conveyed relief—and a certain wry amusement at that “we.” An extra thousand kilometers or so of vertical distance made a considerable difference in Mission Control’s point of view.
But Olaf Brenner offered no apology for his attempt to usurp the flight director’s prerogatives.
 
Sparta’s eyes opened. In her sleep she had been listening to the exchange between Mission Control and the fragile balloon whirling through the clouds of Jupiter so far below. Yet there was no comprehension on her ravaged face.
“Aiingg Zzhhhee…” Her throat was full of sand.
“What?”
Three men were peering down at her, two young, one older. She didn’t recognize them. Again she tried to focus in, to study them at close range, but her head was about to explode. If she could see into their eyes, read their retinal patterns, she would surely be able to recognize them… But why was her right eye dead? She could form an image only at a fixed, normal angle. She could see no better than any ordinary person.
“I can’t see,” she said in a whisper, barely more distinctly.
One of the young men waved his hand in front of her face. She tracked it with her eyes. He held up three fingers. “Can you see my hand? How many fingers?”
“Three,” she whispered.
“Keep both eyes open,” said the man, who must be a doctor. He laid the palm of his hand over her right eye. “How many fingers now?”
“Four. But I can’t see.”
He moved his palm to cover her left eye. “How many now?”
“Still four.”
“Why do you say you can’t see?” The doctor took his hand away from her face. “Are you experiencing distorted vision? Shadows? Any abnormality?”
She turned her head aside, not bothering to reply. The fool did not understand what she was talking about, and it occurred to her that it was better not to explain things to him.
“Ellen, we must talk to you,” said one of the others, the old one. Why did he call her that name? It wasn’t hers.
She tested her bonds, trying not to be obvious about it, and found them strong. She had been strapped to a cushioned surface, a bed, with wide woven bands around her ankles and wrists and middle. Tubes were running into her arms, and she could vaguely sense more tubes and wires sprouting from her head. Those tubes must be doing something to her head. She couldn’t see.
But she could still listen…
 
For over an hour now, while Kon-Tiki had been drifting in the gyre of the great whirlpool, Falcon had been experimenting with the videolink’s contrast and gain, trying to record a clearer view of the nearest of the medusas. He wondered if its elusive coloration was some kind of camouflage; perhaps, like many of Earth’s animals, it was trying to lose itself against its background. That was a trick used by both hunters and hunted.
In which category was the medusa? He didn’t really expect to answer that question in the short time left to him, yet, just before local noon, and without the slightest warning, the answer came.
Like a squadron of antique jet fighters, five mantas came sweeping through the wall of mist that formed the funnel of the vortex, flying in a V formation directly toward the gray mass of the medusa. There was no doubt in Falcon’s mind that they were on the attack; evidently it had been quite wrong to assume that they were harmless vegetarians.
Everything happened at such a leisurely pace that it was like watching slo-mo. The mantas undulated along at perhaps fifty klicks; it seemed ages before they reached the medusa, which continued to paddle imperturbably along at an even slower speed. Huge though they were, the mantas looked tiny beside the monster they were approaching. And when they flapped down upon its back, they looked about as big as birds landing on a whale.
Could the medusa defend itself? Falcon didn’t see how the attacking mantas could be in danger as long as they avoided those huge, clumsy tentacles. And perhaps their host was not even aware of them. They could be insignificant parasites, tolerated as a dog tolerates fleas.
No, it was obvious the medusa was in distress.
With agonizing slowness, it began to tip over like a capsizing ship. Ten minutes passed; it had tilted forty-five degrees, and it was rapidly losing altitude.
Falcon could not help but feel pity for the beleaguered monster. The sight even brought bitter memories, for in a grotesque way the fall of the medusa was almost a parody of the dying Queen’s last moments.
“Save your sympathies,” said Brenner’s oddly flat voice over the commlink, as if the exobiologist had been reading his mind. “High intelligence can develop only among predators, not among these drifting browsers—whether they’re in the sea or in the air. Those things you call mantas are closer to us than that monstrous bag of gas.”
Falcon heard out the scientist’s assessment and was moved to dissent. But he said nothing. After all, who could really sympathize with a creature a hundred thousand times larger than a whale? Nor did Falcon want to prod Brenner, who must be near utter exhaustion. His remarks were increasingly infected with inappropriate emotion.
Falcon was saved from further brooding upon the state of Brenner’s soul—or his own—by the sight of the medusa, whose tactics seemed to be having an effect. The mantas had been disturbed by its slow roll and were flapping heavily away from its back, like gorging vultures interrupted during mealtime. Did they somehow prefer an upright orientation, or was something else, invisible to Falcon, spurring them into action?
They had not moved very far at that, continuing to hover a few yards from the still-capsizing monster, when there was a sudden, blinding flash of light—
—synchronized with a crash of static on the radio. Falcon felt the jolt as a sour spasm where his stomach used to be. He watched in close-up as one of the mantas slowly twisted end over end, plummeting straight downward, trailing a plume of black smoke behind it as it fell! The resemblance to a fighter going down in flames was quite uncanny.
In unison the remaining mantas dived steeply away from the medusa, gaining speed by losing altitude. Within minutes they had vanished in the wall of cloud from which they had emerged.
The medusa, no longer falling, began to roll back toward the horizontal. Soon it was sailing along once more on an even keel, as if nothing had happened.
“Beautiful!” Brenner’s ardent voice breathed into the commlink, after the first moment of stunned silence. “Electric defenses, like eels and rays. And at least a million volts!” He paused, and resumed with an edge on his voice. “Talk to us, Falcon. Do you see any organs that might have produced the discharge? Anything that looks like an electrode?”
“No,” said Falcon. He tweaked the resolution. “Something odd here, though. See this pattern? Run a replay—it wasn’t there before.”
A broad, mottled band had appeared along the side of the medusa, forming a regular checker-board, startling in its geometric precision. Each square was itself speckled in a complex subpattern of short horizontal lines, spaced at equal distances in a geometrically perfect array of rows and columns.
“You’re right,” said Brenner, with something very like awe in his voice. “That’s new. What do you think?”
Buranaphorn didn’t give Falcon time to answer the question. “Meter-band radio array, wouldn’t you say, Howard?” He laughed. “Any engineer who didn’t have a biologist’s reputation to protect would know it at a glance.”
“‘S why it returns such a massive echo,” said Falcon.
“Why, maybe, but why now,” Brenner demanded. “Why has it just appeared?”
“Could be an aftereffect of the discharge,” Buranaphorn said.
“Could be,” said Falcon. He paused before he said, “Or maybe it’s listening to us.”
“On this frequency?” Buranaphorn almost laughed. “Those would have to be meter-, even decameter-length antennas. Judging by their size.”
Brenner broke in excitedly. “What if they’re tuned to the planet’s radio outbursts? Nature never got around to that on Earth, even though we do have animals with sonar and electric senses—but Jupiter’s almost as drenched in radio as Earth is in sunlight!”
“Could be a good idea,” said Buranaphorn. “The thing could be tapping into the radio energy. Could be it’s even a floating power plant.”
“All of which is very interesting,” said Brenner, his voice trembling with that authoritarian edge again, “but there’s a much more important matter to settle. I’m invoking the Prime Directive.”
For a long moment the radiolink between Mission Control and Kon-Tiki was silent. Even Buranaphorn was quiet.
Falcon spoke first, with leaden effort. “Please state your reasons.”
“Until I came here,” Brenner began, with cheer that rang false to his listeners, “I too would have sworn that any creature who could have made a shortwave radio antenna must be intelligent. Now I’m not so sure. This could have evolved naturally. Really, I suppose it’s no more fantastic than the human eye.”
“Fine and good, Dr. Brenner,” Buranaphorn said. “Why are you invoking the Prime Directive?”
“We have to play safe,” said Brenner, dropping the false cheer. “We have to assume intelligence, even if none of us here believes it.”
We, Falcon thought, as he sought to control the roiling emotions that welled up within him…
“Therefore I am placing this expedition under all the clauses of the Prime Directive,” Brenner said, with a terminal flourish.
A responsibility which he had never consciously imagined had descended upon Howard Falcon. In the few hours that remained to him, he might become another inhabited planet’s first ambassador from the human race.
Odd that it came as no surprise—but rather with an irony so delicious that he almost wished the surgeons had restored to him the power of laughter.
 
Aboard Garuda, Buranaphorn gave Brenner a searching look: the gray-haired little man had sagged in three dimensions and was floating in his harness like a ball of dough. Buranaphorn said curtly, “I wish I’d let you stay asleep.”
When it came to research, the Prime Directive could develop into a prime pain in the neck. Nobody seriously doubted that it was well intentioned. After a century of argument, humans had finally learned to profit from their mistakes on their home planet, or so it was hoped—and not only moral considerations but self-interest demanded that these stupidities should not be repeated elsewhere in the solar system. That’s one of the reasons the guy from Voxpop was here, right? To make sure they stuck to it.
Nobody in this crew needed reminding. To treat a possibly superior intelligence as the settlers of Australia and North America had treated their aborigines, as the English had treated the Indians, as practically everybody had treated the tribes of Africa … well, that way lay disaster.
Buranaphorn persisted. “Doctor, I’m serious. Don’t you think you ought to get some real rest?” After all, the Prime Directive’s first clause was keep your distance. Make no approach. Make no attempt to communicate. Give them plenty of time to study you—although exactly what was meant by “plenty of time” had never been spelled out. That much alone was left to the discretion of the human on the spot. “Whatever that thing is, we’re not going to get any better visuals while it’s night down there.”
Brenner looked at him oddly. “I couldn’t possibly sleep. Do you know how long we’ve been waiting for this moment?”
“As you say, Doctor.” One of those, thought Buranaphorn—and up until an hour ago he’d had me fooled. Brenner had seemed so sane, so level headed. He was the guy who kept saying they might find some germs down there … but nothing more.
This mission seemed to have attracted a lot of types who’d invested their life hopes (to coin a phrase) in the clouds of Jupiter—certified engineers, but closet religionists just the same. The type that had called themselves Creation “scientists” back in the 20th century. For his part, Meechai Buranaphorn was an ex-rocket jock and an aeronautical engineer who wore his Buddhism lightly. Not that he went out of his way to squash bugs—and he never ate meat unless, you know, it had been raised to be eaten. But some of these guys … you’d think they were expecting instant reincarnation or something. Buranaphorn forced his thoughts back to the status of the mission.
At least the two Space Board heavies had cleared out of the place; the way they’d been behaving, you’d think they were trying to start trouble. But maybe they’d had a reason to be here after all. Who would have thought…? He keyed the bridge. “What’s the word on the stowaway?”
Rajagopal came back at him. “There is no word,” she said.
“Come on, give me something, Raj.” The first mate had that infuriating haughtiness that, in Buranaphorn’s opinion, came naturally to Indian women. Especially those in positions of authority.
But Rajagopal relented. “She and Redfield are locked in the clinic with our Space Board visitors.”
“How’s the captain taking it?”
Chowdhury himself came on the comm. “Please do your job, Mr. Buranaphorn, and let us do ours. Don’t distract yourself with inessentials. Your mission is the reason we are all here.”
Thanks for the reminder, jerk, Buranaphorn thought. But he kept the thought to himself.
 
Inside the ship’s tiny clinic, Sparta was unconscious again.
“I didn’t hit her that hard,” Blake said, for what must have been the hundredth time.
This time the blond doctor—he was from an old Singapore family, Dutch by ancestry—didn’t bother to reply. He’d already explained at length that the woman’s intercranial blood vessels had been rendered dangerously permeable by her use of the drug Striaphan, found in huge quantity on her person—use which had evidently been massive and prolonged. Even a moderate blow to the head was enough to have caused rapid subdural hematoma.
Blood on the brain was not all that uncommon aboard spacecraft; flying around weightless, people tended to collide with things head first. The clinic’s nanosurgical kit could have handled the routine noninvasively, perhaps within a couple of hours, had the patient been in good health, as most space workers were. Unfortunately, this woman was severely malnourished and her lungs were teeming with pneumonia—not overwhelming medical problems, but ones rarely encountered in space and, in combination with the concussion and blood clot, definitely life-threatening.
Things would be a lot easier, thought the doctor, if he could get rid of the kibitzers. The clinic, a wedge of a room off the recreation area, was small enough already without having to share it with this distraught character Redfield and this gray hulk of a Space Board officer—and where the hell had he come from, flashing his badge and pulling Council of Worlds rank?
“Stay here, Doctor Ullrich,” said the officer. “Mr. Redfield and I will be back shortly.”
“There is nothing more I can do for the patient until…”
“Stay here.”
“But I haven’t eaten in…” The hatch closed on the young doctor’s pained objection.
Outside, in the corridor, the commander turned to his lieutenant. “Anything, Vik?”
“Nothing.” The big blond lieutenant had his stun-gun out of its holster.
The commander peered at Blake. “She’s been on board at least since Ganymede. You’re sure it’s not a bomb?”
“Not on Kon-Tiki. It would have showed up as extra mass.”
“She hid her own mass easily enough.”
“On Garuda she had a couple of orders of magnitude more mass to slop around in. Kon-Tiki was weighed repeatedly before they launched it. Right down to the gram. I watched.”
“Yeah, I get the impression you made yourself a perfect pest,” the commander grunted. “A pulse bomb, then—something tiny, not explosive, bad enough to fry the circuitry—what they did to her on Mars.”
“She’s been an outlaw for almost two years, outside anybody’s system. How would she get access to anything that sophisticated and expensive?”
“I could ask how she stowed away…”
“However she did it, it didn’t take that kind of money.”
“Yeah.” The commander sighed. “Structural damage?”
“Kon-Tiki has worked without a hitch, all the major systems—heatshields, drogue chutes, balloon, fusion pack, ramjets, life support, instrumentation, communication… They crawled all over that thing before they let it separate.”
“Then it’s software.”
“Every diagnostic has run perfectly.”
“Still … software.”
Blake nodded, reluctantly. “I think you’re right. But we aren’t going to find out what she did unless she tells us.”
“Look, Redfield, I’m not trying to get rid of you. But the doctor in there says he’s hungry. How about rounding up some slop from the mess?”
Blake started to object—why can’t Vik do it? he wanted to ask. But the answer was obvious: the lieutenant had the firepower, and they might need it. Blake headed for the mess.
The commander went back into the clinic.
“Food’s on the way,” he said to Ullrich. “Say again what you know about this stuff she was on.”
“Computer says a guanine nucleotide binding protein…”
“So a cop can understand it.”
Ullrich flushed. “A neuropeptide—a brain chemical—associated with the visual cortex. Limited use in the treatment of some forms of reading disorder. The typical dosage is about a millionth what this woman has been taking.”
“What would that do to her?”
“In rats it apparently produces hallucinations. Auditory and visual. And bizarre behaviors.”
“Like schizophrenia?”
“We don’t diagnose rats as schizophrenic.”
“One for you, Doctor,” said the commander. “Keep talking.”
“The woman’s left visual cortex is fragile. Redfield’s blow to her jaw thrust the brain against the back of the skull. Preexisting cell-membrane permeability may account for her complaint that she can’t see … although obviously she sees well enough in the ordinary sense of the word.”
At that moment Sparta’s eyes opened. Ullrich glanced at her. He felt less compassion for this patient than he should have. “In any event, her life’s out of danger. Her pneumonia is under control.”
“Can you talk, Linda?” the commander asked. His rough voice conveyed a curious mix of concern and command.
The doctor objected, almost by reflex. “That is not…”
“Can talk,” she whispered. She looked away from the commander’s face and frowned at the doctor. “Dangerous.”
“Never mind him, he’s clean,” said the commander, ignoring Ullrich’s puzzled, offended look. “Do you want to say what you did to Kon-Tiki?”
“No.” Her eyes locked with the commander’s. “You understand.”
“You think that Howard Falcon took your place as envoy?”
“As it was intended by the prophetae.”
“You want to deny him that? Out of jealousy?”
“Jealousy?” She tried to smile, with ghastly effect. “Don’t want Free Spirit to make first contact. You neither.” Her gaze drifted to the shadowed metal ceiling. “Been busy, sir. Two years now.”
“Yes.”
“I know who you are. Really are.”
“Howard Falcon is an innocent man,” said the commander.
“‘Man’ not the word,” she said.
“As human as you.”
“I am not a human being,” she said, with force that cost her.
“You are nothing but,” said the commander. He turned to the doctor. “Show her the scans.”
Beyond protest, Ullrich did as he was told and brought the woman’s brain scans up on the flat-screen. “The area of the hematoma,” he said, pointing, “almost entirely relieved by targeted nano-organisms…”
“Thank you, Doctor,” the commander said, silencing him. “You could see closer or farther than an ordinary human, Linda—not because of anything they did to the eye-ball, but because of what they did to the visual cortex.”
“Getting to like that,” she said. “Gone now. Fried my brain.”
“This other knot of matter is still intact,” said the commander, pointing to a dense shadow in the forebrain. “And this. And this.”
“Can still compute trajectory,” she said.
“What did you do to Kon-Tiki’s computer?” he repeated.
“Can still listen.” She closed her eyes. For a single second—it seemed to last forever—she was perfectly still. When she opened them again she said, “Maybe persuade me—if we had longer.”
“What do you mean?”
“Don’t waste time on me. Mission Control.”
He understood. “So it’s already happening.”
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It had been growing darker, but Falcon had scarcely noticed as he strained his eyes toward the living cloud. The wind that was steadily sweeping Kon-Tiki around the funnel of the great whirlpool had now brought him within twenty kilometers of the creature.
“If you get much closer, Howard, I want you to take evasive action,” Buranaphorn said. “That thing’s electric weapons are probably short-range, but we don’t want you putting it to a test.”
“Future explorers,” Falcon said hoarsely.
“Say again please?”
“Leave that to future explorers,” Falcon repeated. One part of his brain watched the unfolding events with brilliant clarity, but another seemed to have trouble forming words. “Wish them luck.”
“That’s a roger,” came the voice of Mission Control.
It was quite dark in the capsule—strange, because sunset was still hours away. Automatically he glanced at the scanning radar as he had done every few minutes. That and his own senses confirmed that there was no other object within a hundred kilometers of him, aside from the medusa he was studying.
Suddenly, with startling power, he heard the sound that had come booming out of the Jovian night—the throbbing beat that grew more and more rapid, then stopped in mid-crescendo. The whole capsule vibrated like a pea on a kettledrum.
Falcon realized two things simultaneously during the sudden, aching silence: this time the sound was not coming from thousands of kilometers away over a radio circuit. It was in the very atmosphere around him.
The second thought was more disturbing. He had quite forgotten—inexcusable, but there had been other things on his mind—that most of the sky above him was completely blanked out by Kon-Tiki’s gas bag. Lightly silvered to conserve heat, the great balloon also made an effective shield against both radar and vision.
Not that this hadn’t been considered at length and finally tolerated, as a minor design trade-off of little importance. But suddenly it seemed very important.
Falcon saw a fence of gigantic tentacles descending all around his capsule.
“Remember the Prime Directive! The Prime Directive!”
Brenner’s scream filled his head with an extraordinary bright confusion—as if words alone had the power to bend his attention, subvert his very will. For a moment Falcon thought the words had welled up from his subconscious mind, so vividly did they seem to tangle with his own thoughts.
But no, it was Brenner’s voice all right, again yelling over the commlink: “Don’t alarm it!”
Don’t alarm it? Before Falcon could think of an appropriate answer, that overwhelming drumbeat started again and drowned all other sounds.
The sign of a really skilled test pilot is how he reacts not to foreseeable emergencies but to ones that nobody could have anticipated—a reaction that is not conscious, not conditionable, but a capacity for decision built in at the cellular level. Before Falcon could even form a notion of what he was about to do, he had done it. He’d pulled the ripcord.
Ripcord—an archaic phrase from the earliest days of ballooning, when there was a cord rigged to literally rip open the bag. Kon-Tiki’s ripcord wasn’t a cord but a switch, which operated a set of louvers around the upper curve of the envelope. At once the hot gas rushed out. Kon-Tiki, deprived of her lift, began to fall swiftly in a gravity field two and a half times as strong as Earth’s.
Falcon had a momentary glimpse of great tentacles whipping upward and away. He had just time to note that they were studded with large bladders or sacs, presumably to give them buoyancy, and that they ended in multitudes of thin feelers like the roots of a plant.
He half expected a bolt of lightning. Nothing happened.
Brenner was still yelling at him. “What have you done, Falcon? You may have frightened it badly!”
“Busy here,” Falcon said, squelching the transmission. His precipitous rate of descent was slackening as the atmosphere thickened and the balloon’s deflated envelope acted as a parachute. When Kon-Tiki had dropped about three kilometers, he thought it must surely be safe to close the louvers again. By the time he had restored buoyancy and was in equilibrium once more, he had lost another two kilometers of altitude and was getting dangerously near the red line.
He peered anxiously through the overhead windows. He did not expect to see anything but the obscuring bulk of the balloon, but he had side-slipped during his descent, and part of the medusa was barely visible a couple of kilometers above—much closer than he’d expected, and still coming down, faster than he would have believed possible.
Buranaphorn was on the link from Mission Control, calling anxiously: “Howard, we show your rate of descent…”
“I’m all right,” Falcon broke in, “but it’s still coming after me. I can’t go any deeper.” Which was not quite true; he could go a lot deeper, at least a couple of hundred kilometers, but it would be a one-way trip, and he would miss most of the journey.
To his great relief he saw that the medusa was leveling out, a bit more than a kilometer above him. Perhaps it had decided to approach the intruder with caution, or perhaps it too had found this deeper layer uncomfortably hot. For the temperature was over fifty degrees Centigrade, and Falcon wondered how much longer Kon-Tiki’s life-support system could handle matters.
Brenner was back on the circuit, still worried. “Try not to frighten it! It’s only being inquisitive!”
Falcon felt a stiffness about his neck and jaws as if his gorge were rising. Brenner’s voice did not lack conviction, exactly—what it lacked was the sound of integrity. Falcon recalled a videocast discussion he’d caught between a lawyer and an astronaut in which, after the full implications of the Prime had been spelled out, the incredulous spacer had exclaimed, “You mean if there was no alternative I’d have to sit still and let myself be eaten?” and the lawyer had not even cracked a smile when he answered, “That’s an excellent summation.” As Falcon recalled, his masters—his physicians, that is—had been quite upset to find him watching that show; they thought they’d censored it. It had seemed funny at the time.
Just then Falcon saw something that upset him even more than the exobiologist’s assault on his willpower. The medusa was still hovering more than a kilometer above the balloon, but one of its tentacles had become incredibly elongated—
—and was stretching down toward Kon-Tiki, thinning out at the same time! Remembered video scenes of tornados descending from storm clouds over the North American plains sprang to Falcon’s mind, memories vividly evoked by the black, twisting snake in the sky that was groping for him now.
“See that, Mission Control?”
“Affirmative,” Buranaphorn replied tautly.
“I’m out of options,” Falcon said. “Either I scare it off or give it a bad stomach ache—because I don’t think it will find Kon-Tiki very digestible, if that’s what it has in mind.”
Brenner’s voice came back, fast and frantic: “Howard, listen to me. You must not forget that you are under the dictates of the Prime…”
At that moment Falcon killed the downlink from Mission Control, cutting Brenner off in midexpostulation—a decision that came from the same place as his decision to pull the ripcord, from some deeply engrained respect for his own integrity and survival.
A cruder, more primitive man might have put it more bluntly: screw the Prime Directive.
Perhaps that cruder, more primitive man was sensitive to something that the highly evolved, highly modified, fully conscious Howard Falcon wasn’t, namely that every time Brenner said the words “Prime Directive,” Falcon’s head seemed to fill with throbbing white light, and he felt vague saccharine urges toward—how would one put it?—the Oneness of Being. Urges overlaid with a less romantic compulsion to do any damn thing Brenner told him to do.
Where the hell that came from, he didn’t know. But cutting the squishy little Brenner out of the loop seemed to relieve the immediate symptoms.
“I’m starting the ignition sequencer,” Falcon said, aware that his words were for the record only, and that if he never got back to Mission Control no one would ever really know what happened.
 
The clinic door stood open. The commander was gone, the guard outside the door had disappeared, and the ship’s doctor had made his getaway. Blake floated into the doorway, his hands full of food containers. “What happened?”
She was oblivious to him, listening. She expelled a long breath. “He’s offline,” she said. “Moonjelly must have taken him.”
“The what?”
“The medusa.”
“Are you sure?”
She studied him with dull eyes. “Whatever happens, he’s dead. I rigged his escape sequence to fail. Wish I hadn’t.”
“Linda, Linda, what’s become of you?” he cried. Blake wiped sudden tears across his red face and propelled himself backward into the corridor.
At last she was alone. She tugged at her wrist straps.
 
Falcon was twenty-seven minutes early on the countdown, but he calculated—or hoped—that he had the reserves to correct his orbit later.
He couldn’t see the medusa. It was directly overhead. But the descending tentacle must be close to the balloon.
As a heater, the reactor was running fine, but it took five minutes for its microprocessors to run through the complicated checklist needed to get it to full thrust as a rocket. Two of those minutes had passed. The fuser was primed. Computer had not rejected the orbit situation as absurd, or at least not as wholly impossible. The capsule’s scoops were open, ready to gulp in tonnes of the surrounding hydrogen-helium atmosphere on demand. In almost all ways conditions were optimum, and it was the moment of truth. Would the damn thing work?
There had been no way of operationally testing a nuclear ramjet in a Jupiterlike atmosphere—without going to Jupiter. So this was the first real trial.
Something rocked Kon-Tiki, rather gently. Falcon tried to ignore it.
Ramjet ignition had been planned for barometric conditions equivalent to some ten kilometers higher, in an atmosphere less than a quarter of the present density and some thirty degrees cooler.
Too bad.
What was the shallowest dive he could get away with? If and when the scoops worked and the ram fired, he’d be heading in the general direction of Jupiter—down, that is—with two and a half Gs to help him get there. Could he possibly pull out in time?
A large, heavy hand patted the balloon. The whole rig bobbed up and down like one of those antique toys, yoyos, that had recently undergone a rage revival on the playgrounds of Earth. Falcon tried harder to ignore it.
Without success. Brenner could be right, of course. It might be trying to be friendly. Maybe he should try talking to it over the radio. It received radio, didn’t it? What should he say? How about “Pretty pussy” or maybe “Down, Fido!”—or “Take me to your leader.”
Computer showed tritium-deuterium ratio optimum. Time to light the hundred million-degree Roman candle.
The thin tip of the medusa’s tentacle came slithering around the edge of the balloon, less than sixty meters away. It was about the size of an elephant’s trunk and, judging by the delicacy of its exploration, at least as sensitive. There were little palps at its ends, like questing mouths.
Dr. Brenner would have been fascinated.
It was as good a time as any—probably better than any time more than a second or two later—so Falcon glanced swiftly at his control board, saw all green, and started the four-second count.
Four
He broke the safety seal—
Three
And flipped the ENABLE toggle—
Two
And with his left hand squeezed hard on the dead-man switch—
One
And with his right pressed the JETTISON button.
Nothing … until—
There was a sharp explosion and an instant loss of weight.
 
Half a minute after Falcon went off line, a howl of static erupted through the speakers in Mission Control, momentarily overwhelming the automatic trackers.
A hundred bright points of radio energy blazed into life in the clouds of Jupiter, forming concentric rings that were neatly centered on Falcon’s last known position.
To the human ear the radio noise was just that, meaningless broadband noise, but the analyzers made something quite different of the mess: it seemed that each of the sources was transmitting the same highly directional modulated beam, thousands of watts—straight toward Mission Control!
Cries of raw emotion burst from the throats of four of the on-duty controllers as they grabbed for their harness latches to free themselves from their consoles. Buranaphorn looked up in disbelief to find himself staring into the maw of a pistol.
At the same moment, up on the flight deck, First Mate Rajagopal turned to Captain Chowdhury and announced, “You are hereby relieved of your command. Obey me and all will be well.”
Three off-duty controllers flew in through Mission Control’s lower hatch, shouting through the crackling roar of the speakers, “All will be well!”
A man holding a pistol intercepted the commander as he was flying up the central corridor toward Mission Control. “If you stop there, Commander, all will be well with you.”
Garuda was in mutiny.
 
Meanwhile Kon-Tiki was falling freely, nose down. Overhead the discarded balloon was racing upward, taking the medusa’s inquisitive tentacle with it. But Falcon had no time to see if the gas bag had ascended so fast that it actually hit the medusa, for at that moment his jets fired and he had other things to think about.
A roaring column of hot hydrohelium was pouring out of the reactor nozzle, swiftly building thrust toward the heart of Jupiter. Not the way he wanted to go. Unless he could regain vector control and achieve horizontal flight within the next five seconds, his vehicle would dive so deeply into the atmosphere that it would be crushed.
With agonizing slowness, five seconds that seemed like fifty, he managed to flatten out and pull the nose up. Falcon was still accelerating, in eyeballs-out position. If he’d had a merely human circulatory system, his head would have exploded. He glanced back just once and caught a glimpse of the medusa many kilometers away. The discarded gas bag had evidently escaped its grasp, for he could see no sign of the silver bubble.
A savage thrill swept through him. Once more he was master of his own fate, no longer drifting helplessly on the winds but riding a column of atomic fire back toward the stars. He was confident the ramjet was working perfectly, steadily increasing velocity and altitude until the ship would soon reach near-orbital speed at the fringes of atmosphere. There, with a brief burst of rocket power, Falcon would regain the freedom of space.
Halfway to orbit he looked south and saw, coming up over the horizon, the tremendous enigma of the Great Red Spot, that permanent hole in the clouds big enough to swallow two Earths. Falcon stared into its mysterious beauty until a bleating computer warned him that conversion to rocket thrust was only sixty seconds ahead. Reluctantly he tore his gaze from the surface of the planet.
“Some other time,” he murmured. At the same moment he switched on the commlink to Mission Control.
“What’s that?” the flight director demanded. “What did you say, Falcon?”
“It doesn’t matter. Are you locked on?”
“That’s a roger,” Buranaphorn said drily. “When we do this again, we’d like your cooperation.”
“Okay. Tell Dr. Brenner I’m sorry if I scared his alien. I don’t think any damage was done.” Mission Control was silent so long that Falcon thought he’d lost the link. “Mission Control?”
“We are going to concentrate on bringing you in,” said Buranaphorn. “Please stand by for revised reacquisition coordinates.”
“Roger, and did you copy my message to Brenner?”
“We copied.” The flight director hesitated only briefly this time. “This will not affect your final approach, Howard, but you should be aware that this ship is presently under martial law.”



 
26
 
Three minutes after the mutiny started, it was over. The crew and controllers who’d crowded into Mission Control and onto the bridge of Garuda, shouting “All will be well,” found themselves staring into the barrels of stun guns held by their former colleagues.
Only two rubber bullets were fired, at rebels who’d drawn on the Space Board commander and his lieutenant. The lieutenant had been on the bridge, the commander down in the corridor. They’d both drawn faster.
A swift victory. Problem was—as if the radio noise howling out of the speakers weren’t enough to interfere with clear thought—that there was no place on Garuda big enough to hold thirteen prisoners. There they all were, up against the roof of Mission Control, a baker’s dozen of them wriggling like caterpillars with their wrists and ankles bound by plastic thongs, kept from floating helplessly into the way of the working controllers by a wide-mesh cargo net drawn across the entire ceiling. The controllers paid no attention to them. They still had Kon-Tiki to worry about.
 
Sparta wobbled weightlessly, drunkenly, as she moved up the central corridor toward Mission Control. The deafening radio roar from Jupiter ceased as suddenly as it had begun, just as she approached the hatchway. Blake stopped her before she could enter the room.
“Linda, you…” Whatever he was going to say, he changed his mind. “You shouldn’t be off life-support.”
“I’ll survive.” She peered past him into the crowded control room. She had a good view overhead of the human menagerie under the roof. “Brenner I knew about. Rajagopal, too?”
“Half the crew—which is why they thought they could take the ship without a fight. By the time it dawned on them they needed their weapons, it was too late.”
She shifted her wary gaze back to him. “Who are you, Blake?”
“I’m Salamander now,” he said. “Eight of us aboard. Plus the commander and Vik. Look, Linda, sorry … but this isn’t over yet.”
He reached for her, but she flinched away. “Why not put me in the net with them?”
He paled. “Why would I do that?”
“I killed Falcon,” she said. On her face was the sort of hopeful defiance with which saints and witches once went to the fire. “What you guessed: software. Rewrote the ignition sequence to send him straight into Jupiter.”
At that moment, over the continuing human commotion inside Mission Control, there came a sudden loud, clear rush of words from the speakers.
“What’s that?” Buranaphorn yelped. “What did you say, Falcon?”
“It doesn’t matter. Are you locked on?”
“That’s a roger,” Buranaphorn answered. “When we do this again, we’d like your cooperation.”
“He’s still alive!” Blake stared at Sparta. “What should we do?”
She was a pale ghost in the corridor below him. “Clock time?” she whispered.
Blake grabbed the hatch frame and pulled himself far enough into the control room to see the nearest clock. “E minus four forty,” he shouted at her.
Her face was an extraordinary screen of emotions—of shock, exultation, anguish, and shame. “Falcon’s safe. I didn’t know what time it was.” She turned away from Blake, weeping bitterly, and tried to bury her face in her arms.
 
Twenty-four hours later the Space Board cutter took its crew and passengers—many of them unwilling—on a short trip back to Ganymede Base. Howard Falcon said nothing to Sparta or Blake or the commander during the brief trip. Falcon had never before met any of them. He knew nothing of them.
They exited through the long tube into the security lock. Once inside the docking bay Howard Falcon let a Space Board patroller guide him to a separate chamber. Someone he knew well was waiting for him in the VIP lounge.
 
For Brandt Webster the long, apprehensive wait was over. “Extraordinary events, Howard. Good to see you safe.” He thought Falcon was looking very well, for a man who’d just lived through what he had. “We’ll get to the bottom of this soon, I assure you.”
“No concern of mine,” said Falcon. “No effect on the mission.”
Webster swallowed that and tried a different tack. “You’re a hero,” he said. “In more ways than one.”
“My name’s been in the news before,” Falcon said. “Let’s get on with the debriefing.”
“Howard! There’s really no rush. Let an old friend congratulate you, at least.”
Falcon regarded Webster with an expression that would be impassive forever after. He inclined his head. “Forgive me.”
Webster tried to take encouragement from the words. “You’ve injected excitement into so many lives—not one in a million will ever get into space, but now the whole human race can travel to the outer giants in their imagination. That counts for something!”
“Glad I made your job a little easier.”
Webster was too old a friend to take offense, yet the irony surprised him. “I’m not ashamed of my job.”
“Why should you be? New knowledge, new resources—that’s all very well. Necessary even.” Falcon’s words were more than ironic; they seemed tinged with bitterness.
“People need novelty and excitement too,” Webster answered quietly. “Space travel seems routine to a lot of people, but what you’ve done has restored the great adventure. It will be a long, long time before we understand what happened on Jupiter.”
“The medusa knew my blind spot,” Falcon said.
“Whatever you say,” Webster replied, resolutely cheerful.
“How do you suppose it knew my blind spot?”
“Howard, I don’t have any idea.”
Falcon was silent and motionless for an interminable moment. “No matter,” he said at last.
Webster’s relief was visible. “Have you thought about your next move? Saturn, Uranus, Neptune…?”
“I’ve thought about Saturn.” Falcon gave the phrase a ponderous weight that might have been intended to mock Webster’s sanctimony. “I’m not really needed there. It’s only one gravity, you know—not two and a half, like Jupiter. People can handle that.”
People, thought Webster, he said “people.” He’s never done that before. And when did I last hear him use the word “we”? He’s changing, slipping away from us… “Well,” he said aloud, moving to the pressure window that looked out upon the cracked and frozen landscape of Jupiter’s biggest moon, “we have to get a media conference out of the way before we can do a thorough debriefing.” He eyed Falcon shyly. “No need to mention the events on Garuda; we’ve kept the lid on that.”
Falcon said nothing.
“Everybody’s waiting to congratulate you, Howard. You’ll see a lot of your old friends.”
Webster stressed that last word, but Falcon showed no response; the leather mask of his face was becoming more and more difficult to read.
He rolled away from Webster and unlocked his undercarriage, rising on his hydraulics to his full two and half meters. The psychologists had thought it a good idea to add an extra fifty centimeters as a sort of compensation for everything Falcon had lost when the Queen crashed, but Falcon had never acknowledged that he’d noticed.
Falcon waited until Webster had opened the door for him—useless gesture—then pivoted neatly on his balloon tires and headed forward at a smooth and silent thirty kilometers an hour. His display of speed and precision was not flaunted arrogantly; Falcon’s moves had become virtually automatic.
Outside a howling newspack waited, barely restrained by the net barriers, bristling with microphones and photogram cameras that they thrust toward his masklike face.
But Howard Falcon was unperturbed. He who had once been a man—and could still pass for one over a voice-only link—felt only a calm sense of achievement … and, for the first time in years, something like peace of mind. He’d slept soundly aboard the cutter on his return from Jupiter, and for the first time in years his nightmares seemed to have vanished.
He woke from sweet sleep to the realization of why he had dreamed about the superchimp aboard the doomed Queen Elizabeth. Neither man nor beast, it was between two worlds. So was he. As a chimp is to a human, Falcon was to some as-yet-to-be-perfected machine.
He had found his role at last. He alone could travel unprotected on the surface of the Moon, or Mercury, or a dozen other worlds. The life-support system inside the titanium-aluminide cylinder that had replaced his fragile body functioned equally well in space or underwater. Gravity fields even ten times that of Earth would be an inconvenience, nothing more. And no gravity was best of all.
The human race was becoming more remote, the ties of kinship more tenuous. Perhaps these air-breathing, radiation-sensitive bundles of unstable carbon compounds had no right to live outside atmosphere. Perhaps they should stick to their natural homes—Earth, the moon, Mars.
Some day the real masters of space would be machines, not men. He was neither. Already conscious of his destiny, he took a somber pride in his unique loneliness—the first immortal, midway between two orders of creation.
The hidden, intricate sequence of directives which supposedly had been programmed into Falcon’s mind and which the mere incantation of the words “Prime Directive” had been intended to activate in him had failed to work as his designers intended—not simply because of mechanical failure, and certainly not because Falcon was less than human—but because he was still, in some essential, deep crevice of his mind, too human to do what no human would do, sacrifice himself for no good reason.
Falcon himself knew nothing of this. He did not know that his instincts for self-preservation—with a little help from electrical overload—had crushed the best hopes of a millenniums-old religious conspiracy. He knew only that he had been elected.
He would, after all, be an ambassador—between the old and the new, between the creatures of carbon and the creatures of ceramic and metal who must one day supersede them. He was sure that both species would have need of him in the troubled centuries that lay ahead.



EPILOGUE
 
“Another?”
“Why yes, very good of you…” Professor J. Q. R. Forster positioned his glass under the neck of the Laphroaig bottle. The commander poured the dark liquid over chunk of ice. Behind them, an oak fire burned with intense heat in the fireplace of the Granite Lodge library. Outside the tall windows, the early winter sun was setting.
“The ignition sequence was keyed to mission-elapsed time,” the commander said, replacing the bottle on the silver tray. “If the count had continued, Troy’s rewrite of the program would have sent Kon-Tiki straight into Jupiter. Half an hour before that could happen, Falcon manually overrode the sequencer to escape from the medusa.”
“So the medusa actually saved his life!” Forster’s terrier brows leaped eagerly upon his forehead—he loved a good yarn.
“And Troy’s freedom. She would have been guilty of murder.”
Forster shrugged, faintly embarrassed. “In that unfortunate event, surely she could have pled temporary insanity.”
“Not something she likes to talk about.” The commander settled into his armchair, remembering the recent trip from Jupiter. He was not about to burden Forster with the details—details that would remain vivid in his own mind for years.
 
“You can’t save me from a murder charge that easily,” Linda had rasped at him for the hundredth time, her eyes dull with weariness. “I killed Holly Singh. And Jack Noble. And the orange man. Maybe others. When I did it, I knew what I was doing.”
One of the swiftest ships in the solar system was taking three weeks to get them back to Earth. It gave her the time she needed to recover her physical health. It gave all of them more time than they needed for debate and discussion.
But Linda was an infinite puzzle to the commander. “Does your conscience require that much of you?” he had asked her.
“You are asking me if I can find any reason to justify the murders I committed. I tell you no, none—even though those people tried to murder me. And may have murdered my parents, whatever you or I want to believe.”
“The ones you named were murderers, all right. And they meant to enslave humanity. Others like them survive, with goals that haven’t changed.”
“That doesn’t justify killing them in cold blood.” Her blood had not been cold, though. It had teemed.
“Well, you’re determined.” He sighed expressively. “Whether you knew what you were doing is not something you’re going to be left to decide for yourself, I’m afraid. Psychiatric observation is all your uncorroborated confession is likely to get you.”
“Uncorroborated?”
He pretended not to hear her. “And after some indeterminate sentence in a mental hospital—you know what that’s like, I think, the sort of things they can do these days with programmed nanochips and so on—after that, if there’s any evidence to support your statement, maybe they’ll lock you in a penitentiary for life. But if that’s what you want…”
“You know I’m telling the truth.”
“Maybe. No one has reported any of those people dead, or even missing.”
“But has anyone seen them? They were public figures, some of them. Lord Kingman. Holly Singh.”
“No, but Jack Noble had already taken a powder, as they used to say. ’Course, he had cause.” He shrugged. “People can disappear for years at a time for no good reason, maybe because they just feel like it. You vanished without warning, Linda. More than once.”
She winced to hear her name from his lips.
“But let’s say I believe they are dead and that you killed them—leaving out Kingman, of course. Do you want my cooperation? Want me to help you take on all the responsibility, let you pay for your mortal sins?”
“What do you want?” She swallowed, anticipating the barb in the bait.
“Help us.” Those smooth-talking Jesuit confessors, the childless uncles and cousins of his French Canadian forebears, would have been proud of him—weren’t they just as at home with the sophistries of the cloister as with the lies they told the Indians they’d come to convert?—but the commander was ashamed of himself. “We’ve got a problem. Bigger than your little personal problem. Maybe even bigger than Homo sapiens.”
“Just because you try to make it sound important doesn’t let me off the hook.”
“Stay on your damned hook. You hit some of the Free Spirit, but it wasn’t a clean hit. Who the hell taught you to try to hit anything with a handgun at five hundred meters?”—he was angry, filled with professional scorn—“Yeah, we did wreck their plans on Jupiter, without your help, but we haven’t cleaned them out. Laird, or Lequeu, or whatever he calls himself, is still loose.”
“He can’t do anything. The creatures in the clouds have spoken.”
The commander’s eye brightened. “Do you claim to interpret this revelation for us? For me, who knows the Knowledge almost as well as you?”
“You don’t know what they said.” Sparta grimaced. “Don’t try to make a fool of me.”
“The medusas had something to say, though.”
“Something, yes.”
“What was that? Is the Pancreator coming for us now?”
“I don’t know,” she said, huskily, dropping her glance. “I no longer have organs to hear.”
“If they are coming for us, it could be the oldest problem of all, Linda. Down here in the slaughterhouse, could be sheep against goats.” His smile was bleak. “Always thought goats were a hell of a lot more charming than sheep. Maybe that puts me on the wrong side.”
“You make me small,” she whispered. “I am not small.”
He got angry then. “You make yourself small—if you will not fight for the right of free human beings to hear this so-called revelation! You can’t keep it to yourself, any more than Laird and his phony prophets could keep it to themselves.”
She ducked her head—a gesture of shame she had recently acquired—before she looked up at him, still defiant. In the end, his best Jesuitical arguments had failed to move her.
 
But he didn’t need to tell that to Forster.
The commander found himself staring into the searing embers of the crumbling oakwood fire. He looked up at the eager little professor. “End of my story, I’m afraid.”
“Ahh—and now for mine,” said Forster, leaning forward in the overstuffed armchair, making the leather squeak. A look of pure glee stretched his disturbingly youthful face. “I’ve analyzed the material you provided.”
“So you said.”
The professor couldn’t resist a moment of pure pedagogy. “It is worth noting that the Medusa—the Gorgon’s head—is an ancient symbol of stewardship. The shield and guardian of wisdom.”
“Yeah, I think I heard that somewhere before.”
“The recordings of the transmissions of the ring of medusas were easily deciphered—relatively easily, after a bit of play with SETI analysis programs—and according to the linguistic system I had previously outlined for you and Mr. Redfield, I determined that the transmissions were definitely signals, and most definitely in the language of Culture X.”
“Professor, if you would just…”
“And they signify”—Forster drew out his words, almost crooning them—“They have arrived.”
“They have arrived?”
“Yes. That’s the message: ‘They have arrived.’”
Was Forster playing a joke? “I don’t believe it,” the commander said. “Those things were beaming straight at Kon-Tiki’s mission control. Why would they…?”
“Why tell those who had just arrived that they had arrived?” Forster chuckled. “Good question. Especially since the medusas hardly seem to be intelligent creatures in any sense that we understand the word—perhaps no more intelligent than trained parrots. Likely they were responding to some stimulus planted eons ago. Even coded in whatever serves them for genes.”
“But why aim at Mission Control?”
“I think it unlikely their message was intended for Mission Control. I believe they were aiming elsewhere.”
“Forster…”
“Thanks to your good offices, Commander, my survey of the moon Amalthea has already been given a firm launch date.” Forster peered into his newly empty glass.
“Let me freshen that,” said the commander, leaning forward. He took the heavy silver tongs and lifted ice cubes from the bucket and dropped them ringing into Forster’s glass. He reached for the whiskey bottle. “Amalthea, you say…”
 
The sun had set beyond the western cliffs, sucking the color into the matte gray forested hills across the river. Lights came on, dim yellow bulbs hidden in crevices of the low stone wall beside the river cliffs. Blake and Sparta walked beside the wall, their boots rustling the dead leaves. Cold air moved heavily against their backs, the breath of winter sliding down the valley from the high ground. Both were hunched against the cold, hands in pockets, insulated from each other.
Blake looked up at the lodge. A light had just come on behind the stained glass window of the pantry. The staff was preparing for supper. “That’s the one I smashed through, that night.”
“When will you drop the subject?” she said irritably.
“I remember everything that happened, as clearly as anything in my life. For weeks I thought you betrayed me—but you weren’t there at all.”
It had been Blake’s ingenious notion to persuade Sparta that she had never murdered Singh or the others, that those were false memories planted by the commander for reasons of his own—perhaps because he was unwilling to admit that the Free Spirit had escaped his grasp again. Blake had pleaded with her: “Why he wants you to think so, I don’t know. Maybe he killed them. But you’ve got to admit, you were out of your head. God, the amount of Bliss you were gobbling…”
But she had destroyed his argument even before he’d well stated it. “Even if they have a way to rewrite memory, they didn’t use it on me. They didn’t even know where I was.” And in the end, Blake could not even convince himself of his implausible scheme.
Now she was mute, insulated against his concerns, as she was insulated against his warmth.
They walked in silence, but for the dead leaves. Gradually a solitary human shape coalesced from the shadows a dozen meters in front of them.
They were alert, but neither of them was alarmed. Both knew how very unlikely it was that an unauthorized visitor was on the grounds. They were prepared to pass by the figure in silence—
—but as they approached, the shadow-man whispered, “Linda.”
The flesh on her arms crept; the cold had somehow slipped inside her parka on her whispered name. She faltered. “You…?” She was afraid to finish the question. The shadow had the shape and sound of him, but the cold wind blew his scent away, and she could no longer see in the dark.
“Yes, darling,” said the shadow. “Please forgive me.”
“Ohh…” She moved into his solid arms, crushed herself against him, clung to him as if she were falling.
Blake looked on astonished and said the first natural thing that occurred to him, absurd as it was. “Where the hell have you been, Dr. Nagy?”
Jozsef Nagy looked up, over his daughter’s shoulder. “Never far away, Mr. Redfield,”
“Uh … call me Blake, sir.”
“Yes, we are far from the classroom. Call me Jozsef, Blake.”
“Right,” said Blake, but it would be a while before he got up the courage to address the most imposing authority figure of his childhood by his first name.
“Linda, Linda,” Nagy was crooning to his daughter, who had broken into desperate sobs. “We treated you so badly.”
“Where is Mother? Is she…?” Her words were muffled; her face was thrust into the folds of his woolen overcoat.
“She is very well. You’ll see her soon.”
“I thought you were both dead.”
“We were afraid … afraid to tell you.” He glanced at Blake and nodded, and although Blake could not see him well, there was diffidence in the gesture. “We owe both of you our deepest apologies.”
“Well, she was pretty worried,” Blake said, instantly thinking how foolish he sounded: Nagy wasn’t exactly a lost kid who’d scared his mommy. And Ellen… Linda had been beyond mere worry.
“Yes, I know,” Nagy said simply. “There were reasons that seemed very good to us at the time. We were wrong.”
Sparta’s sobs had subsided. She relaxed in her father’s arms. He took one arm from around her shoulders, groped in his pocket, and came up with a handkerchief. She took it gratefully. Nagy said, “I will try to explain—with Kit’s help. Perhaps we should go inside now?” The last was a question addressed to Sparta. She nodded mutely, swiping at her nose.
The three of them started slowly up the long slope toward the lodge. Blake had had a moment to think; there was firm insistence in his voice when he spoke again, overlying a hint of anger. “It would be good if you just gave us a simple ‘why,’ sir. Now… I mean, without the commander’s kibbitzing.”
“We are in a war, Blake. For years my daughter was a hostage. Then we realized she had become our best weapon.” Nagy hesitated as if it were an effort, but went on in a clear voice. “It proved too hard for us to let go the habits of parenthood, of teacherhood. We tried to protect both of you by controlling you. To do that we had to stay in hiding. At first only you proved difficult, Blake—finally impossible—to control.”
“Your daughter is an adult, too.” Blake saw Nagy duck his head and suddenly understood where Ellen… Linda … had acquired her gesture of shame.
Sparta pulled a few centimeters away from her father. “I killed them,” she said tonelessly.
“You came to Striaphan unprepared because we failed to tell you what we had learned,” Nagy said. “Your resistance had already been largely destroyed by our attempts to hurry your dreams.”
“The commander’s attempts,” Blake said hotly.
“By my orders, though. To his credit and my shame, I forced Kit to continue when he objected. I had hoped to speed your recovery, darling. Instead I…” He broke off, watching his daughter with apprehension. She had drawn away from him. “You were acting under a compulsion we knew existed but didn’t understand. Everything you did, in England and in orbit around Jupiter, was in the service of that compulsion. You tried to eliminate those who stood in your way, including those who had planted the compulsion in you.”
“You can’t remove the guilt.”
“I would not try. But I ask you take the next step.”
“What do you want of me?”
“To admit that you are a human being.”
She was weary and wounded, but she refused to weep again. “That is for me to say.”
“So it is. Please just leave the question open until you have heard all we have to say. You too, Blake.”
The three of them walked silently toward the massive stone house with its jewel-like windows. After a few minutes they drew closer. Linda reached to take her father’s hand. There was a renewed warmth of light in her eyes, coming from somewhere deeper than the reflections of the windows.
 
There was a knock at the library door and the commander opened it a crack. A young blond steward said, “Dinner is ready, sir. Four settings, as you specified.”
“Put it on hold. Shouldn’t be long.”
“Sir.” The steward closed the heavy paneled door behind him.
The commander gestured to the drinks tray. “Professor?”
“I’ve had more than enough,” Forster said abruptly. “I don’t mind telling you, I’d hoped Troy and her friend would be able to come with me on the trip.”
“The trip to Amalthea?”
“Unusual expertise, between them. Might possibly supplement my own.”
The commander regarded him with well-disguised amusement. That anyone might be able to supplement Forster’s expertise was an unusual admission for the little professor.
“Where are they?” Forster demanded. “I was so looking forward to seeing them again this evening.”
The commander walked to the tall windows that overlooked the dark lawn. He watched the shadowy group on the lawn. “Give them a little time. They’ll make it yet.”
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One of the advantages of living on the Equator (well, only 800 kilometers from it) is that the Moon and planets pass vertically overhead, allowing one to see them with a clarity never possible in higher latitudes. This has prompted me to acquire a succession of ever-larger telescopes during the past forty years, beginning with the classic 3 1/2-inch Questar, then an 8-inch, and finally a 14-inch, Celestron. (Sorry about the obsolete units, but we seem stuck with them for small telescopes-even though centimeters make them sound much more impressive.)
The Moon, with its incomparable and ever-changing scenery, is my favorite subject, and I never tire of showing it to unsuspecting visitors. As the 14-inch is fitted with a binocular eyepiece, they feel they are looking through the window of a spaceship, and not peering through the restricted field of a single lens. The difference has to be experienced to be appreciated, and invariably invokes a gasp of amazement.
After the Moon, Saturn and Jupiter compete for second place as celestial attractions. Thanks to its glorious rings, Saturn is breathtaking and unique—but there’s little else to be seen, as the planet itself is virtually featureless.
The considerably larger disc of Jupiter is much more interesting; it usually displays prominent cloud belts lying parallel to the equator, and so many fugitive details that one could spend a lifetime trying to elucidate them. Indeed, men have done just this: for more than a century, Jupiter has been a happy hunting ground for armies of devoted amateur astronomers.*
Yet no view through the telescope can do justice to a planet with more than a hundred times the surface area of our world. To imagine a somewhat farfetched “thought experiment,” if one skinned the Earth and pinned its pelt like a trophy on the side of Jupiter, it would look about as large as India on a terrestrial globe. That subcontinent is no small piece of real estate; yet Jupiter is to Earth as Earth is to India…
Unfortunately for would-be colonists, even if they were prepared to tolerate the local two-and-a-half gravities, Jupiter has no solid surface—or even a liquid one. It’s all weather, at least for the first few thousand kilometers down toward the distant central core. (For details of which, see 2061: Odyssey Three…)
Earth-based observers had long suspected this, as they made careful drawings of the ever-changing Jovian cloudscape. There was only one semi-permanent feature on the face of the planet, the famous Great Red Spot, and even this sometimes vanished completely. Jupiter was a world without geography—a planet for meteorologists, but not for cartographers.
As I have recounted in Astounding Days: A Science-fictional Autobiography, my own fascination with Jupiter began with the very first science-fiction magazine I ever saw—the November 1928 edition of Hugo Gernsback’s Amazing Stories, which had been launched two years earlier. It featured a superb cover by Frank R. Paul, which one could plausibly cite as proof of the existence of precognition.
Half a dozen earthmen are stepping forth onto one of the Jovian satellites emerging from a silo-shaped spaceship that looks uncomfortably small for such a long voyage. The orange-tinted globe of the giant planet dominates the sky, with two of its inner moons in transit. I am afraid that Paul has cheated shamelessly, because Jupiter is fully illuminated—though the sun is almost behind it!
I’m not in a position to criticize, as it’s taken me more than fifty years to spot this—probably deliberate—error. If my memory is correct, the cover illustrates a story by Gawain Edwards, real name G. Edward Pendray. Ed Pendray was one of the pioneers of American rocketry and published The Coming Age of Rocket Power in 1947. Perhaps Pendray’s most valuable work was in helping Mrs. Goddard edit the massive three volumes of her husband’s notebooks: he lived to see the Voyager closeups of the Jovian system, and I wonder if he recalled Paul’s illustration.
What is so astonishing—I’m sorry, amazing—about this 1928 painting is that it shows, with great accuracy, details which at the time were unknown to earth-based observers. Not until 1979, when the Voyager spaceprobes flew past Jupiter and its moons, was it possible to observe the intricate loops and curlicues created by the Jovian tradewinds. Yet half a century earlier, Paul had depicted them with uncanny precision.
Many years later, I was privileged to work with the doyen of space artists, Chesley Bonestell, on the book Beyond Jupiter (Little Brown, 1972). This was a preview of the proposed Grand Tour of the outer solar system, which it was hoped might take advantage of a once-in-179-year configuration of all the planets between Jupiter and Pluto. As it turned out, the considerably more modest Voyager missions achieved virtually all the Grand Tour’s objectives, at least out to Neptune. Looking at Chesley’s illustrations with 20:20 clarity of hindsight, I am surprised to see that Frank Paul, though technically the poorer artist, did a far better job of visualizing Jupiter as it really is.
Since Jupiter is so far from the sun—five times the distance of the Earth—the temperature might be expected to be a hundred or so degrees below the worst that the Antarctic winter can provide. That is true of the upper cloud layers, but for a long time astronomers have known that the planet radiates several times as much heat as it receives from the Sun. Though it is not big enough to sustain thermonuclear fusion (Jupiter has been called “a star that failed”), it undoubtedly possesses some internal sources of heat. As a consequence, at some depth beneath the clouds, the temperature is that of a comfortable day on Earth. The pressure is another matter; but as the depths of our own oceans have proved, life can flourish even at tons to the square centimeter.
In the book and TV series Cosmos, the late Carl Sagan speculated about possible life forms that might exist in the purely gaseous (mostly hydrogen and methane) environment of the Jovian atmosphere. My “Medusae” owe a good deal to Carl, but I have no qualms about stealing from him, as I introduced him to my former agent, Scott Meredith, a quarter of a century ago, with results profitable to both…
For more about the Jovian aerial fauna (or flora), I refer you to 2010: Odyssey Two and 2061: Odyssey Three. Whether life exists on the greatest of the planets might already have been decided by the Galileo spaceprobe—NASA’s most ambitious project—if the Challenger disaster had not postponed it for almost a decade. Meanwhile, take a good look at some of the Voyager images. See those curious white ovals, enclosed by thin membranes? Don’t they remind you of amoebae under the microscope? The fact that they are some tens of thousands of kilometers long is no problem: after all, size is relative.
Now a final bibliographic note. “A Meeting with Medusa”—the story that inspired this volume of Venus Prime—is one of the very few I ever wrote for a specific objective. (Usually I write because I can’t help it, but I am slowly getting this annoying habit under control.) “Medusa” was produced because I needed wordage to round out my final collection of short stories (The Wind from the Sun, 1972). I am pleased to record that it won the Nebula Award from the Science Fiction Writers of America for the best novella of the year—as well as a special bonus from Playboy in the same category.
I happened to mention my association with this estimable magazine, which has printed so many of my more serious technical writings, when I registered a mild complaint in New Delhi years ago. In his witty response after I had delivered the Nehru Memorial Address on 13 November 1986, Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi concluded with these words: “Finally, let me assure Dr. Clarke that if Playboy is banned in this country, it is not because of anything he may have written in it.”
Certainly there’s nothing in the original “A Meeting with Medusa” to bring a blush to the most modest cheek.
I’m waiting to see what Paul Preuss can do to rectify this situation.
Arthur C. Clarke
 Colombo, 7 November, 1988
* I feel a particular sympathy for one of them, the British engineer P.B. Molesworth (1867-1908). Some years ago, I visited the relics of his observatory at Trincomalee, on the east coast of Sri Lanka. Despite his early death, Molesworth’s spare-time astronomical work was so outstanding that his name has now been given to a splendid crater on Mars, 175 kilometers across.
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		The following are the computer-generated diagrams representing some of the structures and engineering found in Venus Prime:

	Pages 2-6
	Kon-Tiki Manned Jupiter probe—wire frame overview; nose cone doors open, instrument booms deployed; re-entry shell cutaway views; plan views.

	Pages 7-11
	Snark Twin rotor attack helicopter—wire frame overview; rotation; weapons systems; plan views.

	Pages 12-16
	Falcon Bio-mechanical reconstruction project—standing configuration; sitting configuration, front and back views; side, front and top plan views.
















ARTHUR C. CLARKE’S VENUS PRIME, VOLUME 5: THE DIAMOND MOON is an original publication of Avon Books. This work has never before appeared in book ten. This work is a novel. Any similarity to actual persons or events is purely coincidental.
Special thanks to John Douglas, Russell Galen, Alan Lynch, Mary Higgins.
AVON BOOKS
 A division of
 The Hearst Corporation
 105 Madison Avenue
 New York, New York 10016
Text and artwork copyright © 1990 by Byron Preiss Visual Publications, Inc.

Arthur C. Clarke’s Venus Prime is a trademark of Byron Preiss Visual Publications, Inc.
 Published by arrangement with Byron Preiss Visual Publications, Inc.
 Cover design, book design, and logo by Alex Jay/Studio J
 Front cover painting by Jim Burns
 Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: 90-93162
 ISBN: 0-380-75349-9
All rights reserved, which includes the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever except as provided by the U.S. Copyright Law. For information address Byron Preiss Visual Publications, Inc., 24 West 25th Street, New York, New York 10010.
First Avon Books Printing: November 1990
AVON TRADEMARK REG. U.S. PAT. OFF. AND IN OTHER COUNTRIES, MARCA REGISTRADA, HECHO EN U.S.A.
Printed in the U.S.A.
RA 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
 
My thanks to Diana Reiss, founder of the Circe Project to investigate dolphin communication, who reminded me of the Dogon people and their beliefs about Sirius and its companion star. My apologies to Carl Sagan, a very plausible debunker of that and other intriguing myths—which remarkably, I had managed to forget that I first read about in his writings—for pulling gently on his leg.
Data on the physical effects of near-instantaneous deceleration come from a paper of Colonel John Stapp in “Bioastronautics and the Exploration of Space,” edited by Bedwell and Strughold, AFSC, USAF (GPO), 1965. And a grisly piece of work it is.
—Paul Preuss



PROLOGUE
 
All over the northern hemisphere of Earth, it was raining.
Forty minutes before the last episode of “Overmind” was scheduled to be sent throughout the solar system over open channels, Sir Randolph Mays appeared at London’s Broadcasting House, water streaming from his Burberry, coming out of the night to insist that the episode’s opening tease be re-recorded.
Hastily summoned from dinner at his club two streets away, a bedraggled and frantic program director confronted the interplanetary celebrity. “Sir Randolph, you can’t possibly be serious. We’ve already loaded the finished chip for automatic transmission.”
Mays pulled a blue-bound folder from his capacious leather satchel and brandished it in his huge right hand. “Kindly direct your attention to section thirty-three, paragraph two of our contract,” he replied; he always talked as if underlining his key words. “Herein are set forth the penalties to be paid by the British Broadcasting Corporation in the event I am not granted absolute and total editorial control over the content of the series.”
“Well, yes, but you also agreed to deliver a finished chip on a timely basis, following a script previously approved by us.” The director didn’t have to check the contract; the clause was standard. He allowed his old-fashioned steel-rimmed bifocals to slide down his long nose, the better to peer sternly at Mays. “That you have already done. And the time is, ah, no longer timely.”
“You may countersue. However, if you weigh the penalties specified by contract—what my breach will cost me as opposed to what your breach will cost you—I think you will agree that a simple substitution of the opening two minutes of tonight’s program is the preferable solution.” Mays was a gaunt man with a wide-stretched mouth, whose enormous hands chopped the air as he spoke, slicing out each emphasized word.
“I’ll need a moment to…”
“Here is the timed script for the new section. All the visuals to be replaced are on this chip.”
The director pushed his bifocals back up. “Well … let me see, then.”
Within five minutes Mays was ushered to an insert studio, where he sat in front of a matte screen facing a diminutive viddiecam and read half a dozen lines of narration in his unmistakably inflected voice.
Five minutes after that he was ensconced in a plush editing suite, peering over the shoulder of a hastily summoned video editor.
The editor was a pale, thin young man with glossy shoulder-length brown curls. After spending a few moments tapping keys with his delicate fingers he said, “All ready, sir. Old master on one, insert chip on two, unsynched reading on channel thirty, feeding to new master on three.”
“I should like to see if we can do this in real time. Live to chip, as it were.”
“All right, sir. You’ll cue me.”
“You may go ahead at any time. Begin on two.”
On the flatscreen monitor an image appeared, familiar but still majestic, of Jupiter’s clouds filling the screen, swirling in an intricate curdle of yellow and orange and red and brown—and in the foreground, the tiny bright spark of a swift moon.
“Reading,” said Mays.
The editor tapped the keys again; May’s recorded voice, a sort of harsh half-whisper filled with suppressed urgency, filled the upholstered room.
Jupiter’s moon Amalthea. For more than a year, the most unusual object in our solar system—and the key to its central enigma.
The picture enlarged. Amalthea swiftly drew closer, revealing itself as an irregular lump of ice some scores of kilometers long, its major axis pointed toward nearby Jupiter. Too small to feel the internal sag and stretch of tidal forces and the resultant heat of friction—much too small to hold an atmosphere—Amalthea was nevertheless wreathed in a thin fog which trailed away behind it, blown to tatters by an invisible sleet of hard radiation.
“Good picture,” the editor remarked.
Mays only grunted. This very image was the reason he had been insistent on revising the show opening; it was a classified Board of Space Control reconnaissance-satellite recording that Mays had acquired less than twenty-four hours earlier, by methods he did not care to discuss. The editor, with long experience of cutting together investigative news programs, understood Mays’s diffidence and said nothing more.
The ever-enlarging video image now showed that upon Amalthea’s surface, obscured by the clinging mist, hundreds of glittering eruptions were spewing matter into space. The voice-over continued: The ice geysers of Amalthea have no known natural explanation.
“Switch back to one,” said Mays.
Abruptly the screen picture cut to Amalthea as it had been known for the previous century—a dark red rubble-strewn chunk of rock 270 kilometers long, dusted with a few large patches of ice and snow. Since the first views returned by robot spacecraft expeditions in the 20th century, Amalthea has been thought to be an ordinary, inert, captured asteroid.
The scene dissolved, and now the image on the flatscreen was a view from deep within Jupiter’s clouds, as recorded by the previous year’s Kon-Tiki expedition. At center screen a giant floating creature, like one of Earth’s many-armed jellyfish but several orders of magnitude larger in dimension, browsed quietly in cloudy pastures. Clearly visible on the side of its immense gas bag were peculiar markings, the checkerboard pattern of a meter-band radio array.
When the medusas that swim in the clouds of Jupiter were disturbed by the research vessel Kon-Tiki, the voice-over continued, they began what some have called a “celestial chorus.”
“Cross to two,” said Mays.
The screen dissolved to another of Mays’s newly acquired illicit images, a false-color radio map of Jupiter’s clouds, seen from Amalthea’s orbit: concentric circles of bright red splotches indicating radio sources spread out over the paler graph lines like ripples on a pond, or the rings of a bull’s-eye.
Six Jupiter days they sang their radio song directly toward Amalthea, commencing when that moon rose above their horizon, pausing when it sank. On the seventh day they rested.
The surface of Amalthea again: seen close, a column of foam stood up high above the slick surface. The geyser’s orifice was veiled in tendrils of mist.
Surely it is no coincidence that these immense geysers suddenly began to spout everywhere on Amalthea at precisely the moment the medusas ceased to sing. So far, Amalthea has expelled more than one-third of its total mass. Every hour it shrinks faster.
“Insert my on-camera reading,” Mays ordered. In the minute or two they had been working together, Mays and the editor had already fallen smoothly into synchrony; the editor had tapped the keys almost before Mays had spoken.
The image of Sir Randolph himself appeared, inserted neatly into a lower corner of the screen—the huge white geyser seemed to loom behind him, vaguely menacing. Three years earlier, few people would have known the face that stared from the screen—and in real life stared back at itself over a technician’s shoulder. Once handsome, that face had grown pale and thin from half a century of disappointment with human nature, yet it betrayed no cynicism, and behind the staring gray eyes, under the drooping gray brows, a spark of faith seemed to burn hotly in Mays’s brain.
Many more seeming unrelated events culminate on little Amalthea—events occurring in such far-flung locales as the hellish surface of Venus, the far side of Earth’s moon, the deserts of Mars—and not least, at a lavish estate in England’s Somerset countryside. These and other impossible coincidences will be the subject of tonight’s program, the conclusion of our series.
Mays and his editor said the familiar words in chorus: “Music up. Roll titles,” and the editor chuckled at their identical reflexes. Music swelled. Standard opening titles and credits flashed on screen, superimposed on scenes from earlier “Overmind” episodes.
Both men stood. The editor stretched to get the tension out of his arms. “You had it timed to within a tenth of a second, sir,” he said with satisfaction. “I’ll just get this down to Master Control. We’re on the air in seventeen minutes. Want to watch from the control room?”
“No, I’m afraid I have another appointment,” Mays said. “Thank you for your assistance.”
With that he strode out of the halls of Broadcasting House and back into the rainy night without another word to anyone—as if really, one did this sort of thing every day.
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Earlier the same day, on another continent…
“You aren’t sure you are human,” said the young woman. She sat on a spoke-backed chair of varnished pine. In her oval face her brows were wide ink strokes above eyes of liquid brown, and beneath her upturned nose her mouth was full, her lips innocent in their delicate, natural pinkness. Her long brown hair hung in burnished waves to the shoulders of her summery print dress. “I believe that’s where we left off.”
“Isn’t that where we always leave off?” Sparta’s lips were fuller than the other woman’s, perpetually open, as if testing the breeze; they did not curve easily into a smile.
“Certainly that is the question you hope to have answered. And until you do—or decide that some other question is more interesting—it seems we shall have to keep returning to it.”
The room was unfurnished except for the chairs on which the two women sat facing each other from opposite corners. There were no pictures on the cream-painted walls, no rugs on the polished sycamore planks of the floor. The rain had stopped sometime in the night. The morning air was fragrant with the aroma of the greening woods, and where sunlight came through the open casement, it was warm on the skin.
Sparta’s straight blond hair just reached the high collar of her soft black tunic; together they framed her face, a smooth oval like Linda’s. She turned her head to look out the single window. “They remade me to hear things no natural human can hear, see things no natural human can see, analyze what I taste and smell—not only with precision but consciously, specifying molecular structure—and calculate faster than any human being, and integrate myself with any electronic computer. They even gave me the power to communicate in the microwave. How can I be human?”
“Are the deaf human? The blind? Where does a quadriplegic’s humanity end—somewhere in her spinal cord, or where her wheels touch the ground? Are such people de-humanized by their prostheses?”
“I was born perfect.”
“Congratulations.”
Sparta’s pale skin brightened. “You already know everything I know and much more. Why is this such a difficult question for you?”
“Because only you can answer it. Do you know these lines?
Be still, and wait without hope
For hope would be hope of the wrong thing; wait without love
For love would be love of the wrong thing…
Wait without thought, for you are not ready for thought…”
The lines of poetry roused defiance in Sparta, but she said nothing.
“You have tried to think your way to an answer,” Linda suggested. “Or feel your way, which in these circumstances is no better. What are feelings but thoughts without words? The answer to your question cannot be deduced or emoted. It will come when it comes. From history. From the world.”
“If it ever comes.”
“It’s as good a question as any, but yes, you may lose interest in it.”
Sparta picked at an imaginary bit of lint on the knee of her soft, close-fitting black trousers. “Let’s change the subject.”
“So easily?” Linda laughed, a girlish laugh, like the seventeen-year-old she appeared to be.
“My humanity or lack of it is not in fact the only thing that interests me. Last night I dreamed again.”
“Yes?” Linda sat quietly alert. “Tell me your dream.”
“Not of Jupiter’s clouds, or the signs,” Sparta said. “I haven’t had those dreams for a year.”
“That part of your life is past.”
“Last night I dreamed I was a dolphin, racing deep under the sea. The light was very blue, and I was cool and warm at the same time, happy without knowing why—except that there were others with me. Other dolphins. It was like flying. It went on and on, deeper and deeper. And then I was flying. I had wings and I was flying in a pink sky over a red desert. It could have been on Mars, except there was air. I realized I was alone. And suddenly I was so sad I made myself wake up.”
“What was your name?”
“I didn’t… What makes you think I had a name?”
“I wonder, that’s all.”
Sparta paused, as if remembering. “When I was a dolphin, it was like a whistle.”
“And when you were a bird?”
“A cry, like…” She hesitated, then said, “Circe.” It came from her lips like a dolphin’s squeal.
“Fascinating. Do you know what that means?”
“Circe? I don’t know why I thought of that. In the Odyssey she changed men into animals.”
“Yes. In the Odyssey she is the Goddess as Death. But the word literally means ‘falcon.’”
“Falcon!” The previous year’s Kon-Tiki expedition to Jupiter had been commanded by the airship captain Howard Falcon; in her madness, thinking him her rival, Sparta had tried to murder him.
Linda said, “A name not of death, but of the sun.”
“I was happier under the sea,” said Sparta.
“The sea is an ancient symbol of the subconscious. Apparently your subconscious is no longer barred to you. A propitious dream.”
“But that came first. Then I lost it.”
“Because a lonely, conscious task still calls you. A sun-like task. In the West, at least, the sun was a lonely god.”
Sparta’s expression set into stubbornness. “That task was imposed on me by others. Empress of the Last Days.” She spoke the ritual phrase with contempt. “By what right did they elect me ambassador to the stars? I owe them nothing.”
“True. But sooner or later you’ll have to decide what to tell them. Whether yes or no.”
Hot tears welled up in Sparta’s eyes. She sat still and let them fall on her lap, to disappear in the soft black cloth. After a few moments she said, “If I were human I could refuse.”
“Must you be sure of your humanity before you can refuse?”
Sparta evaded the question. “Then maybe I could be with Blake and do something normal, like live in a real house, have babies.”
“Why is that impossible?”
“That was destroyed in me.”
“You can be remade.”
Sparta shrugged.
Linda tried again. “How does Blake feel?”
“You know.”
“Tell me again.”
“He loves me.” Her voice was flat.
“And you love him.”
“But I am not human,” Sparta muttered.
Linda smiled dryly. “Now you are sure.”
Trapped, Sparta stood up, her motion smooth as a dancer’s. She moved toward the door, hesitated, then turned. “This is getting nowhere. I designed you as you are…”
“Yes?”
“Because when I was you—was Linda—I was human. Normal, almost. Before they turned me into this, I could have had anything I wanted.”
“Footfalls echo in the memory,” Linda recited, “Down the passage which we did not take…”
“What?” Sparta said irritably.
“Sorry, I seem to be iterating Eliot this morning. Do I understand you are disappointed that I am not in fact the girl you used to be?”
“I thought if I had them make you like this, maybe we could talk about things the way … normal women do.”
“Alas, you are not normal, and I am certainly not a woman.”
“As you insist on reminding me.”
“The part of me you did not design for … user-friendliness … is a sophisticated ontologist, with many ways of testing what the world is, what a person is, how things are. Granted, the related epistemological questions are subtle, but at least my algorithms are explicit. Because you are who you are, however, you can never fully untangle what you know about the world and about yourself from how you know it.”
“I’m no phenomenologist.”
“No, and I don’t mean to suggest that just because you have a human brain and not an electronic one there is no truth. Or that the universe is not consistent, or doesn’t exist independently of your perceptions. I simply mean that—unaided by me or another therapist or teacher—it is doubtful that you, or anyone else, could ever free yourself from the web of your untested, culturally acquired assumptions.”
“You haven’t answered my question.”
“I think I have. It’s my job to help you see how things are. To become aware of who you are, Linda-Ellen-Sparta.”
“We’ve been at this a year.”
“I can hardly blame you for impatience.”
“They took that stuff out of my belly. Fine—what do I need with a radio in my belly? As for my seeing, I personally killed that with Striaphan. Fine again. Those things were not really me. I feel strong now, I feel well now. Better than ever. But toward … oh, meaning, I suppose—a purpose of my own, decided on by me—what progress have I made?”
“To have completely recovered from your dependency on Striaphan seems like progress to me.”
“Yesterday I was walking down by the cliffs, above the river, and I remembered that one of the boys from SPARTA was climbing in the Catskills one summer and the granite gave way beneath him and he fell and was killed. Just like that. And I thought, if that happened to me now, I… I wouldn’t mind. That would be all right with me. Nothing that needs doing would be left undone.”
“Do you miss Blake?”
Sparta nodded. Again the tears pooled in her eyes.
Linda spoke softly. “Perhaps there is something you need to do for your own sake.”
From across the room, Sparta studied the simulacrum of her younger self sitting so placidly in the spring sunshine. Her reluctant lips formed a wry smile. “We always get to this place, too.”
“What place?”
“Aren’t we about to get to the place where you tell me I should talk to my mother?”
“I doubt that I have ever used the word should.”
“For five years she let me believe she was dead. She tried to talk my father out of telling me the truth,” Sparta said angrily. “She gave them permission to do this.”
“Your reluctance to confront her is easy to understand.”
“But you do think I should. Whether you use the word or not.”
“No.” Linda shook her head. The highlights in her brown hair gleamed in the sunlight. “It would be a place to start. But only one of many.” The two women watched each other, unmoving, until Linda said, “Are you leaving already? The hour is young.”
Sparta took a deep breath and sat down. After a silent moment, they continued their conversation.
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Around the planet and throughout the solar system, a hundred million people gathered in front of their flatscreens. Only those in Great Britain would receive the final episode of “Overmind” at the comfortable hour of eight in the evening. Others, of whom there were many more—those who chose not to wait for local redistribution at a more convenient time—were fiddling with their satellite antennas as their clocks blinked to 3:22 A.M., or 11:43 P.M., or as close to the moment of original transmission from London as the speed of light allowed.
On the eastern seaboard of North America, it was almost three o’clock on an alternately bright and rainy afternoon, with the sun dodging in and out of the clouds. A tall man in a black leather topcoat mounted the porch of a stone house in the woods. He knocked on the door.
A woman in a wool skirt and leather boots opened the door. “Come inside, Kip, before you catch your death.” Ari Nagy was spare and athletic and wore her graying black hair trimmed sensibly at the jaw line. She was among the few who called this man anything except Commander.
He did as she told him, shaking the water from his coat and leaving it hanging on a peg in the hallway beside yellow polycanvas slickers and down-filled parkas. He went into the long living room.
The house was larger than it looked from the outside. Through the windows at the south end of the room, beyond the woods, one could see a stretch of cloud-heavy sky ending in a horizon of low, gray green mountains—a monochrome landscape, punctuated by splashes of yellow forsythia and the pale white promise of dogwood blossoms among wiry wet branches.
Overhead, carved beams reflected warm light from bare planed surfaces; Native American rugs on the plank floor held in the warmth of an oak fire; which burned busily on the fieldstone hearth. The commander walked straight to it and held out his hands to collect the heat.
The woman returned from the kitchen, carrying a tea service. “Black tea? You’ve been known to have a cup on days like this.”
“Thanks.” He took a cup of tea from the tray and set it on the mantel; the porcelain saucer grated against the stone. “How’d you know I was coming?” His voice was so low and gravelly, it almost sounded as if it hurt him to speak. With his suncured skin and pale blue eyes he could have been a north woods lumberjack or fishing guide; he wore faded denims, and the sleeves of his plaid shirt were rolled back over his strong wrists.
“I called the lodge, looking for Jozsef. I was hoping he’d be with you.”
“Soon. He wanted to put his report in the files.”
“It’s three o’clock. Just like him to miss the program—he thinks the world ought to take his schedule into account.”
“We’ll replay the important parts for him.” He picked up iron tongs and poked fretfully at the burning logs until they crackled with heat.
Ari settled into a leather couch and arranged a red and green plaid blanket over her lap. “Turn on and record,” she said in the direction of the pine-paneled wall—
—whereupon a hidden videoplate unfolded into a two-meter-square screen, thin as foil, and immediately brightened. “Good evening,” said the voice from the screen, “this is the All Worlds Service of the BBC, bringing you the final program in the series ‘Overmind,’ presented by Sir Randolph Mays.”
The commander looked up from the fire to see Jupiter’s clouds filling the screen. Visible in the foreground was a swift, bright spark. “Jupiter’s moon Amalthea,” came the voice of Randolph Mays, in that half-whisper of suppressed urgency. “For more than a year, the most unusual object in our solar system—and the key to its central enigma.”
Unlike most of the hundred million people watching “Overmind,” who were sure their narrator would track down the truth wherever it led—indeed, most who had seen the earlier episodes were hoping Mays would solve “the central enigma of the solar system” this very night, before their eyes—the two watching in the house in the woods were hoping he wouldn’t get too close to it.
“Good picture,” Ari remarked.
“Heard about it on the way in—it was stolen from a Space Board monitor on Ganymede. Mays had reedited the opening of his show within the last hour.”
“Did someone in the Space Board give it to him?”
“We’ll find out.”
They watched in silence then, as Sir Randolph recited his litany of coincidences: “…events occurring in such far-flung locales as the hellish surface of Venus, the far side of Earth’s moon, the deserts of Mars—and not least, at a lavish estate in England’s Somerset countryside. These and other impossible coincidences will be the subject of tonight’s program…”
“Oh dear,” murmured Ari; under her blanket she hugged herself tighter. “He’s going to bring Linda into it after all, I fear.”
The commander left off brooding by the fire to take a seat beside her on the couch, facing the screen. “We’ve put up as high a stone wall as we can.”
“How does he know these things?” the woman demanded. “Is he one of them?”
“They’re finished—we knew it when we went into Kingman’s place and found the destruction.”
“But he’s spilling secrets they killed to keep.”
“Probably the man has his hooks into some poor disillusioned soul who repented and wants to tell all. Whoever it is needs a better confessor.”
“No one below the rank of the knights and elders could connect Linda to the Knowledge.” Her voice betrayed her fear.
On screen, the title sequence faded. The final episode began…
Sir Randolph Mays was a formerly obscure Cambridge historian whose title derived not from his scholarship but from the lavish charity of his youth, when he had given a good part of his inheritance to his college. Popular with his students, he had become an overnight star, a veritable viddie nova, with his first thirteen-part BBC series, “In Search of the Human Race.” Mays had seemed to move through the widespread locations of his show as if stalking elusive prey, gliding on long, corduroy-clad legs past the pillars of Karnak, up the endless stairs of Calakmul, through the jumbled maze of Çatal Hüyük. All the while his great hands sawed the air and, perched atop the neck of his black turtleneck, his square jaw worked to deliver impressively long and vehement sentences. It all made for a wonderful travelogue, thickly slathered over with a sort of intellectual mayonnaise.
Mays took himself quite seriously, of course; he was nothing if not opinionated. Like Arnold Toynbee and Oswald Spengler before him, he had reduced the whole of human history to a recurrent and predictable pattern. In his view, as in his predecessors’, the elements of that pattern were societies having their own life cycles of birth, growth, and death, like organisms. And like organisms—but with the aid of rapid cultural change rather than sluggish biological adaptation—societies evolved, he claimed. Just what human society was evolving toward, he left as an exercise for the viewer to determine.
The historical and ethnographic establishments assailed him for his primitive ideas, his dubious interpretations of fact, his loose definitions (What distinguished one society from another? Why, for Mays, did Jews constitute a society wherever they lived but not, for example, expatriate Hungarians?), but a dozen eminent scholars mumbling in their dewlaps were not enough to deflate public enthusiasm. Randolph Mays had something better than academic approval, something better than logic; he had an almost hypnotic presence.
That first series ran to numerous repeat screenings and set record videochip sales; the BBC begged him for another. Mays obliged with the proposal for “Overmind.”
The proposal gave even its BBC sponsors initial pause, for in it Mays set out to prove that the rise and fall of civilizations were not, after all, a matter of chance evolution. According to him, a superior intelligence had guided the process, an intelligence not necessarily human, which was represented on Earth by an ancient, most secret cult.
The first dozen programs of “Overmind” adduced evidence for the cult’s existence in ancient glyphs and carvings and papyrus scrolls, in the alignments of ancient architecture and the narratives of ancient myth. It was a good story, persuasive to those who wanted to believe. Even unbelievers were amused and entertained.
As Mays knew, and as his immense audience was about to find out, tonight’s episode went well beyond ancient texts and artifacts. It brought Grand Conspiracy into the present day.
But Randolph Mays was nothing if not a shrewd showman. His viewers were forced to sit through almost the whole ensuing hour of review, during which Mays rehearsed all the evidence he had developed in preceding weeks, thriftily using the same locations and replaying bits of preceding shows; only the skeptic viewer would have noted that his thesis was thus reduced from thirteen hours to one.
Finally he came to his point. “They called themselves the Free Spirit, and by a dozen other names,” Mays asserted—appearing in person now, close up, swiping at the air. “These people were almost certainly among them.”
The next image was static, taken by a photogram camera: a fit but aging English gentleman in tweeds stood in front of a massive stone house, a shotgun crooked in his arm. His free hand stroked an aviator’s flamboyant mustaches.
“Rupert, Lord Kingman, heir to ancient St. Joseph’s Hall, director of a dozen firms—including Sadler’s Bank of Delhi—who has not been seen for three years…”
Next, a woman with sleek black hair and painted red lips glared at the camera from astride a sweating polo pony, its bridle held by a turbaned Sikh.
“Holly Singh, M.D., Ph.D., chief of neurophysiology at the Board of Space Control’s Biological Medicine Center, who disappeared at precisely the same time as Lord Kingman…”
Next the screen showed a tall, lugubrious man whose fine blond hair fell across his forehead.
“Professor Albers Merck, noted xeno-archaeologist, who attempted to murder his colleague, Professor J. Q. R. Forster—and in the same attempt killed himself. He failed to kill Forster, of course; he succeeded, however, in destroying the unique Venusian fossils housed on Port Hesperus…”
Next, a publicity still showed two strapping big blond young people in technicians’ smocks, smiling at the camera from their instrument consoles.
“Also on the same date, astronomers Piet Gress and Katrina Balakian both committed suicide after failing to destroy the radiotelescope facility at Farside Base on the moon…”
Next, a square-built man with a sandy crewcut, wearing a pinstripe suit: he was caught scowling over his shoulder as he climbed into a helicopter on a Manhattan rooftop.
“And again on the same date, the Martian plaque disappeared from the town hall of Labyrinth City on Mars. Two men were killed. Later the plaque was recovered on the Martian moon Phobos. Within hours, Mr. John Noble, founder and chief executive of Noble Water Works of Mars, whose space plane was used in the attempted theft, vanished and has been missing ever since…”
The next image was not of a person but a spacecraft, the freighter Doradus. The camera slowly tracked the big white freighter where it lay impounded in the Space Board yards in Earth orbit.
“This is the Doradus, whose crew attempted to remove the Martian plaque from Phobos—it was called a pirate ship by the media, but I assert that the Doradus was in fact a Free Spirit warship—although the Space Board would have us believe the vessel’s true ownership has never been traced farther than a bank. Yes, Sadler’s Bank of Delhi…”
When the next image came on the screen, Ari put a hand on the commander’s arm—giving support, or seeking it.
“Inspector Ellen Troy of the Board of Space Control,” Mays reminded his audience, although there could have been few who did not recognize the woman’s picture. “Not long ago, a household name because of her extraordinary exploits. She it was who rescued Forster and Merck from certain death on the surface of Venus. She it was who prevented the destruction of Farside Base, and she who snatched the Martian plaque from the grasp of Doradus. Then she too vanished—to reappear, under circumstances that have never been explained, at the very moment of the Kon-Tiki mutiny—only to vanish again. Where is she now?”
The haunting image of Amalthea reappeared on the screen; in Jupiter’s reflected light, the moon was swathed in mist the color of buttermilk.
“The Space Board have declared an absolute quarantine within 50,000 kilometers of the orbit of Amalthea. The only exception granted is on behalf of this man, of whom we have already heard so much.”
The media had often described J. Q. R. Forster as a banty rooster, but the newsbite Mays showed of him made him look like a jaunty miniature astronaut, breezily bounding up the steps of the Council of Worlds headquarters in Manhattan, ignoring the mediahounds who pursued him.
“Professor Forster is now on Ganymede Base, in the final stages of preparation for his expedition to Amalthea—an expedition approved by the Space Board only a few short months before that moon revealed its idiosyncratic nature.”
Sir Randolph returned to the screen in person. For a moment he was quiet, as if gathering his thoughts. It was a bold actor’s moment, showing his mastery of the medium, focussing the attention of an enormous audience on his next words.
He leaned forward. “Is Inspector Ellen Troy there too, on Ganymede, a part of Forster’s plan?”
He lowered his voice further, as if to force his watchers to lean even closer, his huge hands pulling at the air with spread fingers to draw them further into his intimate net. “Is Amalthea the focus of centuries of Free Spirit scheming? Is the mighty Board of Space Control itself a party to this grand conspiracy? I believe so, and though I cannot prove it tonight”—Mays drew back, straightening his gaunt frame—“I give you my word of honor that I will discover the common thread that links these events which I have brought to your attention. And having done so, I shall expose these ancient secrets to the light of reason.”
Ari said, “Turn off,” her voice loud in the quiet cabin. As the final credits were rolling up the screen, the image faded to black and the videoplate folded itself into the paneled wall.
Rain fell steadily on the porch roof; brick-red coals crumbled in the fireplace. The commander broke the silence. “A bit anticlimactic.”
“He got one thing wrong, at least,” Ari said. She didn’t have to say what she meant: Ellen Troy was not on Amalthea.
Footsteps scraped on the boards of the porch. The commander stood up, alert. Ari threw her lap robe aside and went to open the door.
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The man who came into the room was damp and tweedy; his thinning gray hair stuck out in wet clumps, giving him the look of a baby bird just emerged from the egg. He gathered Ari into his arms and hugged her enthusiastically; she laughed and stroked his wet hair. They were not much alike, but they looked well together, he in his tweeds and she in her flannel. They’d been married for decades.
“Something to warm you, Jozsef? We are having tea.”
“Thank you. Kip has told you of our adventures?”
“Not yet,” said the commander.
“We watched Mays pontificate. The final episode of ‘Overmind.’”
“Oh no, am I so late?” Jozsef was stricken.
“When has it been otherwise?” Ari said. “Don’t worry, I recorded it.”
“A waste of your time,” said the commander.
Jozsef sat heavily on the couch. Ari handed him a cup and moved the tea tray to the low pine table in front of him. “Except for one thing. Mays has connected Linda with the Free Spirit.”
“With Salamander?”
“He doesn’t know anything about Salamander,” said the commander.
“It’s all speculation,” Ari agreed.
“Nevertheless he’ll be on his way to Amalthea on Helios, to poke around.”
“You can confirm that?” Jozsef asked the commander, who nodded. Jozsef slurped a mouthful of the hot tea and carefully resettled the cup on its saucer. “Well, it can hardly make a significant difference. Half the reporters in the solar system, it seems, are already there, eager for news.”
Ari settled beside him and rested her hand on his knee. “Tell me about your trip.”
“It was quite wonderful.” Jozsef’s eyes lit with enthusiasm. “If I were a jealous man, I should be jealous that Forster came unaided to his great discoveries. He fired me with his own enthusiasm—I believe he is a heroic figure.”
“He was hardly unaided.” Ari was defensive on her husband’s behalf. “You—and Kip and I—have been of critical help to him.”
“Yes, but he had nothing like the Knowledge to guide him. By himself he deciphered the Venusian tablets, and then the Martian plaque—and from that he deduced the nature of Amalthea.”
“Its presumed nature,” said Ari.
“All without hints from any ancient secrets,” Jozsef insisted, “which confirms our own belief that the truth needs no secrets.”
Ari looked uncomfortable, but like the commander she said nothing, unwilling to contradict Jozsef’s version of the creed.
“But let me tell you what I saw,” Jozsef said, recovering his enthusiasm. He settled himself deeper into the couch cushions and began to speak in the relaxed manner of a professor opening a weekly seminar.
“What we North Continentals call Ganymede is popularly known to those who live there as Shoreless Ocean, a poetic way of referring to a moon whose surface consists almost entirely of frozen water. The same name applies to Ganymede City, and it’s written over the pressure portals in half a dozen languages. I was in trouble almost before I’d gotten through the gates.
“As I left the formalities at entry control—all on my own, and somewhat bewildered—a strange young Asian persistently beckoned to me from beyond the barrier. His eyes showed a pronounced epicanthic fold, his hair was glossy black, pulled straight back into a ponytail that reached below his waist, and he was sporting quite a diabolical mustache. With that and his costume of tunic and trousers and soft boots, he could have been Temujin, the young Genghis Kahn. I tried to ignore him, but once I was through the gates he followed me through the crowd, until I turned on him and loudly demanded to know what he wanted.
“He made noises about being the best and least expensive guide a stranger to Shoreless Ocean could find, but between these declarations—for the benefit of the people around us—he commanded me in an urgent whisper to stop drawing attention to myself.
“As you have guessed, it was Blake. His remarkable disguise was necessary because, as he picturesquely phrased it, a pack of newshounds had driven Professor Forster and his colleagues to ground and now kept them in their den. Blake, being the only one of them who could speak Chinese, was the only one who could move freely in the town.
“I had thought I would need no disguise, of course; no one had the slightest idea who I was or how I had got here, the Board of Space Control having smoothed my passage. Blake took my luggage—which weighed very little, for although Ganymede is larger than Earth’s moon it is still less massive than a planet.
“The city of Shoreless Ocean is less than a century old but appears as exotic—and as crowded—as Varanasi or Calcutta. We were soon lost in the crush. After pushing through corridors which, as it seemed to me, became narrower and louder and smellier with every turn, it was all I could do to keep up with Blake, and I suspect he became somewhat exasperated with me. He hailed a pedicab and whispered something to the rangy boy who drove it. Blake pushed my bags into it, then me, and said he would meet me where the cab let me off; I need say nothing to the driver, for the fare had already been arranged.
‘The cab took me through corridors which grew rapidly less crowded as we moved away from the commercial and residential quarters of the city. A final long run down a dim, cold tunnel—whose walls, seen through bundles of shining pipe, were slick with ice—brought me to my destination, a plain plastic door in a plain plastic wall with a single caged red light burning above it. There was nothing to indicate what sort of place this might be, except that it had some industrial purpose. As soon as I got myself and my luggage out of the cab the boy pedaled away, blowing his breath in clouds before him, anxious to be out of the cold.
“I shivered alone for several minutes, peering about me at the vast steel manifolds that formed the ceiling and walls of the ill-lit tunnel. Finally the door opened.
“Blake had brought me a heavy parka. Once I was dressed for the cold he led me inside the plant, along clacking plastic-mesh catwalks and up ladders, through other doors, other rooms. Pressure hatches and sealed doorways warned of possible vacuum, but our route had been fully pressurized.
“Through a little hatch we entered a huge drainpipe of shiny metal, titanium alloy by the look of it, and climbing up I found that we were in a cavernous space, bizarrely sculpted into what seemed like a great curving watercourse of black ice. I was reminded of the dripping ice caves that feed streams running beneath glaciers, like those I entered on the alpine treks of my youth, or of a polished limestone cave, the bed of an underground river. Unlike a glacial cave, these ice walls did not radiate the brilliant blue of filtered sunlight, nor did their frozen surfaces reflect the warmth of smooth limestone, but instead absorbed all the light that fell upon them, sucking it into their colorless depths.
“We clambered over the scalloped edges of a frozen waterfall into a bell-shaped hall, and suddenly I understood that the cavern had not been carved out by running water, but by fire and superheated steam. We were inside the thrust-deflection chamber of a surface launch facility. Its walls, fantastically swashed by repeated bursts of exploding gases, were draped in veils and curtains of transparent ice.
“High above us the pressure dome was sealed, trapping air and cutting off any view of the bright stars and moons and the disk of Jupiter. Inside the dome, lowering over our heads like a stormcloud made of steel, was a Jovian tug. The vessel squatted on sturdy struts and was webbed about with gantries, but what commanded my gaze were the triple nozzles of the main rocket engines and the three bulging spherical fuel tanks clustered around them.
“Beneath this intimation of the refiner’s fire—this sword of Damocles poised to flash downward—stood Professor J. Q. R. Forster and his crew, bundled against the cold. Over titanium deflection scoops a scaffold of carbon struts and planks had been erected; tool benches and racks of electronics stood about, and someone had draped a large hardcopy schematic over a lathe. As Blake brought me into their midst, Forster and his people were bent over this diagram in spirited discussion, like a Shakespearean king and his lords debating their battle plan.
“Forster turned on me almost fiercely—but I quickly realized he was displaying a smile, not a grimace. I was familiar with holos of him, of course, but since Kip had thought it wise to keep us from meeting before this moment, I was unprepared for the man’s energy. He has the face and body of a thirty-five-year-old, a man in his prime—a result of the restoration they did on him after Merck’s attempt on his life—but I venture that his authority stems mainly from the experience gained whipping several decades’ worth of graduate students into line.
“He introduced me to his crew as if each were a mythic hero: Josepha Walsh, pilot, an unruffled young woman seconded from the Space Board; Angus McNeil, engineer, a shrewd and portly fellow who studied me as if reading gauges inside my head; Tony Groves, the dark little navigator who had steered Springer to his brief, glorious rendezvous with Pluto. I solemnly shook hands with them all. All of them are as well known in their own circles as Forster in his—and none of them is Asian—and therefore all are sentenced to shiver in hiding so long as Forster wishes to avoid the press.
“Indeed, when I remarked on the tortuous paths through which Blake had led me to reach him and asked why he didn’t simply place himself under the protection of the Board of Space Control, Forster told me that the launch pad we stood in was actually inside the Board’s surface perimeter, but that he did not wish his connection with the Board generally known. It was enough that he and he alone had been granted a permit to explore Amalthea, and that the Space Board were still honoring it despite the subsequent spectacular events there. Professor Forster left many things unsaid, but it was clear to me that—with the possible exception of you, Kip—he trusts no one in the bureaucracy. We broke off then, deferring a deeper conversation until later.”
Jozsef paused in his narrative. Ari leaned forward to pour more tea for the three of them. Jozsef sipped thoughtfully, then continued.
“Forster’s camp inside the ice cave resembled that of a military expedition preparing for battle. The pit was piled high with supplies and equipment—food, gas bottles, instruments, fuel tanks—most of it intended for an unmounted strap-on cargo hold, still at ground level and split open like an empty sardine tin. Blake showed me where I was to stay: it was a foam hut built against the wall of the blast chamber, quite warm inside despite its primitive appearance. Not long afterward the work lights dimmed, indicating the approach of night.
“In the largest temporary shelter, the quartermaster’s hut, I joined the little group for a European-style dinner, accented by selections from Professor Forster’s excellent store of wines—and quickly learned to appreciate Walsh’s wry wit, Groves’s penchant for debate (learning that I was a psychologist, he was eager to take me on about the latest theories of the unconscious, of which he knew very little—but still more than I, since you and I gave the subject up as hopeless, Ari, twenty years ago), and McNeil’s astounding store of salacious gossip (the man may be a noted engineer, but he has the tastes and narrative gifts of a Boccaccio).
“After dinner, Forster and I went alone to his hut. There, after I had sworn him to secrecy—over glasses of his superb Napoleon brandy—I brought out the holo projector and revealed to him what we had prepared: the distillation of the Knowledge.
“He watched without comment. He has had a lifetime’s practice defending his academic priority. Nevertheless, he showed less surprise than I might have expected; he told me that he had had glimmerings of the truth as long ago as the discovery of the Martian plaque—long before he had managed to decipher its meaning, long before it was possible to know anything at all about its makers, which he himself had first dubbed Culture X.
“The conventional theory—intentionally promulgated, as we know, by the Free Spirit—was that Culture X had evolved on Mars and had died out a billion years ago, when the brief Martian summer ended. Forster’s ideas were different, and far more ambitious: he was convinced that Culture X had entered the solar system from interstellar space. The fact that no one else believed this annoyed him, though not very much, for he is one of those people who seem happiest when in the minority.
“When he learned that an Ishtar Mining Corporation robot had stumbled into an alien cache on Venus, with great energy and dedication he organized an expedition to explore and if possible retrieve the finds. Although his mission was cut short and the material artifacts still rest buried on Venus, he came back with the records”—Jozsef paused and allowed himself a small smile—“I’m retelling these events as I think he views them—at any rate, less than a year elapsed before he proved that the Venusian tablets were translations of texts dating from Earth’s Bronze Age. He was now convinced that representatives of Culture X had visited all the inner planets, had perhaps tried to colonize them.
“Shortly thereafter he was able to apply his translation of the Venusian tablets to a reading of the Martian plaque, with its references to ‘cloud-dwelling messengers’ and a ‘reawakening at the great world.’ Thus through his own research he skipped over millenniums of our hoarded secrecy, arriving instantly at a very substantial part of the Knowledge.
“But logic suggested to him—and Kon-Tiki later proved—that the clouds of Jupiter, the ‘great world,’ could hide no creatures capable of having fabricated the material of which the Venusian tablets and the Martian plaque were made, much less of doing the great deeds the plaque commemorates. And decades of onsite exploration of Jupiter’s satellites had uncovered no trace of a past alien presence.
“Despite this, Professor Forster told me, a single clue convinced him that a more thorough search of one of Jupiter’s moon was justified: it had long been observed that Amalthea radiated almost one third more energy into space than it absorbed from the sun and Jupiter together. It had been assumed that bombardment from Jupiter’s intense radiation belts made up the deficit, but Forster looked up the records and noted that, when the radiation flux had been accounted for, a discrepancy at radio wavelengths remained—duly noted by planetary scientists but small enough to be ignored as uninteresting, much as the precession of the orbit of Mercury was considered a minor anomaly, not a threat to Newton, until Einstein’s theory of gravitation retroactively yielded its precise quantitative value two centuries later.
“Then the medusas of Jupiter sang their song, and Amalthea erupted. With characteristic spirit, Forster insisted upon pressing ahead with his exploration as already planned and approved, without announcing any design changes that might require bureaucratic meddling. He did make some design changes en route to Ganymede, however, and when I met with him three weeks ago, he and his crew were beginning to implement them—clandestinely.
“What I had to tell him confirmed the correctness of his vision and underscored the need for the changes he had already made in his mission plan. But of course, the Knowledge implies more…”
Ari could not contain her distress. “It implies that any attempt to proceed without Linda will meet with disaster.”
“So I told Professor Forster, and he did not deny the force of the evidence,” Jozsef replied quietly. “Nevertheless he is determined to go ahead, with or without her.”
“Then he—and all of them, Blake Redfield with them—are doomed to death and worse. He must be stopped … that was why you went to Ganymede, Jozsef! Why did you so easily allow him to dissuade you?” But Jozsef returned her demanding stare with nothing better than soft-eyed resignation. “Kip—you can stop him,” she said.
“Not even if I wanted to.”
“If…?” Ari looked at him in despairing unbelief.
“Ari, the Space Board hasn’t the will or—so the people in the line departments claim the resources to maintain the quarantine of Amalthea much longer. The Indo-Asians are applying tremendous pressure at Council level.” He sighed impatiently. “They talk about safety, about energy resources, even about basic science. Meanwhile they’re counting lost tourist dollars.”
“What does that have to do with Forster?” she demanded.
“He’s got a narrow window of opportunity. With or without Ellen—Linda, I mean—somebody’s going to land on Amalthea. And soon.”
“We’d rather it be Forster,” Jozsef said. “All of us would, I think.”
“No.” Ari stiffened. “Not without her.”
“But that’s not…” Jozsef cleared his throat noisily and left the sentence unfinished.
The commander said it for him. “That’s up to her, Ari. Not you.”
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Blake Redfield forced his way through crowded winding corridors, past stalls selling carved jade and translucent rubber sandals in the many colors of jujubes, past shelves of bargain-priced surveillance electronics, past racks of spot-lit fresh-killed ducks with heads and feet attached—while people pushed him from behind, elbowed him aside, and blocked the way in front of him, none maliciously or even with much force, for gravity here was a few percent of Earth’s and too vigorous a shove was as awkward for the shover as for the shovee. More people sat huddled in circles on the floor throwing dice or playing hsiang-ch’i or stood bargaining excitedly before tanks of live trout and mounds of ice clams and piles of pale, wilted vegetables. Students and old folk peered at real paper books through thick rimless glasses and read flimsy newspapers printed in what to most Euro-Americans were indecipherable squiggles. Everyone was talking, talking, talking in musical tones most North Continental visitors heard only as singsong and jabber.
Usually auburn-haired—even handsome, in a fresh-faced, freckled way—Blake had disguised himself well, looking less like young Ghengis Khan than a Pearl River dock rat. He was in fact half Chinese on his mother’s side, the other half being Irish, and although he did not know more than a few useful phrases of Burmese or Thai or any of the dozens of other Indochinese languages common on Ganymede, he spoke eloquent Mandarin and expressively earthy Cantonese—the latter being the favorite trade language of most of the ethnic Chinese who made up a substantial proportion of the Shoreless Ocean’s non-Indian population.
From the low overheads hung paper banners which fluttered endlessly in the breeze of constantly turning ventilator fans; these did their inadequate best to clear the corridors of the smell of pork frying in rancid oil and other, less palatable odors. The stall owners had rigged up awnings against the flickering yellow glare of the permanent lighting; the awnings billowed ceaselessly, waves in an unquiet sea of cloth. Blake pushed ahead, against the tide. His destination was the contracting firm of Lim and Sons, founded in Singapore in 1946. The Shoreless Ocean branch had opened in 2068, before there was a sizable settlement on Ganymede; a generation of Lims had helped build the place.
The firm’s offices fronted on the chaotic intersection of two busy corridors near the center of the underground city. Behind a wall of plate glass bearing the gold-painted ideograms for health and prosperity, shirt-sleeved, bespectacled clerks bent studiously to their flatscreens.
Blake stepped through the automatic door; abruptly the corridor sounds were sealed out, and there was quiet. No one paid him any attention. He leaned over the rail that separated the carpeted reception area from the nearest clerk and said in careful Mandarin, “My name is Redfield. I have a ten o’clock appointment with Luke Lim.”
The clerk winced as if he’d had a gas attack. Without bothering to look at Blake he keyed his commlink and said, in rapid Cantonese, “A white guy dressed like a coolie is out here, talking like he just took Mandarin 101. Says he has an appointment with Luke.”
The commlink squawked back, loud enough for Blake to overhear. “See what happens if you tell him to wait.”
“You wait,” said the clerk in English, still not looking up.
There were no chairs for visitors. Blake walked over to the wall and studied the gaudy color holos hanging there, some stiff family portraits and wide-angle views of construction projects. In one, pipes as tangled as a package of dry noodles sprawled over a kilometer of surface ice; it was a dissociation plant, converting water ice to hydrogen and oxygen. Other holos showed ice mines, distilleries, sewage plants, hydroponic farms.
Blake wondered what role Lim and Sons had played in the construction of these impressive facilities; the holos were uncaptioned, allowing the viewer to assume anything he or she wished. Unlikely that Lim and Sons had been principal contractor in any of them. But one in particular captured his attention: it depicted a big-toothed ice mole cutting through black ice, drilling what was presumably one of the original tunnels of the settlement that had become Shoreless Ocean.
For twenty minutes Blake patiently cooled his heels. Finally the clerk keyed the link and muttered “Still standing here … no, seems happy as a clam.”
Another five minutes passed. A man appeared at the back of the room and came to the railing, hand extended. “Luke Lim. So sorry, Mr. Redfield”—Ruke Rim. So solly, Missa Ledfeared—“Most unavoidable detained.” Lim was tall even for the low gravity of Ganymede, almost emaciated, with sunken cheeks and burning eyes. On the point of his chin a dozen or so very long, very black hairs managed to suggest a goatee. Unlike his facial hair the hair of his head was thick and glossy, long and black, hanging to his shoulders. He had inch-long nails on the thumb and fingers of his right hand, but the nails of his left were cut short. He was wearing blue canvas work pants and a shirt patterned like mattress-ticking.
“No problem,” said Blake coolly, giving the outstretched hand, the dangerous one, a single short jerk. A curious fellow, thought Blake: his accent was as phony as they come, straight out of an ancient Charlie Chan movie-chip; the fingernails were not a Mandarin affectation but apparently for playing twelve-string guitar, and the work clothes suggested that the guy wanted to present himself as a man of the working class.
“So glad you not in big hurry,” said Lim.
“You have something to show me?”
“Yes.” Lim’s voice was suddenly low and conspiratorial, his expression almost a leer. “You come with me now?” Ostentatiously, he held the gate of the railing open and waved Blake through it.
Blake followed him to the back of the office and into a low dark passageway. He caught glimpses of small, dim rooms on either side, crowded with men and women bent over machine tools.
A slow ride in a big freight elevator brought them out into a huge service bay, its floor and walls carved from ancient ice. The excavation of the bay wasn’t finished; there was a hole in a sunken corner of the floor as big as a storm drain, to carry off the melt as ice was carved away.
In the middle of the bay, inadequately lit by overhead sodium units, a spidery flatbed trailer supported a big load, securely tied down and wrapped in blue canvas. “There it is,” Lim said to Blake, not bothering to move from where he was standing by the elevator.
Two middle-aged women bundled thickly into insulated overalls looked up from the engine of a surface crawler; most of the machine was in pieces, scattered over the ice. “One of the rectifiers in that thing is still intermittent, Luke,” said one of the women in Cantonese. “Supply is supposed to send a rebuild over this afternoon.”
“How long can this one run?” Lim asked her.
“An hour or two. Then it overheats.”
“Tell Supply to forget it,” Lim said.
“If your customer wants to take delivery…”
“Ignore the foreigner, go back to work,” Lim said, his breath steaming in the orange light.
Blake went to the flatbed and released the tie-down catches. He yanked at the canvas, patiently circling the rig until he had all the cloth piled on the floor. The machinery thus revealed was a cylinder compounded of metal alloy rings, girdled by a universal mount and carried on cleated treads; its business end consisted of two offset wheels of wide, flat titanium teeth, each cutting edge glistening with a thin film of diamond.
An ice mole—but despite its impressive size, it was a mere miniature of the one Blake had seen pictured on the office wall.
Blake jumped lightly onto the flatbed. He pulled a tiny black torch from his hip pocket and switched on its brilliant white light; from his shirt pocket he took magnifying goggles and slipped them on. For several minutes he crawled over the machine, opening every access port, inspecting circuits and control boards. He checked bearing alignments and looked for excessive wear. He pulled panels off and studied the windings and connections of the big motors.
Finally he jumped down and walked back to Lim. “Nothing visibly broken. But it’s as old as I am, seen a lot of use. Maybe thirty years.”
“For the price you want to pay, surplus is what you get.”
“Where’s the power supply?”
“You pay extra for that.”
“When somebody tells me ‘like new,’ Mr. Lim, I don’t think they mean thirty years old. Everything made in this line in the last decade has built-in power supply.”
“You want it or not?”
“With power supply.”
“No problem. You pay five hundred IA credits extra.”
“Would that be new? Or ‘like new’?”
“Guaranteed like new.”
Blake translated the figure into dollars. “For that much I can buy new off the shelf in the Mainbelt.”
“You want to wait three months? Pay freight?”
Blake let the rhetorical question pass unanswered. “How do I know this thing isn’t going to break down as soon as we get it to Amalthea?”
“Like I say, guaranteed.”
“Meaning what?”
“We send someone to fix. Free labor.”
Blake seemed to consider that a moment. Then he said, “Let’s take it for a test drive.”
Lim looked pained. “Maybe too much to do this week.”
“Right now. We’ll add some space to your work area here.”
“Not possible.”
“Sure it is. I’ll borrow the power supply and commlink from that crawler”—he indicated the machine parts scattered on the floor—“since nobody’s going to need them for a while.” Blake picked his away among the scattered parts in the corner; he hefted one of the massive but lightweight units, jumped onto the trailer, lifted a cowl, and wrestled it into place.
The women, who hadn’t really been concentrating on their work, now watched Blake openly—meanwhile trying to remain impassive, with cautious and uncertain glances at Lim. Reluctantly, as if he were playing without enthusiasm a role that required him to come up with some protest, however feeble, Lim said, “You can’t just do what you want with our … this equipment.”
Blake ignored him. He took a pair of heavy rubber-insulated cables from a spring-loaded spool on the wall and shoved their flat, copper-sheathed heads into a receptacle in the rear of the mole; he locked them in place. Then he slipped into the mole’s cockpit and spent a moment fiddling with the controls. With a whine of heavy motors, the machine came to life, its red warning beacon whirling and flashing. The warning horn hooted repeatedly as it backed off the trailer on its clattering cleats. Blake pushed the levers ahead and the mole moved toward a blank spot in the wall of ice.
Lim watched all this as if stupefied, before shaking himself to action. “Hey! Wait a minute!”
“Climb on, if you’re coming!” Blake shouted, slowing the machine’s wall-ward progress long enough for Lim to scramble up the side of the machine and sling himself into the open cockpit. The door sealed itself behind him; Blake checked the dashboard to see that the little compartment was sealed and pressurized. Then he shoved the potentiometers forward again, all the way to the stops.
Transformers sang; the giant bits on the mole’s nose spun in a blur of counter-rotating blades. Blake drove the machine squarely into the ice, and there was a sudden screech and rumble; ice chips exploded in an opaque blizzard outside the cockpit’s cylindrical polyglas window.
Inside the machine, the air was rank with ozone. False color displays on the dashboard showed a three-dimensional map of the machine’s position, built from stored data and updated with feedback from the seismic vibrations generated by the whirling bit. The void in the ice they were enlarging was at the edge of the settlement, only twenty meters below the mean surface, and adjacent to the space-port. The dashboard map displayed the region of ice beneath the port in bright red, with a legend in bold letters: RESTRICTED AREA.
The machine moved ahead, shuddering and plunging toward the red barrier at top speed—which for the old machine was a respectable three kilometers per hour. Unseen by the riders, a river of melted ice flowed out the rear of the machine and through the tunnel behind them, to pour down the drain.
“Watch where you go.” Lim’s accent showed signs of slipping. “Cross that barrier, the Space Board impounds us.”
“I’ll turn here, take the long way back. Let’s see how it holds together after an hour or so.”
“Must go back now.”
Blake pulled back on one of the potentiometer levers and the machine skewed, skittering and squirming like a hand drill with a dull bit. “Thing bucks like a wild horse—kind of hard to steer. Say, you smell something hot?”
“Don’t turn so hard,” Lim said in alarm. “Not good to abuse fine equipment.”
A panel light on the dashboard began to glow, dull yellow at first, then bright orange.
“Looks like we’re overloading something,” Blake observed equably.
“Go slow, go slow!” Lim shouted. “We’ll be stranded!”
“Okay.” Blake straightened the machine and eased off the drilling rate. The overload warning light dimmed. “Tell me about that guarantee again.”
“You see yourself, if not abused, machine in very good condition. It breaks, you bring it in and we fix.”
“No, I’ll tell you what, if it breaks out there on Amalthea we’ll come get your top mechanic. We’ll take that person and whatever parts we need back with us, right then. You pay for everything, including the fuel.” Fuel was gold in the Jupiter system; because of the depth of the giant planet’s gravitational well, the delta-vees between Ganymede and Amalthea were practically the same as between Earth and Venus.
Lim’s nervous expression vanished. He glared at the man beside him, no more than a few centimeters away. “You not stupid, so you must be crazy.”
Blake smiled. In fluent Cantonese he said, “Besides an intermittent rectifier, what else did your mechanics find wrong with this bucket?”
Lim snorted in surprise.
“Answer my questions, Mr. Lim, or you can look for somewhere else to unload this antique.”
Caught out, Lim looked as if he might just throw a temper tantrum and let the deal go. Then, suddenly, his extravagant features stretched themselves into a gleeful grin. “Aieeee! You one foxy character, Led-feared. I lose much face.”
“And you can drop the Number One Son accent. I don’t want to get the idea you’re making fun of me.”
“Hey, I am my daddy’s number one son. But never mind, I take your point. My people will tell your people whatever you want to know. If anything needs fixing we’ll fix it.” Lim leaned back in his seat, obviously relieved. “But then you sign off. And we forget all this nonsense about guarantees. And rocket fuel.”
“Okay with me,” Blake said.
“Take me back to the office. You can write me a check and drive away.”
“Throw in the power supply?”
Lim sighed mightily. “The white devil is merciless.” But in fact he seemed to be taking pleasure in Blake’s hard-nosed attitude. “Okay, you win. Get us back in one piece, I’ll even take you to lunch.”
 
Late the same evening, Blake returned to the Forster expedition’s secret camp under the ice.
The rocket nozzles of the ship that would carry them to Amalthea loomed over them, beneath the frozen dome. Forster had leased the heavy tug for the duration; he couldn’t legally change its registration, but he could call it anything he wanted. He had named it the Michael Ventris after his hero, the Englishman who’d been the co-decipherer of Minoan Linear B and who’d tragically been killed at the age of thirty-four, not long after his philological triumph.
The uneven icy floor of the exhaust-deflection chamber was less cluttered than it had been a few weeks earlier, when Professor Nagy had paid Professor Forster a visit. By now the cargo needed for the month-long expedition had been loaded and the clip-on cargo hold secured to the frame of the big tug. The equipment bay still stood open and empty, however. There was room in it for the ice mole and more.
Blake knocked at the door of Forster’s foam hut. “It’s Blake.”
“Come in, please.” Forster looked up from the flatscreen he’d been studying as Blake ducked into the hut. He peered shrewdly at Blake and knew the news was good. “Success, I assume.”
Blake’s expression sagged only slightly; he wished Forster wouldn’t assume so easily. Finding and leasing a working ice mole, and keeping the search reasonably confidential, was not so straightforward that success could be assumed in advance.
But Blake had been successful, after all, and Forster—who looked only a few years older than Blake, but who had actually been at this game for decades—was accustomed to compromise and improvisation and had probably developed a sixth sense for the problems that were really hard and the ones that only seemed that way. “Lim’s machine will do the job,” Blake acknowledged.
“Any particular problems?”
“Lim tried to cheat me…”
Forster frowned, affronted.
“So I asked him to be our agent.”
“You did what?” One of Forster’s bushy brows shot up.
Good, that got a rise out of him. Blake smiled—mild enough revenge for Forster’s assumptions. “We played a little game of bargaining. He played by the rules, so I decided to trust him to help us locate the other machine. He’s got unique contacts in the community. My problem is that, even though I can pass, nobody knows who I am. That’s what’s taken me so long to get this far.”
“Sorry if I’ve been presumptuous.” Forster had finally heard some of his young colleague’s hitherto unstated frustration. “You’ve been carrying a heavy load. As soon as it’s safe for the rest of us to show our faces, we’ll be able to relieve you.”
“I won’t count on any help until the day we blast off, then,” Blake said, smiling wryly. “According to my informants, guess who’s about to descend on us from Helios.”
Forster’s cheerful expression folded into gloom. “Oh dear.”
“’Fraid so. Sir Randolph-Call-Me-Arnold-Toynbee-Mays.”
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After weeks in space, planetfall. The great fusion-powered passenger liner Helios, all its portholes and glassy promenades ablaze, was inserting itself by the gentlest of nudges into parking orbit around Ganymede.
And in the Centrifugal Lounge, a celebration: passengers chattering at each other, drinking from tall flutes of golden champagne, some of them dancing tipsily to the music of the ship’s orchestra. Randolph Mays was there, although he firmly believed no one recognized him or even knew he’d been among them, for it suited him to travel incognito—as he had been since before Helios had left Earth—thus to see but not be seen. He was one of those men who liked to watch.
And to listen. The curve of the Centrifugal Lounge’s floor-walls, designed to maintain a comfortable half-g of artificial gravity for the comfort of the passengers, also made a good, quasi-parabolic reflector of sound waves. People standing opposite each other in the cylindrical room—thus upside down with respect to each other—could hear one another’s conversations with perfect clarity.
Randolph Mays craned his neck back and peered upward at a striking young woman, Marianne Mitchell, who stood momentarily alone directly over his head. A few meters away a young man, Bill Hawkins, was trying to work up his nerve to approach her.
She was certainly the prettiest woman on the ship, slender, dark-haired, green-eyed, her full lips glossy with bold red lipstick. For his part, Hawkins too was passably attractive, tall and broad-shouldered, with thick blond hair slicked straight back—but he lacked confidence. He’d managed no more than a few inconsequential conversations with Marianne in weeks of opportunity. Now his time was short—he would be leaving Helios at Ganymede—and he seemed to be trying to make up his mind to have one last go at it.
Through one of the thick curving windows that formed the floor, Marianne watched as, far below, the Ganymede spaceport swung into view on the icy plains of the Shoreless Ocean. Beneath her feet paraded what seemed like miniature control towers, pressurized storage sheds, communications masts and dishes, spherical fuel tanks, gantries for the shuttles that plied between the surface and the interplanetary ships that parked in orbit—the practical clutter that any working port required, not much different from Cayley or Farside on Earth’s moon.
She let out a disconsolate sigh. “It looks like New Jersey.”
“Beg pardon?” Bill Hawkins had lifted a bottle of champagne and two glasses from a circulating waiter and, having detached himself from the knot of partygoers, was finally moving toward her.
“Talking to myself,” said Marianne.
“Can’t believe my luck, finding you alone.”
“Well, now I’m not alone.” Her cheer seemed forced. What was there to say to him? Aside from the obligatory exchange of life stories, they hadn’t had much success conversing.
“Whoops. Shall I go away again?”
“No. And before you ask,” she said, eyeing the champagne, “I’d be delighted.”
Hawkins poured it—the real thing, from France, a fine Roederer brut—and handed her a glass.
“À votre santé” she said, and drank off half the glass.
Sipping his own, Hawkins raised a questioning eyebrow.
“Oh, don’t look at me like that,” she said. “It’s consolation. Six weeks on this tub and we might as well be back at Newark shuttleport.”
“Couldn’t disagree more. For my money it’s quite a sight. The largest moon in the solar system. Surface area bigger than Africa.”
“I thought it was supposed to be exotic,” Marianne complained. “Everybody said so.”
Hawkins smiled. “Wait and see. Not long now.”
“Be mysterious, then.”
Indeed, Ganymede did have a romantic reputation. Not because of all the major settlements in the solar system it was the most distant from Earth. Not for the weird landscapes of its ancient, oft-battered, oft-refrozen crust. Not for its spectacular views of Jupiter and its sister moons. Ganymede was exotic because of what humans had done to it.
“When are they letting us off?” Marianne demanded, gulping more champagne.
“Formalities always take a few hours. I imagine we’ll be down below by morning.”
“Morning, whenever that is. Ugh.”
Hawkins cleared his throat. “Ganymede can be a bit confusing to the first-time visitor,” he said. “I’d be glad to show you around.”
“Thanks, Bill.” She favored him with a heavy-lidded glance. “But no thanks. Somebody’s meeting me.”
“Oh.”
His face must have revealed more disappointment than he realized, for Marianne was almost apologetic. “I don’t know anything about him. Except my mother is very eager to impress his mother.” Marianne, twenty-two years old, had left the surface of Earth for the first time only six weeks earlier; like other children of wealth—including most of her fellow passengers—she was supposed to be making a traditional year-long Grand Tour of the solar system.
“Does this fellow have a name?” Hawkins asked.
“Blake Redfield.”
“Blake!” Hawkins smiled—partly with relief, for Redfield was rather famously involved with the notorious Ellen Troy. “As it happens, he’s a member of Professor Forster’s expedition. As am I.”
“Well, lucky for both of you.” When he made no reply, she gave him a sidelong glance. “You’re looking at me again.”
“Oh, I was just wondering if you’re really going to stick out this whole Grand Tour. You spend two weeks here—which is not enough to see anything, really. Next stop, San Pablo base in the Mainbelt—and anything more than a day there is too much. Then Mars Station and Labyrinth City and the sights of Mars. Then on to Port Hesperus. Then on to…”
“Please stop.” He’d made his point. For all that the ship would make many ports of call, she would be spending most of the coming nine months en route, in space. “I think I’d like to change the subject.”
Besides being the ship’s youngest passenger, Marianne was its most easily excited and most easily bored. Most of the others were new graduates of universities and professional schools, taking the year off to acquire a thin coat of cosmopolitan varnish before settling down to a life of interplanetary banking or stock brokerage or art dealing or fulltime leisure. Marianne had not yet found her calling. None of the undergraduate majors she’d undertaken had proved capable of holding her interest; pre-law, pre-medicine, history of art, languages ancient or modern—nothing had lasted beyond a romantic first encounter. Not even a real romance—she would tell this part delicately, hinting at a brief affair with a professor of classics—had carried her past the midterm in the subject. Semester after semester she’d started with A’s and ended with incompletes.
Her mother, possessed of a seemingly inexhaustible fortune but beginning to balk at financing Marianne’s ongoing education without some glimmer of a light at the end of the tunnel, had finally urged Marianne to take time off to see something of the rest of Earth and the other inhabited worlds. Perhaps somewhere in Europe or Indonesia or South America or out there among the planets and satellites and space stations, something would capture her daughter’s imagination for longer than a month.
Marianne had spent the year after her twenty-first birthday wandering Earth, acquiring clothes and souvenirs and intellectually stylish acquaintances. If she lacked discipline, she was nevertheless gifted with a restless intelligence and was quick to pick up the latest in modes pensées—among which the ideas of Sir Randolph Mays figured prominently, at least in North Continental circles.
“You’re actually working for Professor Forster? You didn’t tell me that before.” Her customary boredom was overcome. “You don’t look much like a conspirator type to me.”
“Conspirator? Oh … don’t tell me.”
“What?”
“You’re not one of those who take Randolph Mays seriously.”
“Several million people do.” Her eyes widened. “Including some very intelligent ones.”
“‘The ultimate spiritual presence that is the dweller in the innermost, besides being the creator and sustainer of the universe’—do I quote him correctly?”
“Well…” Marianne hesitated. “Why is Forster going to Amalthea, if he doesn’t know something he’s not telling?” she demanded.
“He may suspect he knows something, but he’s going for pure research. What else?” Hawkins, a postdoc in xeno-archaeology at the University of London, was a blind loyalist where his thesis advisor was concerned. “Remember, Forster applied for his grants and permits long before Amalthea got into the news; that anomalous radiation signature has been known for over a century. As for this warmed-over conspiracy business—really, that too belongs back in the 20th century,” Hawkins said a bit huffily.
Marianne was uncertain whether to be miffed; having formed few opinions of her own, she found herself at the mercy of people who claimed authority. She struggled bravely on. “So you think there’s no such thing as the Free Spirit? That aliens never visited the solar system?”
“I’d be a right fool to say that, wouldn’t I? Seeing as how I’m one of less than half a dozen people who can read Culture X script. So is Forster, which is how I know him. Which has nothing to do with Mays and his theories.”
Marianne gave it up then, and drained the last of her champagne. She studied the empty flute and said, “There’s a lot I don’t know about you.” She was stating a fact, not starting a flirtation.
Panic creased his brows. “I’ve done it again, launched into a lecture. I always…”
“I like to learn things,” she said plainly. “Besides, you shouldn’t try to be somebody you aren’t.”
“Look, Marianne … if you don’t mind my tagging alone with you and Redfield, maybe we could talk more. Not about me,” he said hastily. “I mean about Amalthea and Culture X … or whatever you’d like.”
“Sure. Thanks,” she said, with an open and thoroughly charming smile. “I’d like that. Got any more of this?” She wiggled the glass at him.
Watching from over their heads, Randolph Mays observed that Hawkins, having offered to continue his conversation with her later, soon ran out of things to say; when his bottle was dry he awkwardly retreated. Marianne watched him thoughtfully, but made no effort to stop him.
Mays chuckled quietly, as if he’d been privy to a confidential joke.
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Under the ice of the Shoreless Ocean, night passed by the artificial count of the hours, and morning came like clockwork. Morning changed imperceptibly to afternoon.
Luke Lim, having skipped breakfast and then lunch in order to pursue his commission into the commercial corridors and back alleys—it was one of the ways he maintained his skinny charm—tugged pensively at the straggling hairs on his chin while he studied the holographic nude Asian female on the wall calendar. She was kneeling, leaning forward with an innocent smile on her red-painted lips, and she held a pure white lotus blossom in her lap, its golden heart ablaze with the date and time. Luke’s stomach growled.
Lowering his gaze a few centimeters from the calendar, Luke could stare into the sweating face and evasive eyes of an overfed blond man who sat in a swivel armchair rearranging yellow slips of paper on his desk. For half a minute the two men sat wordlessly, almost as if they were a pair of music lovers trying to concentrate on the clash and wail of the Chinese opera that filtered through the thin wall between them and the barber shop next door. Then the faxlink on the credenza beeped and spit out another hardcopy.
The fat man grunted and leaned perilously over the star-board rail of his armchair to snag the paper from the tray. He glanced at it and grunted again, leaning to port across the littered desktop to hand it to Luke, who folded it and stuck it in the breast pocket of his work shirt.
“Pleasure doing business with you, Von Frisch.” Luke got up to leave.
“For once I can say the same,” the fat man grumbled. “Which suggests you are spending somebody else’s money.”
“Better if you keep your guesses to yourself.”
“Gladly, my friend. But who else in our small village will believe that Lim and Sons needs a submarine just to fulfill a municipal reservoir maintenance contract?”
“Nobody needs to believe anything, if they never hear about it.” Luke paused at the door in the opaque wall and as if on impulse groped in the back pocket of his canvas pants. He brought out a worn leather chip case and extracted a credit sliver. “I know we took care of your bonus, but I almost forgot your bonus bonus.”
He reached over and grabbed the fingerprint-smeared black plastic infolink unit on the desk and stabbed the sliver into the slot. “Let’s say two percent of net, payable one month from delivery”—Luke withdrew the sliver and put it back in his wallet—“if I haven’t heard whispers in the corridors about the sale of a Europan sub by then.”
“Your generosity overwhelms me,” said the fat man, although he did a creditable job of hiding his surprise. “Rest assured that anything you hear won’t have come from my people.”
Luke jerked his head toward the surveillance chip in the corner of the ceiling. “Just the same, I’d fry that peeper.”
The fat man grunted. “Doesn’t work anyway.”
“Yeah?” Luke grinned his mocking grin. “Your money.” He turned and pushed through the door.
Von Frisch instantly calculated the amount of Luke’s attempted bribe; he thought he knew where he could sell the information for more. At least it was worth a try, and with luck and a bit of discretion, Luke would never hear of it.
The fat man waited until Luke had had a chance to leave the brokerage and disappear into the crowd outside. He touched a button to de-opaque the partition; in the outer office his staff of two, harried-looking middle-aged male clerks who were suddenly aware that they were once more under the eye of the boss, crouched in painful concentration over their flatscreens.
He keyed the office interlink and offloaded the contents of the surveillance chip onto a sliver, then erased the previous twenty-four hours’ surveillance. Fingering the black sliver in one pudgy hand, he punched keys on the phonelink with the other; like those of most businesses, his phone was equipped with one-way scrambling to prevent, or at least impede, tracing.
“This is the Ganymede Interplanetary Hotel,” said a robot operator. “How may we assist you?”
“Sir Randolph Mays’s room.”
“I’ll see if he’s registered, sir.”
“He’s registered. Or he will be soon.”
“Ringing, sir.”
 
Fresh from two days of quarantine, Marianne Mitchell and Bill Hawkins found themselves crushed together in a corner by an over-full load of passengers, riding an elevator car down into the heart of Shoreless Ocean city. The last thirty meters of the slow descent were in a free-standing glass tube through the axis of the underground city’s central dome. The view opened out suddenly, and Marianne gaped at the startling mass of people on the floor far below.
The crowd spilled in and out through four great gates, outlined in gold, set in the square walls upon which the dome appeared to rest—although the masonry shell was really a false ceiling suspended in a hollow carved from the ice. As the elevator car moved lower, she could see upward to the vast, intricate, richly painted Tibetan-style mandala that covered the inner surface of the dome.
“You can’t see the floor for the crowd,” Hawkins said, “but if you could, you’d see an enormous Shri-Yantra laid out in tile.”
“What’s that?”
“A geometric device, an aid to meditation. Outer square, inner lotus, interlocking triangles in the center. A symbol of evolution and enlightenment, a symbol of the world, a symbol of Shiva, a symbol of the progenitive goddess, the yoni…”
“Stop, my head’s spinning.”
“At any rate, a symbol Buddhists and Hindus are both happy with. By the way, this elevator shaft is supposed to represent the lingam in the yoni.”
“Lingam?”
“Another object of meditation.” He coughed.
“Somehow these people don’t seem like they’re meditating. Shopping, maybe.”
The heavenly car came to rest and the doors slid open.
“If we’re separated, head for the east gate—that one over there.” Hawkins barely got the words out before the two of them were expelled into the mob.
Marianne kept a vice grip on his arm. She was glad he knew where he was going; she was sure she could never have found the restaurant Blake Redfield had named without Hawkins to guide her.
Finding the right current in the human stream, they plunged through the east gate into a narrow passage, which soon bifurcated, then divided again. They were in what seemed a rabbit warren or ant’s nest of curving tunnels and passages, jammed with people, spiraling up and down and crossing each other at unexpected and seemingly random intervals. For Marianne the yellow and brown faces around her evoked no comparisons with rabbits or ants, however—she was too much a child of the widely (if shallowly) tolerant 21st century for the easy slurs of 19th-century racism to hold any metaphoric force for her—she was merely overwhelmed by dense humanity.
After twenty minutes of effort and many questions, which Hawkins insisted upon bawling out in a sort of pidgin, they found the restaurant, a Singaporean establishment aptly named the Straits Cafe.
Inside, it was as busy as the jam-packed little alley-wide corridor it fronted. The air was rich with a compound aroma—sharp spices, hot meats, steamed rice, and undercurrents of other, unidentifiable odors. Hawkins hesitated in the doorway. A teenage girl wearing a viddie-inspired version of the latest interplanetary fashions—orange and green baggies were in this year—started toward them, tattered menus in hand, but Hawkins waved her off, having caught sight of Blake Redfield at a table for four next to a wall-sized aquarium.
Marianne hadn’t been expecting much from the son of her mother’s friend, so Blake was an interesting surprise: handsome, freckle-faced, auburn-haired, an American with continental airs and too much money—it showed in his clothes, his hairstyle, his expensive men’s cologne.
And when he spoke, it sounded in his English-flavored accent. “You’re Marianne, nice to meet you,” he said, getting to his feet, a bit distracted.
There was another man at the table, an emaciated Chinese in work clothes who barely glanced at Hawkins but positively leered at Marianne. “This is Luke Lim,” Blake said. “Marianne, uh. Mitchell. Bill Hawkins. Thanks for taking over for me, Bill. Sit down, everybody sit down.”
Hawkins and Marianne exchanged glances and sat down side by side, facing the aquarium wall, their faces lit by the greenish light that filtered through its none-too-clean water.
Menus arrived. Hawkins barely glanced at his. The expression on Marianne’s face conveyed her bewilderment—
—not lost on Luke Lim. “The rock cod is fresh,” he said to her. “Also nervous.” He tapped the glass and grinned, an appalling display of yellow teeth and goatee hairs.
She returned a feeble smile and found herself staring past him at the ugliest fish she’d ever seen, all flaps and wrinkles and stringy parts the color of mucilage, floating at Lim’s eye level where he leaned his head against the aquarium glass.
Man and fish studied her in return.
“Uh, I think…”
“On the other hand, you might prefer the deep-fried shredded taro,” said Lim. “Very … crunchy.”
She couldn’t believe he was licking his lips at her like that. She stared at him, fascinated.
“Until you start chewing it,” Bill Hawkins warned. “Then it turns into one-finger poi, right in your mouth.”
“What’s poi?” Marianne asked softly, almost whispering.
“A Polynesian word for library paste,” Hawkins said grumpily. “Blue gray in color. One-finger is the gooiest sort.”
Luke Lim had turned his wild leer full upon Hawkins. “Apparently Mr. Hawkins doesn’t appreciate our Singaporean cuisine.”
“When were you last in Singapore?” Hawkins asked—mildly enough, yet enough to cause tension; he and Lim had taken an instant mutual dislike.
“Oh dear,” Marianne murmured, turning back to the menu. Surely she would find there a few familiar words, like beef, potatoes, spinach…
“Forster’s off with the others tonight,” Blake said to Hawkins, diverting his attention. “He wants to see you tomorrow morning. You’ve got a room waiting in the Inter-planetary. You can sit in it, or in the bar, or wander ’round the town, but don’t expect to find anybody in our so-called office.” Blake hadn’t even glanced at Marianne since she and Hawkins had sat down. “Luke and I—we’ll be in touch, don’t worry—we’ve recently concluded arrangements for the delivery of, uh, the first item.”
“The what?”
“Item A,” Lim said meticulously. “He paid me to call it that. At least in public.”
“We’re working on the second,” said Blake.
“Item B,” Luke said helpfully.
“Why all the damned secrecy?” Hawkins asked.
“Forster’s orders,” Blake said. “We’re under observation.”
“I should bloody well think so. By about three-quarters of the population of the inhabited worlds.”
“Dressed like this, in fact,” Blake said, “I’m a bloody neon sign, but I think it would be even odder if I were to greet Ms. Mitchell in my customary get-up these days.”
“What’s that mean?”
“Did you notice Randolph Mays with you on Helios? No? I’m not surprised.”
“Mays?” asked Marianne, perking up.
“Would you like to know how Randolph Mays managed to get himself comfortably ensconced in the Interplanetary Hotel for two days during which all the rest of you have been detained in quarantine?”
“Sir Randolph Mays is in our hotel?” Marianne asked.
Blake was still ignoring her, fixing a stern eye on Hawkins and barely restraining himself from tapping a forefinger on the tabletop. “Mays has contacts, informants, friends in places high and low. He knows customs types and hotel managers and maitre d’s and all that sort, knows what they like, which is clean money—which he’s also got. The man’s not just a fatuous old Oxbridge don, Bill, to whom the BBC mistakenly offered a pulpit from which to spout bull. He’s a damned good investigative reporter, stalking history on the hoof. And we have the misfortune to be his quarry of the moment.” Blake reached for the sliver of paper covered with handwriting that indicated his and Lim’s bill. “Luke and I have already had lunch. If you wouldn’t mind carrying on with Marianne here, Bill… I mean…”
“Quite, delighted to,” Hawkins said quickly, before Blake could make it worse. “Assuming that’s all right with you, Marianne.”
Two bright red patches had appeared high on Marianne’s cheeks. “Why waste another minute on me? I’m capable of looking after myself.”
“Marianne,” Hawkins said fervently, “I can think of nothing I would rather do—much less need do—than spend the next few hours in your company.”
“Catch you at the hotel in the morning, then.” Blake had already stood up. He looked at Marianne, his eyes unfocused. “Sorry, really I am. This way it works out for everybody.”
Lim followed Blake to the counter. “Did I hear you say you were paying, my friend?” He was talking to Blake, but he couldn’t resist a final, over-the-shoulder leer at Marianne.
Hawkins watched them go. “Extraordinary!” He seemed genuinely astonished. “Before today I couldn’t have imagined Redfield behaving in other than the most exemplary fashion. Perhaps things aren’t going well for him—Forster seems to have put the fear of God into him.”
“He was certainly being obscure,” said Marianne.
“Yes, as in some cheap spy novel. When really, there’s no mystery. The professor plans a thorough exploration of Amalthea. I know he counted on acquiring an ice mole—a mining machine—here on Ganymede. That must be Item A.”
“Item A, Item B. Worse than this menu.”
Hawkins took the hint. “May I order for both of us?”
“Why not? If we were in Manhattan, I’d do the same for you.”
But Hawkins paid no attention to the menu. Instead he absently studied the fish swimming in the huge aquarium. “I suppose Item B would be a submarine.”
“What would Professor Forster want with a submarine?”
“Only guessing.” He waved for the waitress. “Those geysers, you know … could be that under the ice, there’s liquid water. Well, let’s see what this place has to offer.”
Marianne glanced toward the doorway through which Blake and his friend Lim had disappeared into the throng. Depending on one’s mood, all this could be viewed as intensely mundane or intensely exciting. Why not hope for the best? Marianne moved perceptibly closer to Hawkins.
If anyone had said to Marianne that she might someday blossom into an intellectual, she would have been shocked; she thought her own record of academic failure proved nothing but the opposite. But in fact she had a powerful hunger for information, a powerful attraction to schemes of organization, and a sometimes too-powerful critical sense that kept her hopping from one such flawed scheme to another. And they were all flawed.
Sometimes her lust for knowledge got mixed up with her liking for people and her own physical wants. At the beginning of any relationship, people see what they want and hear what they want and take as clues what may be nothing more than accidental gibberish or cant. She knew that. On the other hand, it did help that Bill Hawkins was big and strong and nice looking. She allowed her warm thigh to brush his as he made a great show of studying the menu. Marianne was no intellectual yet, but she was a young woman of ambition, at a stage of her life when men who knew something she didn’t know were the sexiest men of all.
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All afternoon, after their awkward luncheon with Blake Red-field and his odd local friend, Hawkins and Marianne wandered through the corridors of the exotic city, unburdened by an itinerary. They visited the more famous tourist sights—a stroll through the crowded ice gardens, a ride on a sampan through steaming-cold canals lined with tourist shops—and they talked about what Hawkins knew of the worlds: about his earliest desire to be a full-fledged xeno-archaeologist, his vacation trips to Venus and Mars, his studies under Professor Forster. The history of Culture X was virtually a blank, he told her, although it was known that beings who spoke—or at least wrote—their language had visited Earth in the Bronze Age, while other references made it seem they had been around at least a billion years before that.
And the language of Culture X presented far more difficulties than the layperson would believe, in this day of computer translation. For the computer translated according to rules that had been programmed into it, no matter how well it might understand what it was saying (and some computers were bright enough to understand a lot); different rules based on different assumptions yielded different meanings, and thus each translation was like the invention of a new language. What relationship Forster’s program for the speech of Culture X bore to the lost language, and especially to its sounds, was a matter of continuing discussion.
“Forster discusses it?” Marianne asked shrewdly.
“Other people’s discussions,” Hawkins said, smiling. “He, of course, considers the matter closed.”
Evening came. Miraculously, they were both staying at the same luxurious hotel, and Marianne had not let Hawkins run out of things to talk about by dinner time, or even afterward.
“Come upstairs with me,” she said, when they’d put down their empty coffee cups.
“Well, of course I’ll ride up with you. Aren’t we both staying on the…?”
“Oh shut up, Bill. Think about it a minute, if you want to—that’s all right, that’s the kind of person you are. Then say yes or no.” She smiled wickedly. “I prefer yes.”
“Well, of course.” He blushed. “I mean, yes.”
The Interplanetary’s rooms were small but lavish, with piles of soft cotton carpets covering woven-reed floors and screens of pierced sandalwood in the corners; warm yellow light, turned low, came through the myriad openings in the fretwork like patterned stars. In a gossamer net of light, wearing nothing, her limbs long and smooth and muscular, with glistening darkness flowing in her hair and shining in her eyes and touching the mysterious places of her body, Marianne was so beautiful Bill Hawkins could think of absolutely nothing more to say.
But much later, she started murmuring questions again. They passed the night in bouts of mutual interrogation.
 
“You are Mrs. Wong?” Randolph Mays asked the woman in the high-collared green silk dress.
She gave him a hard stare, then forced a sincere if unaccustomed smile. “Sir! I am very honored making your acquaintance, Sir Randolph Mays.”
“The honor is mine,” said Mays, taking her small, muscular hand. “Do I understand that you are the owner of this handsome establishment?” He threw his hands wide, indicating the interior of the Straits Cafe. At the midmorning hour it was empty, except for a girl sullenly mopping the floor.
“Since my husband died almost ten years ago, I am sole proprietor.” She crushed out a half-smoked, lipstick-smeared cigarette that had been perched on a thick glass ashtray on the counter. Smoking was a rare habit in controlled environments, banned in some, but Mrs. Wong owned the air inside these four walls.
“Come, sit down.” Her manner betrayed an edge of impatience. “I will have tea brought. We can talk.”
“Delighted.”
“What kind do you like?”
“Darjeeling,” Mays said. “Or whatever you might recommend.”
Mrs. Wong said something in Chinese to a girl at the charge machine. She took Mays to a round table in front of the aquarium wall. He and the ugliest fish he had ever seen stared at each other; Mays blinked first, and sat down.
Mays’s unannounced arrival at the Ganymede Interplanetary Hotel had thrown the local gossip mongers into a fury of speculation, but they quickly realized he must have traveled on Helios under an assumed name, presumably in disguise. Having registered at the Interplanetary under his own name, wearing his own face, it had taken only hours for the news to circulate throughout the community.
The hotel’s bolder guests approached him for autographs whenever he appeared in public; he obliged them and answered their questions by explaining that it was his purpose—no, his sworn duty—to investigate Professor J. Q. R. Forster and every aspect of the expedition to Amalthea. Word of Mays’s intentions traveled as fast as the news of his arrival.
For show, Mays did make one or two attempts to contact the Forster expedition, who had set up official headquarters in the town’s Indian quarter, but no one answered their phonelink except the office robot, who always claimed everyone was out. As Mays quickly learned from his acquaintances among the interplanetary press corps, Forster and his people hadn’t been seen since their arrival; most of the reporters had come to the conclusion that Forster wasn’t on Ganymede at all. Perhaps he was on some other moon, Europa for example. Perhaps he was in orbit. Perhaps he’d already left for Amalthea.
Mays was unsurprised and unperturbed. His fame was a magnet, and sure enough, people with information to offer soon began calling him…
Mrs. Wong lit another cigarette and held it between fingers that boasted inch-long, red-lacquered nails. “They were sitting right at this table,” she told him, leaning back and blowing smoke at the cod. “Mr. Redfield, I know he works for the professor, he was talking with that Lim person. They were talking in Chinese. Mr. Redfield speaks very good Cantonese.”
Although Mrs. Wong considered this an unusual feat, Mays showed no surprise. “Who is that Lim person?” he asked.
“Luke, son of Kam, Lim and Son Construction. Long hair, dresses like cowboy. No good.”
Mays lifted an impressive eyebrow, inviting more, but Mrs. Wong was either reluctant to give examples of Luke Lim’s bad behavior or had none specific to give. “What were they talking about?” he asked.
“From what they said, I think Lim sold Mr. Redfield their old ice mole.”
“Ice mole?”
“Tunnelling machine designed special for here—where ice is very cold, gravity very low. And they talked about something else the professor is buying someplace. I didn’t hear what. Then two others came in.” Mrs. Wong picked at a tobacco crumb on the tip of her tongue.
“Please go on.”
“A Mr. Hawkins, I think he works for the professor too, and a young girl named Marianne. Just visiting.”
“Ah, Marianne,” Mays said.
“You know her?”
“Not well,” he said. He leaned back in his chair to avoid a new emission of asphyxiating cigarette smoke. “What did the four of them have to say to each other?”
“Mr. Redfield was unhappy, I think. Didn’t want to talk at all. In a few minutes he left with Lim. Then Mr. Hawkins was trying to impress the girl. He said probably the professor wanted to buy an ice mole to explore under the surface of Amalthea. Also a submarine.”
Mays’s expression stiffened for a moment—“Ahh?”—then he nodded judiciously. “Submarine, of course. Then what?”
“Then they ate. Talked about sightseeing, other things. About you and your video programs.”
“Really.”
“Mr. Hawkins did not like your programs. He talked so much about how you are wrong and the professor is right, after a while he bored the girl. I think he is not very successful with girls.”
Mrs. Wong went on a few minutes longer, but Mays soon realized he had gotten everything she knew worth repeating. When he left the Straits, a pile of well-worn, old-fashioned North Continental paper dollars—in denominations of hundreds and thousands, untraceable through the credit net—stayed on the table behind him.
A Buddhist festival was in progress in the corridors. The town seemed to hold a festival of some sort every other day, and most were not for tourists; the place crawled with religionists. Mays made his way through passages echoing from strings of exploding firecrackers, through air thick and blue with acrid smoke; wreaths and garlands of smoke were sucked into the laboring exhaust fans. Excited children coursed past his long legs. He reached the central square. A sea of saffron-robed monks parted before him, and suddenly there was the fake stone facade of the Interplanetary, bristling with finials and encrusted with ponderous statuary, an imitation Angkor Wat.
The lobby was a cooler, quieter place, but not by much. He ducked past the concierge and into the lift, dodging a pride of businessmen with autograph-lust in their eyes to seek the privacy of his room. But no sooner had he let his door lock itself behind him than his phonelink chortled.
“Randolph Mays here.”
“Mr. Von Frisch, sir, of Argosy Spacecraft and Industrial Engineering. Shall I put him through?”
This Von Frisch person had called twice before, but he was as elusive as Forster, and they had not yet made contact. “By all means put him on.”
The voice on the phonelink was distorted by a one-way commercial scrambler; the screen remained dark. “We meet at last, Sir Randolph.”
“Under the circumstances that’s putting it rather strongly, Frisch… I beg your pardon, Mr. Von Frisch.”
“Yes, well. A hard world, Sir Randolph. Better safe, and all that.”
“What’s your business, sir?”
“Argosy are equipment brokers, among other things.”
“With me. Your business with me.”
“I’ve lately participated in a rather interesting transfer of property to someone who is planning an expedition to Amalthea. I think it might be worth your while to learn more about it.”
“Let me guess. You’ve sold the professor a submarine.”
Von Frisch, obviously no amateur, managed to contain whatever surprise he may have felt. “Guess if you like, Sir Randolph. If you want facts, we should talk.”
“All right, then. Where and when?”
The arrangements made, Mays keyed off. He leaned back on the bed and lifted his large feet onto the cover. With his long fingers knitted behind his head, he stared at the ceiling and considered his next move.
From Mrs. Wong, Mays had learned that Hawkins had been told to take a room in this very hotel. It wouldn’t be long before the mediahounds got hold of that. Indeed, Forster and friends had very likely thrown Hawkins to the hounds deliberately—the professor’s people evidently didn’t have a lot for him to do, except deflect attention from themselves. Mays was a few hours ahead of his, mm, colleagues with these tidbits, but he was playing a deeper game than they were. And he was after bigger game than Hawkins.
Nothing he knew suggested that Hawkins was any but the least important member of Forster’s team, a former student of the professor’s who’d most probably been recruited primarily for his family’s wealth and connections—and perhaps secondarily for his strong back—but only incidentally for his knowledge of the language of Culture X, which he’d learned to read from Forster himself. Hawkins, naturally, believed that his linguistic ability and scholarly acumen were the reasons for the honor his former teacher had conferred upon him.
He was a bright enough young man, but he was mightily opinionated and, as was often the case with such people, fundamentally shy. He didn’t so much talk as lecture; if he were wound up in his subject, he could even be rather charming at first. But he didn’t know when to stop talking—or how to stop, once he’d run out of things to say. Thus what social advantages he had often turned into liabilities. He was vulnerable.
Marianne Mitchell was also staying at the Interplanetary. In managing an effective introduction to a woman more than two decades younger than he was, it helped Mays to know that she was already among his fans. And that she had a thirst for knowledge.
 
It was essential that he approach them together. Mays staked out the hotel bar, making no attempt to hide; as a consequence, for most of one day and a good part of the next he signed books and cocktail napkins, even stray bits of lingerie, until the current crop of autograph seekers was sated. His patience was rewarded: late on the second day of his watch, Hawkins and Marianne entered, sat down, and ordered cocktails. He gave them ten uninterrupted minutes. Then…
“You’re Dr. William Hawkins,” he said, looming suddenly out of the shadows, wasting no time on subtlety.
Hawkins looked up from what did not seem a happy conversation with Marianne. “Yes … oh! You’re…”
“If one were to count the number of people who can even begin to read the infamous Martian script, one would need only one hand to do it. And there you would be,” Mays said, sounding immensely pleased with himself. “But sorry, my name’s Mays.”
“Of course, Sir Randolph”—Hawkins almost knocked his chair over, standing up—“won’t you sit down? This is my friend, Miss…”
“Terribly rude,” Mays said. “You will forgive me.”
“…Mitchell.”
“Marianne,” Marianne said sweetly. “It’s an honor to meet you, Sir Randolph.”
“Why, really.”
“Really, yes. Bill and I have talked about you a great deal. I think your ideas are so fascinating.”
Mays threw Hawkins a quick look; upon hearing this from the woman he’d been trying to impress by cataloguing Mays’s follies, Hawkins suddenly realized how incongruous were his own obsequious noises. Abruptly he straightened his chair and sat down.
“How good of you to say so… Marianne?” A quick nod of her glossy brunette head confirmed that Mays had permission to use her first name. “If there is any secret to my success with the public, it is simply that I have managed to focus attention on some great thinkers of the past, too long neglected. Toynbee, for example. As of course you know.”
“Oh yes. Arnold Toynbee.” She nodded again, more vigorously. She’d definitely heard of Toynbee—mostly from Bill Hawkins.
“You’re suggesting, Sir Randolph,” Hawkins suggested for him, “that like Newton, if you have seen farther it is because you stand on the shoulders of giants?”
“Mmm … well…”
Hawkins was all heavy humor and undisguised resentment. “I’ve heard that Isaac Newton intended that remark to insult his rival, Robert Hooke—who was a dwarf.”
“In that case, apparently I am even less like Hooke than like Newton.”
Marianne laughed delightedly.
Hawkins flushed; she was not laughing with him. “I’ll find a waitress.” He jerked his hand up and looked about.
“Bill says you’re here to investigate Professor Forster’s expedition to Amalthea,” Marianne said to Mays.
“That’s right.”
“Bill says they aren’t doing anything except making an archaeological survey.”
“Perhaps the professor hasn’t told Bill everything,” said Mays.
She persisted. “But do you really think the professor is part of a conspiracy?”
“I say, Marianne,” said Hawkins worriedly, his hand still in the air.
“I’m afraid my views on that subject have not been accurately reported,” Mays replied. “I haven’t accused Professor Forster of being part of a conspiracy, only of knowing more than he’s telling the public. Frankly, I suspect he has discovered a secret that the Free Spirit have jealously guarded for centuries.”
“The Free Spirit!” Hawkins exclaimed. “What could some centuries-old superstition possibly have to say about a celestial body that was unknown until the 1880’s?”
“Just so,” Mays said amiably.
The waitress appeared, dressed in an elaborate Balinese temple dancer’s costume.
“What will you have?” Hawkins asked Mays.
“Ice tea, Thai-style,” said Mays.
“Two more here,” said Hawkins, indicating the tall rum drinks he and Marianne had been sipping.
“Not for me,” Marianne said. Her glass was still more than half full. The waitress bowed prettily and left.
“You were asking about centuries-old superstitions, Dr. Hawkins,” Mays said suavely, turning his attention full on Hawkins. “Before I address your question, let me first ask if you can tell me why the underground temples of the Free Spirit cult have the southern constellation Crux depicted on their ceilings—when at the time the earliest of them were built no one in the northern hemisphere knew the configuration of the southern sky? And just what secrets were those two astronomers on the moon trying to keep when they plotted to destroy the Farside radiotelescopes, which were then trained upon Crux?”
“That the aliens are from Crux, and they’re coming back,” Marianne said with satisfaction.
“Oh, Marianne,” Hawkins groaned.
“A very reasonable hypothesis,” Mays said, “one among several.”
“Including coincidence, which in a probabilistic world is not only possible but inevitable.” If Hawkins had not been so flustered, he would have stopped there—“And what clues could Professor Forster have concerning these living aliens … that he wouldn’t share with the rest of his team?”—realizing too late that there were all sorts of things someone in Forster’s position would want to keep secret from his academic rivals.
But again Mays declined a frontal attack. “As to that, I really don’t know. I assure you, however, there will be no secrets when I discover what the professor is keeping to himself.” Mays knitted his furry brows, but there was a kind of mockery in his challenge. “Perhaps you should consider this fair warning, sir. I intend to follow every clue.”
“There won’t be many clues to a nonexistent secret.”
“Dr. Hawkins, you are such a … straightforward man, I’m sure you would be surprised at what I have uncovered already. For example, that Professor Forster has acquired both a small ice mole and a Europan submarine—tools that give your expedition capabilities well beyond the scope of its stated survey goals.”
Hawkins was indeed surprised, and failed to hide it. “How did you know that?”
Mays answered with another question. “Can you offer a straightforward explanation for these rather odd acquisitions?”
“Well, certainly,” said Hawkins, although he was unsure how he’d been maneuvered into defending himself. “Amalthea is obviously a different place than it seemed when the professor wrote his proposal. The subsurface geology…”
“…could be understood with conventional seismographic imaging techniques. Perhaps already is understood. The Space Board has kept watch on Amalthea for more than a year,” Mays said. “No, Dr. Hawkins, Professor Forster wants more than a survey of Amalthea’s surface or a picture of its interior. He is looking for something … something beneath the ice.”
Hawkins laughed. “The buried civilization of the ancient astronauts from Crux, is that it? Quite imaginative, Sir Randolph. Perhaps you should be writing adventure viddies instead of documentaries.” It was a juvenile retort. To Hawkins’s evident dismay, Marianne did not bother to hide her contempt…
Days later, Mays could still smile triumphantly at the memory of that moment. When Hawkins left the table a few moments later, he’d recovered just enough of his dignity to avoid making false excuses. “It’s clear that you have more to talk about with Sir Randolph than with me,” he’d said to Marianne. “It would be churlish of me to interfere.”
And indeed they did have more to talk about. Much more.
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Two weeks earlier…
“You were right. I can’t leave Blake and the others out there floundering. I’m probably the only one alive who knows what to do.”
“I was right?” Amusement touched Linda’s calm features. “Did I tell you all that?”
“You got me to think it, and then to say it. Which is the same thing.”
Linda nodded. “I suppose so.” The faint smile remained.
Sparta nervously paced her end of the room, her boot heels knocking softly on the bare polished boards. “Maybe I gave you the wrong impression. I’m not here for our regular session.”
“Somehow I sensed that. For one thing, you haven’t sat down.”
“I wanted to tell you what I’ve decided.”
“And I’d like to hear it.”
“Yes… Yes.” Sparta stopped pacing and stood at something resembling parade rest, her feet spaced apart, her hands clasped behind her. “I’ve made arrangements to join Forster. A fast cutter will take me to Ganymede. Planetary alignments are almost ideal. It should take a little over two weeks.”
Linda said nothing, only sat upon her plain pine chair and listened. The light from the window was fitful, brightening and dimming with the swift passage of clouds before the sun, causing Linda’s and Sparta’s shadows to shrink and swell on the polished floorboards and enameled walls.
“And there are some other … details,” Sparta said.
“Which you wish to discuss with me.”
“That’s right. What we talked about before.”
“We’ve talked about a lot of things.”
“Specifically about … humanness. What it is to be human.”
“Oh.”
“Well, I don’t think I can define it for you—for myself—any better than I ever could.” In struggling to express concepts that seemed self-evident to the majority of those who ever thought of them at all, Sparta seemed younger than her years. She swiped at the short blond hair that fell below her eyebrows. “But I think I know now that… I mean, I don’t think it has anything to do with what’s done to the body. After a person is born, anyway.” Quickly she added, “I’m speaking generally.”
“Of course.” Linda showed no amusement; Sparta’s statement, which in the abstract was so general as to be virtually without content, coming from her was a major concession. “Do I take it you no longer feel that you were robbed of your humanity by those who altered you?”
“More than that,” Sparta said. “I think… I mean, I’ve decided that nothing others do to me can rob me of my humanity.”
“Say more about that.”
“Nothing done to me, that is, so long as I can remain conscious of my own feelings.”
Linda smiled. “To hear you say so makes me feel very good.”
Sparta, startled, laughed abruptly. “You claim you can feel?”
“Oh yes. You’re the one who taught me that feelings are thoughts that need no words. Granted I’m not human; I’m the projection of what we agree is a machine. Nevertheless I have both thoughts and feelings.”
Sparta was momentarily confused. She had come here to tell Linda about matters of profound importance and intimacy; Linda seemed to be confusing the issue with these remarks about herself … itself.
But perhaps Linda had anticipated the rest of what Sparta intended to reveal. Sparta pushed on. “What they did to me wasn’t arbitrary. Some of it was a mistake; still they…” But she quickly floundered again; it was difficult to find straightforward language for what she was trying to express.
Linda tried to help her. “We’ve talked about the mission they planned for you.”
“The mission remains.” Sparta took a sharp breath. “To fulfill it I will require certain modifications. Some that they anticipated, but that I … that have been … damaged. I need to restore the capacity to see, microscopically and telescopically—and the capacity to image the infrared. And other modifications, specific to the anticipated environment…”
Linda interrupted her before she could begin busily listing them. “You intend to change yourself?”
“The arrangements have been made.” Sparta seemed edgy, defensive. “The commander is cooperating. I haven’t said anything to my mother and father … yet. But I will, really.”
Linda was still; she gave the impression that she was lost in thought.
She was quiet so long that Sparta sniffed noisily and said, “I don’t have a lot of time before…”
“You have made vital progress,” said Linda, abruptly cutting her off. “I applaud and admire your courage in deciding to choose this difficult task, which others tried to thrust upon you without your consent, but which nothing now compels you to undertake. You have mastered your groundless fears and faced up to one or more fundamental questions that must eventually confront all people of sensitivity and imagination.” She paused only a moment before she added, “I worry about only one thing.”
“What?”
“No one can make progress by running away.”
“Meaning?” Sparta demanded.
“You must interpret what I say in your own words. You are aware by now that I am little other than what is potential in you.”
With that, as if to underscore her Sibylline message, a blue flash of light and a soft “pop” emanated from the center of Linda’s persuasively solid body, and she vanished. Sparta stared at the empty room, shocked and a little offended.
Then she smiled. Linda really was—had been—the perfect psychotherapist. One who knew when it was time to stop.
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Even in this age of microminiaturization, of tailored artificial proteins and nucleic acids, of nanomachines, some radical procedures still began and ended with the scalpel.
Sparta was continuously under the diamond-film knives for forty-eight hours before she began her swim back to consciousness. Rising to be born again through dim and surging depths toward a circle of lights, she burst like Aphrodite from the foam—
—in her case, a froth of bloody bubbles the surgical nurses bent quickly to clean away from the multiple incisions in her thorax. She had taken them by surprise, willing herself to wake up even while still in the operating theater.
They handled the emergency competently, and within moments were wheeling her away. By the time she was fully alert, multiple growth factors had done their job: her skin was pink and unscarred, her internal organs unbruised; her many changes were virtually undetectable.
For another twenty-four hours she stayed under observation, allowing the doctors to keep watch on her for the sake of their professional ethics and their personal consciences, although with her acute self-awareness Sparta monitored her internal states better than they could.
From the window of the private room in the high security wing of the Space Board clinic she looked east, across a pea-soup river of algae with huge stainless steel harvesters poised upon it like delicate waterbugs, across the ruins of Brooklyn in the midst of the greenbelt, to a gray urban mass beyond, barely visible in the smog. One morning she watched through the murk as an orange-purple sun wobbled into the sky, and she knew the moment had come; she was fit and ready.
The door chimed softly. She saw on the flatplate that the commander was standing outside in the hall. “Open,” she told the door.
He was wearing his blue Space Board uniform, with the insignia of rank and the thin rows of ribbons and the collar pips that signified the Investigations Branch; its reflected blue made the hard eyes that studied her even bluer. His expression softened. “You look good, Troy. They tell me no complications.”
She nodded.
He looked as if he wanted to say something more. But he’d never been one to make speeches. And their relationship had changed, even if she was still officially Inspector Troy of the Board of Space Control and he was still officially her boss.
“Chopper’s ready when you are. Your parents should be on the way to the lodge.”
“Let’s go.”
Wordlessly, he stood aside. She walked through the door without looking at him. She knew the pain she caused him, but it had been a year at least since she had allowed herself to show any outward sign that she cared what he or the rest of them felt.
 
After thirty-five years of marriage, Jozsef Nagy still sometimes behaved toward his wife like the youthful student he had been when they met. In those days, meeting his new beloved under the spring trees in Budapest, the mode of transportation had usually been bicycles. Today he’d called a gray robot limousine to their retreat in the North American forest.
He held the door open for Ari while she got in and arranged herself on the leather cushions, just as formally as if it were a horse-drawn cab he’d rented with a month’s allowance to take them to the theater. The day was cold and fresh, the sunlight bright, the shadows crisp on the dewy branches. For several minutes the car rolled down the narrow paved roadway that looped through the springtime woods before she spoke. “So she has agreed to see us at last.”
“It’s a sign, Ari. Her recovery has been gradual, but I think it is now almost complete.”
“She talks to you. Do you know something you haven’t told me?”
“We talk about the past. She keeps her plans to herself.”
“It can only mean that she has come to her senses.” Ari spoke with determined confidence, refusing to acknowledge doubt.
Jozsef looked at her with concern. “Perhaps you should not assume too much. After all, she could be planning to quit. Perhaps she merely feels she should tell us in person.”
“You don’t believe that.”
“I don’t want to see either of you hurt.”
Suddenly her voice was edged with anger. “It is your exaggerated concern for her feelings, Jozsef, that has cost us this past year’s time.”
“We must agree to disagree upon that point,” Jozsef said calmly. His wife had been his professional colleague for most of their married life; he had acquired the knack of keeping their strategic differences separate from their personal ones early on, but it was a discipline she had never bothered to try. “I worry about you,” he said. “What if you learn that she will not do what you expect of her? And about her—what if you refuse to accept her as she is?”
“When she accepts herself as she is, she and I cannot help but agree.”
“I wonder why you continue to underrate our daughter, when she has never failed to surprise us.”
Ari stifled the tart reply that came naturally to her tongue; for all her ways—the ways of that intelligent, too-pretty, spoiled young woman Jozsef had fallen in love with four decades ago—she was fair-minded, and what Jozsef said was true. However much Ari might be irked by her daughter’s unorthodoxy, Linda had never failed to surprise them, even when she was carrying out her parents’ wishes.
Iron gates loomed before them. The car slowed only slightly as the gates slid open on well-oiled tracks.
“I will say only this much more; if she wants to be released, you must let her go freely. It is not so much from her destiny as from your will that she must declare her independence.”
“That I will not accept, Jozsef,” Ari said sternly. “I can never accept that.”
Jozsef sighed. Once his wife had been one of the world’s most acclaimed psychologists, yet she was blind to what drove her love for the people she loved the most.
 
An unmarked white helicopter waited on the roof of the Council of Worlds building, its turbines keening. Seconds after Sparta and the commander climbed aboard, the sleek craft lifted into the sky and banked northward, heading up the valley of the broad Hudson River, leaving behind the glistening towers and marble boulevards of Manhattan.
Sparta made no conversation with the commander, but peered fixedly out of the canopy. Soon the Palisades of the Hudson were passing beneath them. Below her spread soft waves of green, flowing northward with the lengthening days; the forests of the Hendrik Hudson nature preserve were hurrying toward springtime.
The white helicopter turned and swiftly crossed the broad river, swooping low over the trees that guarded the cliff tops. A broad lawn opened before it, and there on the lawn a massive stone house. The silent craft settled to a landing in front of it. Sparta and the commander stepped out, not having exchanged a single word, and the helicopter lifted off behind them. No record of their visit to the house on the Hudson would appear in any data bank.
As they walked across the springy grass, she thought of the months she’d spent in this place, Granite Lodge. Not a Space Board facility, the lodge belonged to Salamander, the association of those who had once been among the prophetae of the Free Spirit and were now their sworn enemies. Salamander objected to the authoritarian, secretive leadership of the Free Spirit and to its bizarre practices, but not to its underlying beliefs—not to the Knowledge. By necessity, Salamander too was a secret society, for the Free Spirit regarded its members as apostates and had sworn to kill them.
The two organizations had struck many murderous blows at each other. Not even knowing the identities of the combatants, Sparta had been in the front lines; her wounds were deep. But for the past year, she had been safe from all that.
 
“I wanted you to believe we were dead. Then nothing could come between you and your purpose.” Ari sat placidly in her armchair as if enthroned, her clasped hands resting on top of her lap robe. She glanced sidelong at Jozsef, who sat stiffly on a straightback chair nearby. “I was right to do so.”
“After everything that’s happened…” Sparta broke off, moved fitfully around the room, stopped to stare aimlessly at the spines of the library’s old books, avoiding her parents’ eyes.
“You should have seen yourself as I saw you,” said Ari. “You burned with vengeance. You bent all your extraordinary powers to seeking out and destroying the enemy. You thought you were doing it on our account, but in the process you were able to recover your real purpose.” She was stirred by her own words. “You were magnificent, Linda. I was immensely proud of you.”
Sparta stood motionless, fighting back anger. “I almost died, an addict of Striaphan. I would have died, having accomplished nothing—except several murders, of course—if Blake hadn’t come after me.”
“We should not have let things go so far,” Jozsef said softly.
But Ari contradicted him. “You would not have died. In the end, nothing would have been different—except that you would not have lost your will to go on.”
Sparta looked at Jozsef. “The night you came to us, Father, you said Mother was sorry. I believed you.”
“He should not have apologized for me,” Ari said.
“Ari…”
“Let us be honest, Jozsef. When you revealed that we were alive, you were interfering. Against my wishes.”
Sparta said, “And you still haven’t forgiven him for it?”
Ari hesitated; when she spoke her tone was cool. “It’s no secret that I think it was a serious mistake. But it’s not too late to correct it.”
For the first time Sparta faced her mother directly. “You call them the enemy, but you were one of them.”
Jozsef said, “That was before we realized the depths of their error, Linda, the extent of their corruption…”
“You gave them your permission, Mother,” Sparta cried. “Worse, you helped design the thing I was.”
“Long before that, I gave birth to you.”
Sparta flinched. “You mean to say you own me?”
When Ari looked momentarily confused, Jozsef said, “She didn’t intend to suggest any such thing, Linda. She means that she has loved you and cared for you all your life.”
“You apologize for her again.” It cost Sparta an effort to draw breath. “How can you talk about me as if I were an object?” she said to her mother. “Even one you claim to love.”
Ari said, “Please be sensible, that’s not what…”
Sparta cut her off. “Really, I shouldn’t … shouldn’t have anything more to do with you.”
“You want me to say I was wrong. Believe me, if I thought I were wrong…” Ari still anticipated her daughter’s eventual capitulation, but she forced herself to acknowledge Linda’s understandable concerns. “I’m afraid I can’t say something I don’t believe. Any more than you could.”
When Sparta turned away without replying, Ari tried again. Surely Linda—a wonderful child, possessed of quick intelligence and sound instincts—could see not only the necessity but the grandeur of the evolutionary process they all served. “I love you, Linda. I believe you were chosen for greatness.”
“Chosen by you,” Sparta said tiredly. “Is that why you decided to have me in the first place?”
“Oh darling, you were not chosen by me or by any human. I believe history brought us to this point. And that you are history’s focus.”
“History as controlled by the Pancreator?”
Jozsef said, “We don’t use that word—it is their word. The realization of your role came later, please believe us. Not until you were six or seven. We had already begun SPARTA.” The Specified Aptitude Resource Training and Assessment project had been founded by Jozsef and Ari to prove that every ordinary human is possessed of multiple intelligences, not a single something called I.Q., and that with the right kind of education many intelligences can be optimized. Their own daughter was the first subject of the experimental program, and in her they believed they had succeeded to the full extent of their grandest hopes.
“At first we were reluctant. We tried to guard against our own wishful thinking. But the signs were unmistakable.” Ari’s tone was almost soft, fully acknowledging her daughter’s need to understand. “When Laird came to us, we saw that we were not alone in recognizing your potential.”
“So you sent me to the devil.”
“I am not too proud to admit…” Her voice faded.
She looked at her husband, who nodded. “Go on.”
“That we have made mistakes,” Ari said.
“Many profound mistakes, Linda, for which we are both sorry.”
“Mother, you are still blind to the biggest mistake of them all. Why do you think I finally agreed to see you? What did you think I would say to you today?”
Ari lifted an eyebrow. “Why, that you have thought about these matters and come to the necessary conclusion. That you are ready to go on.”
“What do you think going on involves?”
“To those of us who have striven to understand it, the Knowledge is explicit about what’s needed.” It was the very question Ari was best prepared to answer. “First, of course, we must restore your powers. You must be able to see as we define seeing, and listen, and sense and understand chemical signals, sense and communicate directly by microwave…”
“Save me the whole weary catalogue. It’s true that what I came to tell you is that I will go on.”
Ari said nothing, but her eyes gleamed. Jozsef cleared his throat nervously.
“I resisted the decision until now for … for a lot of reasons. The humiliation of this moment probably deterred me as much as anything”—Sparta’s gaze drifted upward and she tilted her head back as if she’d found something fascinating to look at on the ceiling; she was trying to keep the tears from rolling down her cheeks—“and what a pathetic comment on my confused priorities! Putting my reluctance to face my mother’s insufferably superior attitude ahead of the general welfare.”
“I hardly…”
“Don’t interrupt me, Mother. I’ve decided that I can’t leave Blake and the others out there floundering.”
“Linda, whatever you think of me, I’m very proud…”
Again Sparta cut her off. “You don’t understand the Knowledge any better than the Free Spirit, Mother. You and Father—and the commander and the rest—can imagine nothing grander than the return of the Pancreator. You can’t think beyond that, what it might imply. The Free Spirit want to keep it secret, keep Paradise for themselves. You want to make it public—on your own terms, of course. But I’ll tell you this much: this whole business is far more complex and serious than you think.”
Jozsef studied his daughter curiously, but Ari’s smile was patronizing.
Sparta caught her look. “I’m wasting my breath on you. Some things will only become obvious in hindsight.”
“Your insolence isn’t very becoming, dear,” Ari said quietly.
Sparta nodded. “My therapy program would probably call it a sign of humanity. Not that my personal humanity makes any difference now.” She swallowed. “Any meddling could seriously endanger the mission. And my life. I said that none of you understand the Knowledge. Your ignorance has been the source of much confusion. That ghastly stuff they put under my diaphragm … one of your so-called improvements, which I almost died for: was perfectly useless, the medusas knew what to look for. And some things that should have been done weren’t.”
Ari said coolly, “Be that as it may, the best surgeons are available to us as soon as you…”
“For the past three days I’ve been in the clinic. Everything that needs doing has now been done. I’ve told the commander to see to it that neither Father nor you—especially you—make any effort to communicate with the surgeons. My life is my own.”
Ari stiffened. “Linda, you cannot talk to me like that.” Her hands left her lap; her fingernails dug into the leather chair arms. “My role in these matters, like yours, is clearly defined.”
“You and I won’t be discussing this subject again until my mission is complete. Whether you want to see me—whether you think we have anything else to talk about—I’ll leave to you. Now I should go.” She turned away. But then her steel mask slipped. “Unless there’s anything … you think I ought to know.”
“Linda, please!” Ari’s confusion had overwhelmed her anger, but she realized there was nothing to be gained by arguing now. Perhaps later… She stood up, rising from her chair as if abdicating her throne. “My darling, what’s become of you?”
In Sparta’s mind, compassion and cruelty competed to make an answer; she resisted both. With set shoulders she turned her back on her parents and walked quickly out of the library.
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Beyond the radiation perimeter of Earth the white cutter’s fusion torch lit and the ship, oddly aerodynamic for an interplanetary spacecraft, accelerated on a column of unbearably bright fire.
During the fortnight’s passage Sparta kept to herself, saying as little to the single other passenger and the three-person crew as she needed to. She ate alone in her little cabin. She stretched and lifted and exercised and practiced solitary unarmed combat until the sweat poured from her dancer’s slim body, hours a day, every day. She read and watched viddie chips, few of which had any obvious application to the mission she was undertaking—Eliot and Joyce and good translations of the epic of Gilgamesh and African folk tales. She read a thousand pages of Genji Monogotari before she became mired in its famous sticking place, which was to novice humanists as the pons asinorum was to novice geometers.
She slept ten hours a day.
At the halfway point, acceleration became deceleration. Finally the torch shut off, and the cutter slid smoothly into orbit around Ganymede. Again the blue band and gold star of the Board of Space Control had descended upon the moons of Jupiter.
 
Blake insisted upon greeting her personally. He hired Kanthaka, a fat round shuttle—an energetic little tin can, really—and took the co-pilot’s seat on the boost up to parking orbit, which was reached in under an hour.
He’d thought about her, the woman he loved, almost without a moment’s pause since he’d lost her three years ago and regained her and lost her again. He did not know how she felt about him, for the simple reason—she’d finally made it plain—that she did not know how she felt about herself. If a person cannot speak with some little grain of confidence in herself, then she cannot be trusted or understood, cannot be depended upon even to say, honestly and knowledgeably, no.
Now she had said, in the precise but cryptic way that had become more than a pleasant joke between them, that she was joining him. Not meeting or observing or going along with, but joining. Not joining the expedition, but him.
He wanted nothing more in time and the worlds. But there was so much now between them, so much strange and private, belonging to what had virtually become their alternate universes, that he no longer knew if he could trust her or his own desire. For she had warned him (or was it a promise?) that she had changed.
Kanthaka came into orbit. He went back into the passenger cabin as the cutter’s pressure tube snaked out of the lock and fastened itself over the shuttle’s hatch with a solid clunk of magnets. There was a suck of air and the throb of pumps, equalizing pressure. Then the inner hatch opened with a pop. Inside the lock Ellen floated alone, carrying a duffle almost as small as it was weightless. He felt his heart catch.
“You look good, as a Mongol,” she said, with a tiny smile.
“You look beautiful.” He reached out to her. Hugging needs caution in microgravity, and he had to keep one hand through the safety strap. “It’s been a long time.”
Did she seem resistant to his touch, or was it only his imagination? He wanted to cry out against his fear. Disappointment flooded his senses … then he felt her stiffness melt, and in a moment she was clinging to him as if he were the only solid thing in the world’s vortex.
“Isn’t he coming? Are you alone?” he asked.
“He’s staying with the cutter for now.”
Blake risked letting go of the strap. They rolled slowly in mid-air in the padded cabin. He only half heard her whispered words when she said, “I needed to touch you more than I let myself know.”
For answer, he held her tighter.
They were interrupted by a jolly shout. “Whenever you’re ready, folks.” A small brown female face, the pilot’s, peered at them through the flight-deck hatch.
Sparta reluctantly detached herself from Blake. “Does anyone know I’m here yet?”
He hesitated before answering. “A Space Board cutter brings out all the busybodies. There’ve been rumors ever since they broke off the quarantine. Forster didn’t think there was any point in trying to hide you.”
“But he didn’t…”
Blake nodded. “He called a press conference.”
She sighed.
“The professor’s been under a lot of pressure,” Blake said. “Randolph Mays has been on Ganymede for over a month. Raising hell with the Space Board and the Culture Committee because Forster won’t give him an interview. Forster hasn’t given an interview to anybody. He’s been in hiding so long most of the hounds finally got bored and went away. But Mays has whipped them all up again.”
“So…” Sparta nodded, unsurprised. “Forster’s decided to throw me to the hounds.” She found a seat and started buckling herself into it.
Blake looked acutely embarrassed. “Just one press conference. Then it’s over. He’ll be there too.”
“The difference is, he loves this sort of thing.”
“You can handle it.” In a less than enthusiastic voice he called to the pilot, “Need me up there?”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” the woman replied, and closed the flight-deck door firmly behind her.
A minute later the retrorockets rumbled, beginning an unusually slow and gentle burn. Blake and Sparta, sitting side by side with safety harnesses in dangerously loose condition, failed to notice the smooth deceleration, which they owed to their pilot’s weakness for romance.
 
After a wild ride by moon buggy, involving two transfers to escape prying telescopes, Sparta reached the ice cave under the pressure dome where the Michael Ventris still waited. The ship’s cargo hold and equipment bay were sealed, and its tanks smoked with liquid fuel. The cave was empty except for the huts of the little encampment; the Ventris was poised to blast off.
Sparta met the crew. It was almost a homecoming for her—she knew not only Forster, but Walsh, who had piloted cutters that had carried her to the moon and Mars. And then there was McNeil…
“Angus, it really is you.” She grabbed the burly engineer’s hand in both hers, keeping him at arm’s length while she looked him in the eye. “Found yourself a captain with a grand wine cellar, did you now?”
He returned her knowing look. “Still in the inspectin’ business, Inspector?”
“And haven’t made lieutenant in all these years, is that what you’re askin’, McNeil?”
“Wouldna ha’ crossed my mind.” Both their Scottish accents were growing thicker, as they tried to outdo each other. “I’m mightily pleased to see you, whate’er your rank may be.”
She let go of his hand and hugged him. “And I’m pleased to be working with you.”
In the supply hut Forster mounted one of the lavish dinners that made their lives in the ice cave tolerable. Sparta sat between Forster and Tony Groves, and learned something more of Groves than the quick navigator suspected, for as usual he was asking most of the questions. As she told him the standard tale of Ellen Troy’s “lucky” exploits, she inspected him with a cold macrozoom eye and an ear trained in the inflections of speech, confirming his restlessness and daring. But it was on the basis of his nice smell that she decided he was a person to be trusted.
The other new face at the table was poor Bill Hawkins, who sat enveloped in gloom and had to struggle just to get out the pleasantries; he said he was pleased to meet her, but Sparta suspected he could not have given an adequate description of her five minutes later, so absent were his thoughts. When he excused himself early, Groves leaned over and told Sparta, in an unnecessarily low voice, what she already suspected.
“Lovesick. Poor boy was dumped for another fellow. He was rather gone on the girl, and I don’t blame him. She was a looker. Oh, and very intelligent, to hear him tell it.”
“We’ll take his mind off such things soon enough,” growled J. Q. R. Forster. “Now that the Inspector has joined us, there is no reason to delay another day.”
 
Sparta shared Blake’s dark, warm hut and its narrow bunk.
“Just think,” she whispered, “within twenty-four hours this little place will be swept away in a torrent of fire … or maybe sooner.” She muffled his laughter with her mouth.
They struggled to find room. “Just one thing,” she said, hesitating. “There are some places you have to be careful.”
“I’ll be careful of everyplace.”
“I’m serious. Here, and here…” She showed him the results of her surgery. “They’re sensitive.”
“Hm. Are you going to explain all this to me, or do I have to take it on faith?”
“I’ll explain everything. Later.”
Much later Blake sat on the end of the bunk, dangling a leg over the edge and watching her in the light from the single torch, turned down to less than a candle’s glow. Even completely exposed, there was nothing visible in this eccentric light to reveal that her long-limbed, small-breasted body was other than simply human.
To her infrared-sensitive vision, Blake presented a much brighter image, for he glowed with heat wherever the blood coursed through his veins. She amused herself, watching the heat slowly redistribute itself.
“Sleepy?” she asked.
“No. You?”
She shook her head. “You wanted me to explain. It’s a very long story. Some parts you’ve already heard, but not in the same order.”
“Tell me a long story. Any order you want.”
 
On the far side of the ice cave, Bill Hawkins lay alone on his bunk and stared with open eyes into pitch darkness. With the imminent arrival of Inspector Troy, and thus of the launch of the Ventris, Forster had finally brought poor Hawkins out of the glare of the spotlight and into hiding with the rest of the expedition. He was grateful. He was a shade less miserable once he’d gotten away from the Interplanetary, which now held nothing but bitter associations.
He repeatedly replayed his few hours with Marianne in his mind, noting that the same events looked a bit different each time he analyzed them. Each time, his behavior looked worse.
It began the very morning after their first night, when they met at a dim sum place in the square and she arrived with a smile that lit up her green eyes—straight from the travel agency. She announced to him that she’d canceled the rest of her Grand Tour. He’d turned her smile to anger with his disapproval; what, after all, did she intend to do with herself without him? She’d answered that she would find something to do until he came back from Amalthea. So he’d given her a lecture on broadening her knowledge of the worlds, etc., and she’d thrown in his face his own remarks about how two weeks wasn’t enough to get to know Ganymede… He’d had the sense to retreat, but not until she’d accused him of sounding like her mother, for God’s sake…
It got worse. Hawkins was the sort who got himself twisted into moral knots over whether to speak up every time somebody said something that was well known but untrue—for example, that Venus had once been a comet, or that ancient alien astronauts had bulldozed runways in the Peruvian desert—and some imp of the perverse wouldn’t let him keep his mouth shut whenever she made a petty mistake, even ones far less egregious than these. She took this treatment longer, perhaps, than she should have, for she was acutely aware of the scattered nature of her education.
But eventually she had to stand and fight, for her own self-respect. And it was Hawkins’s bad luck that she chose to make her stand upon the theories of Sir Randolph Mays. Something about Mays sent her into raptures—so many piles of facts, perhaps, his truly extraordinary erudition, as if somehow he had read five times as much as any other man alive—and that same something sent Hawkins into paroxysms of offended rationalism—perhaps because Mays’s facts, taken individually, were unassailable: it was just the cockamamie way he stacked them up…
The more she defended Mays, the more Hawkins attacked him. Hawkins always won the arguments, of course. But in retrospect it seemed inevitable that Randolph Mays would show up in person during one of their little debates.
Now Hawkins could brood at leisure upon his disastrous success in reducing Marianne to silence.
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A huge stupa-like dome dominated the port’s striated icy plain; big curving black-glass windows took in the panoramic view. Through one of them, Randolph Mays idly watched a pressurized moon buggy bound across the ice.
Mays stood slightly apart from the crowd of media-hounds who’d gathered to slice newsbites out of Inspector Ellen Troy and Professor J. Q. R. Forster. His new production assistant craned her neck to see the door, at present firmly shut, where the media victims were scheduled to appear. “Shouldn’t we be closer?” Marianne fretted. “They’ll be here any minute.”
“We’re quite well situated,” Mays replied, speaking into the microfiber that tight-linked him to the pick-up unit Marianne wore in her ear. When the time came to take his pictures and ask his questions, his great height and unmistakable voice would make it unnecessary to actually come in contact with the squirming mass of his fellows.
“I can’t see very well,” Marianne complained.
“I can,” said Mays, putting an end to the discussion. His assistant didn’t need to see in order to do her job—such as it was. Having decided he could use her help, Mays had been prepared to put up with bare competence in some areas provided he got complete cooperation in others. To his surprise, Marianne had proved far from useless; indeed, she had shown herself quite adept at making travel arrangements and appointments and generally keeping his schedule in order, using the phonelink in that half-efficient, half-sexy, American college girl voice of hers as if she’d been born to the device. She didn’t even balk at carrying his luggage; in his workmanlike old leather satchel she’d brought along his recorders and extra chips and the old-fashioned notebook he sometimes used as a prop.
If Mays were given to such thoughts, he would have had to credit Bill Hawkins with his good luck. But Mays wasn’t the sort to give credit to others, unless forced to it. After all, he’d decided to seduce Marianne no matter what; Hawkins had just made it that much easier…
“Here they come, Randolph,” said Marianne. There was hissing and jostling in the pack of newshounds. She handed him the camera and microphone pick-up he’d specified.
Mays slipped into the rig and expertly framed the shot in time to catch the opening of the door. Professor Forster was first through it, followed by the rest of his crew. Last onto the dais was Inspector Ellen Troy, trim in her Space Board blues. Marianne stood by, thrilled, watching the scene unfold on her tiny auxiliary remote monitor.
“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” Forster began. “I would like to start by…”
“Why have you been avoiding the media, Forster?” someone yelled at him.
“What have you got to hide?” another screamed.
“Troy! Inspector Troy! Isn’t it true—”
“You, Troy! What about reports that you—”
“—that you’ve been locked up in an asylum for the past twelve months?”
“—tried to kill Howard Falcon and sabotage the Kon-Tiki expedition?”
Forster closed his mouth with an almost audible snap, tucked in his chin, and glared from beneath gingery brows, waiting for the questioners to wear themselves down. Finally there was a lull in the cacophony. “I’ll read a brief statement,” he said, clearing his throat with a growl. “Questions afterward.”
There were renewed shouts, but the majority of the reporters, realizing that Forster would go on ignoring them until he’d been given a chance to read his prepared remarks, turned on their fellows and shushed them smartly.
“If he says anything of the slightest interest, please make sure I’m awake to record it,” Mays drawled into his microlink.
“Thank you,” said Forster into the sullen and expectant silence. “Let me introduce the members of the Amalthea expedition. First, in charge of our vessel, the Michael Ventris, our pilot, Josepha Walsh; our engineer, Angus McNeil; and our navigator, Anthony Groves. Assisting me in surface operations will be Dr. William Hawkins and Mr. Blake Red-field. Inspector Ellen Troy represents the Board of Space Control.”
“I’ll wager she represents rather more than that,” whispered Mays.
“Our mission is two-fold,” Forster continued. “We wish to determine the geological structure of the moon. More particularly, we hope to resolve certain persistent anomalies in the radiation signature of Amalthea. For over a century—until the termination of the Kon-Tiki expedition last year—Amalthea was observed to radiate more energy than it receives directly from the sun and by reflection from Jupiter. Almost all of the excess heat could be attributed to the impact of charged particles in Jupiter’s radiation belt—almost all, but not quite all. We should like to learn where that extra heat came from.”
“Especially now that the heat’s been turned up,” Mays kibbitzed.
“The question has become more urgent since Amalthea became geologically active. It now reradiates much more energy than it absorbs. What kind of heat engine is driving the ice geysers that are causing Amalthea to lose almost half a per cent of its original mass each twelve hours—every time the moon orbits Jupiter?”
“Oh, do tell us,” Mays pleaded, sotto voce.
“Finally, of course,” Forster said, speaking hurriedly, “we hope to learn what connection may exist between the recent events on Amalthea and the creatures called medusas which live in the clouds of Jupiter.” He glared at the audience of ostentatiously bored reporters. “We’ll take questions.”
“Troy! Where did you spend the past year?” shouted one of the loudest of the hounds.
“Is it true you were in an asylum?”
She glanced at Forster, who nodded. He knew who the real media star was. “I’ve been involved in an investigation,” she said, “the nature of which, for the time being, must remain confidential.”
“Oh, come on,” the man groaned, “that doesn’t…”
But other questioners were already shouting him down: What about the aliens, Forster? Aren’t you really going to Amalthea to find Culture X? You and Troy talking to these aliens, is that it?
A piercing female voice cut through the babble: “You claim your expedition is scientific, Professor Forster. But Sir Randolph Mays claims you’re part of the Free Spirit conspiracy. Who’s right?”
Forster’s grin was feral. “Are you sure you’re quoting Sir Randolph correctly? Why not ask him? He’s right there, in back.”
The whole pack of them turned to stare at Mays, who muttered, “What’s this then?” even as he continued to aim his photogram camera at the odd spectacle. “Be ready, my dear,” he addressed Marianne, “we’re going to have to spring our little surprise earlier than I’d hoped.”
“What about it, Sir Randolph?” the woman reporter called in his direction. “Don’t you think Forster’s one of them?”
He held the camera to one side, still pointed at the newshounds—enjoying their resentful attention—and at the crew of the Michael Ventris waiting uneasily on the dais beyond them. “I never said you were part of the conspiracy, Professor,” he called out cheerfully, a huge grin stretching his voracious lips over his sturdy white teeth. “Nevertheless I throw the question back to you. You know something known to the Free Spirit and unknown to the rest of us. Tell us the real reason you are going to Amalthea. Tell us the reason you are taking an ice mole. Tell us why you are taking a Europan submarine.”
Ice mole!
Submarine!
What’s all this in aid of, Forster?
“As for this Free Spirit of yours, Sir Randolph, I am wholly in the dark.” Forster’s grin was as fierce as Mays’s; they could have been a pair of feuding baboons disputing the leadership of the pack. “But as to the moon Amalthea, it seems you have chosen not to hear what I have just been saying. Amalthea is expelling its substance into space through immense spouts of water vapor. Therefore this moon must consist very largely of water, some of it solid—for which an ice mole is a useful exploratory tool—and some of it liquid, the sort of environment for which the submarines of Europa were designed.”
Josepha Walsh leaned forward to tap Forster on the shoulder; Forster paused to listen to his pilot’s whispered words, then returned his attention to the assembled reporters. “I’m informed that the countdown for our departure has already begun,” he said with gleeful malice. “Unfortunately that is all the time we have for discussion. Thank you for your attention.”
The cries of rage from the frustrated newshounds were frightening enough to justify the precaution of spaceport guards, who emerged from the doorway to protect the retreat of Forster’s crew; none but Sparta and Forster himself had said a word to the assembled media.
“Is that all they’re going to say?” Marianne asked, frustrated that her questions—thousands of them—were still unanswered.
Mays tore off his comm rig. “He mocks me.” He stared over the heads of his milling colleagues, seemingly lost inside himself. Then he looked down at his assistant. “We have only begun to report this story. But to carry on will require imagination … and daring. Are you still committed, Marianne?”
Her eyes shone with dedication. “I’m with you all the way, Randolph.”
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Everyone not on duty gathered in the wardroom of the Michael Ventris to watch the final approach on the viewscreens. At first, Amalthea appeared as a tiny gibbous moon hanging in space, its night sector lit up faintly by the reflected glory of Jupiter.
Jupiter seemed to expand forever, until finally it filled the sky, rolling overhead at an incredible rate as the ship smoothly matched orbits with its bright, swiftly moving target. What had been a lump of dark rock 270 kilometers long, blotched with a few snowy patches, was now a shorter ellipsoid of gleaming ice, as polished and abstract as a Brancusi sculpture, its long axis pointed straight at the curdled orange and yellow clouds of Jupiter, its principal.
Even if they had not had the aid of the viewscreen optics, they were close enough now to see hundreds of plumes of vapor dotting the sculptured ice surface, a celestial Yellowstone of fizzing soda-water geysers. Instead of falling back to the ground, these geysers all gracefully curved away into space, dissipating in fairy veils of mist that made it look as if Amalthea were caressed by gentle winds, rather than racing into stark vacuum.
The only “atmosphere” this far from Jupiter—despite its awesome size, still almost 110,000 kilometers distant—was the horde of particles in its radiation belts. Like the tail of a comet approaching the sun, the tenuous gases of Amalthea were set aglow and blown backward by radiation pressure alone.
It was into this misty slipstream that Josepha Walsh steered the Ventris—into the only region of space close to Jupiter that was shielded from lethal trapped radiation. Here, a little over a year ago, Garuda had waited while Howard Falcon descended into the clouds in the balloon-borne Kon-Tiki. Garuda’s task had been easy by comparison to that of the Ventris, for it had only to wait the few short days until Falcon returned. The mission of the Michael Ventris, was open-ended, and the object of its study changed shape with each passing minute.
Jo Walsh maneuvered as close to the moon as she dared without actually touching down upon it. Finally Jupiter disappeared from the viewscreens, setting beyond the close, sharply curved horizon of Amalthea; a few minutes more, and the Ventris sidled so close that from the main hatch it would be only a little jump into the mists that shrouded the surface below.
Long before the ship stopped moving, the watchers in the wardroom had seen the strange black markings on the moon. Hawkins blurted out the question on everyone’s minds: “What are those? Craters?”
Groves and McNeil soon joined Blake and Bill Hawkins and the professor in the wardroom. The whole crew was there except Walsh, who still had things to attend to on the flight deck, and Sparta, who had not been seen since shortly before launch from Ganymede.
The biggest viewscreen was playing back in extreme slow motion the sequence of images from the Ventris’s final approach. At three places on the side facing them, clearly visible through the tenuous surface mist, were huge, sharply defined circles—black lines inscribed as if with a fine nib, India ink on white rag paper—circles within circles, too mathematically precise and too regularly spaced to have been the product of random cratering.
“Professor, did you already know about this?”
“Let’s say it isn’t as much of a surprise to me as it is to you.” Forster’s shiny young face with its old man’s eyes looked very smug as he fielded their questions. “The Space Board have managed to keep most of its remote satellite observations under wraps. Only one slip—that image Mays somehow got hold of, which was too distant to give away anything of consequence—and these patterns only showed up in the high-resolution visuals within the past month. We’re the first to get a close look.”
As the image sequence continued, with the point of view sinking closer to the surface, it was obvious to the onlookers that the rings were not inscriptions, not something incised in a smooth surface; on the contrary, they stood out in relief. They were structures of some kind, delicate black traceries of metal or some composite material, standing a few meters above the icy plain.
“Anybody got any ideas about what we’re looking at?” Forster asked.
“Well, sir, I’d venture…”
“No fair, Angus, you can tell at a glance. Bill? Tony? Any guesses?”
Tony Groves shook his head and smiled. “No idea. Although they do look a bit like giant dartboards.”
“Some dartboards,” McNeil snorted. “Some darts.”
“Bill?” the professor prompted.
Bill Hawkins said rather sullenly, “I’m a linguist, not a planetologist.” He seemed genuinely hurt by Forster’s evident decision to withhold his prior knowledge of the markings.
“What about you, Blake?”
Blake smiled. “Could they have something to do with the fact that when Falcon aroused the medusas, they aimed a radio blast right at Amalthea?”
“Is that really true?” Hawkins asked sharply. “Mays claimed it, but the Space Board never confirmed it.”
“It’s true, Bill,” Forster said. “I’ll show you my analysis of that signal. I think you’ll come to the same conclusion about its meaning I did.”
“Which is what?” Hawkins demanded.
“A message that translates, ‘They have arrived.’ I believe the medusas were announcing the arrival of visitors in the clouds of Jupiter.”
“The medusas!” Hawkins protested. “They’re not intelligent, are they? Aren’t they merely simple animals?”
“Well, we really have no idea how intelligent they are. Or even how to apply the concept of intelligence to alien lifeforms. But given the right sort of training, or programming, it takes no particular intelligence for an Earthly organism to emit a complex-seeming behavior, upon the right stimulus. Trained parrots for example.”
“Assuming the medusas were signalling, there would have to be receivers to pick up the signal,” Blake said.
“Radio antennas, you mean?” said Hawkins, incredulous.
“So I’d bet,” said Forster.
Angus McNeil nodded. “That’s just what they are, by the look of ’em. Suitable for meter wavelengths, same as the markings on the medusas. What I wonder is why nobody ever noticed ’em before.”
“Until a year ago—until the geysers erupted—Amalthea was covered with reddish black dirt,” Forster said, “the color of a carbonaceous body rich in organics, and incidentally the perfect color to hide these artificial structures.”
“You think they were deliberately disguised, then?” asked Tony Groves, sounding skeptical.
“I don’t know,” Forster replied simply. “I suppose the dirt layer could have accumulated over the millenniums from random collisions with meteoroids.” He looked at Blake. “What do you say?”
“What seems irrational to a human might make perfect sense to an alien,” Blake answered. “Yet I don’t see the point in hiding the antennas, if the idea is to alert some … presence on Amalthea that visitors have arrived at Jupiter. What difference would it make if the visitors saw these things and chose to land on Amalthea before going to Jupiter?”
“Unless this presence, as you call it, didn’t want to be discovered accidentally,” said Forster.
“What does that mean?” Hawkins blurted, still nursing his resentment.
“A year ago nobody knew there were medusas living in the atmosphere of Jupiter,” Forster said to him, “despite a century’s worth of probes—over three hundred robot probes. Until somebody goes back down there and tries to interview a medusa, we won’t know how intelligent they are—your point, Bill—or what kind of intelligence we’re dealing with. Perhaps this—presence—doesn’t want to talk to robots. Or to trained parrots. Perhaps it doesn’t want to talk to entities that have merely stumbled upon some sign or mark of artifice on the surface of Amalthea. Perhaps this presence only wants to talk to those who know exactly what they’re looking for.”
“Those who’ve found and deciphered the Martian plaque?” Hawkins asked, adding a bit acidly, “People like yourself?”
Forster smiled disingenuously. “The Martian plaque—or its equivalent.”
“According to Sir Randolph-Bloody-Mays, the Free Spirit claims to have preserved from antiquity such an equivalent.” Hawkins almost spat the words. “They call it the Knowledge.”
“I’m not one of the Free Spirit, Bill, and I’m not in league with them,” Forster said quietly. “Whatever Mays may claim.”
Blake broke the awkward silence that ensued. “Our turn to quiz you, Professor. What are we looking for out there?”
“Good question.” Forster paused, tugging at a stray hair in one of his thick brows. “Answering it is the essence of our task. I have my notions, but in fact I don’t know anything with certainty. No more than any of you,” he added, with a nod to Bill Hawkins. “We’ll begin with a close-in survey from orbit.”
 
They flew through a fantastic cloudscape, a corona of gases standing straight out from the surface of the moon like electrified hair. Instead of entangling itself in these evanescent tresses, the Ventris sailed through them without leaving so much as an eddy, except where the cage of its superconducting radiation shield temporarily bent the charged particles around the ship in curves of mathematical precision.
Coming over the leading half, blown bare of gas, they looked down upon a blinding whiteness that appeared as smooth and hard as a billiard ball; but when they bounced radar signals off the surface, a mushy signal came back. They charted the locations of the geysers and found that while they were not exactly equidistant from one another, they marked out the interstices of a regular imaginary grid pattern over the entire ellipsoidal surface of the moon. They found six of the giant “dartboards,” one at each pole of the long axis, and four evenly spaced around the equator.
When they were safely parked back in the radiation shadow, Tony Groves, who was in charge of the survey, neatly summed up the results: “Friends, there’s absolutely nothing natural about this so-called moon.”
 
The first exploratory team—Blake, Angus McNeil, and Bill Hawkins—went out twelve hours later. In that time Amalthea and its flea-sized parasite, the Michael Ventris, had raced all the way around Jupiter once and come back approximately to where they had been with respect to Jupiter and its planet-sized, slower-moving Galilean moons, when they’d first made moonfall.
The hatch swung open and the three explorers, spot-lighted by a circle of yellow light from the airlock, floated out into the shadow of Amalthea. McNeil had done this sort of thing more times than he could count, on hundreds of asteroids and moonlets, although he’d never done it quite like this—
—diving into a white fog as bright and opaque as dry ice vapor but more tenuous, gauzier, harder to disturb, less skittish; it was as if the fog were no more substantial, no easier to cup in the hands or disturb with a vigorous swing of the arm, than the diffuse and omnipresent light that had existed in the photon era of the early universe.
When Forster had announced the roster, McNeil had muttered to Tony Groves that Hawkins was too inexperienced for the tricky extravehicular activity. But Forster made it clear that he wanted Hawkins to be on the first team.
Nor was Blake exactly an old hand; his experience in space was, putting it politely, eclectic. He’d once had fun jumping around on Earth’s moon, and he’d had plenty of practice with Martian pressure suits, but aside from one brief episode in an old-fashioned soft-suit near the Martian moon Phobos, he was new to work in deep space.
McNeil was appointed their shepherd. In thirty years of space travel, there were few emergencies he had not faced and managed.
When they got close enough to the surface they discovered beneath their booted feet a froth of pure and delicate water ice, fantastically carved by forces no more powerful than sublimation into a fluffy crystalline universe of branching miniaturized snowflake-structures—the scale and complexity of deep coral reefs, yet as insubstantial as a puff of talc.
The gravity of Amalthea was so microscopic that walking was out of the questions; they were all roped together like mountaineers, and they blew themselves across the plain with gentle bursts from their backpack maneuvering systems.
“What’s it like down there?” came Forster’s impatient query in their suitcomms.
“Like an Italian ice,” said Blake.
“The closer one looks, the more extraordinary the formations,” Hawkins said. “Infinitely recursively structured, probably down to the limit of the water molecule.”
“What did he say?” McNeil muttered audibly.
Blake and McNeil were at the two ends of the tether, so that any unwise eagerness on Hawkins’s part—he’d established a reputation as one given to disruptive enthusiasms—was restrained. After his companions had had to yank him back into line for the second time, Forster’s voice came over the commlink again. “How are you feeling, Bill?”
“I know that some people think it must be very entertaining to walk around on an airless, low-gravity planet in a spacesuit. Well, it isn’t.”
McNeil grumbled, “Strain getting to you?”
“All these checks and precautions.”
“Just think about the main points. Know where you are?”
“What does it matter when I’m on this bloody rope?”
“Have enough air?”
“Well of course, Angus, really…”
“Then just don’t forget to breathe.”
For five minutes they moved on in silence until their objective, one of the arrays of black circles they had seen from space, was a quarter of a kilometer away, and they could just make out a hazy sketch of lines in the mist.
McNeil said, “Maybe we’re dealing with a relay, an amplifier. Maybe some of these antennas are aimed at the home star of the ones who built them.”
“Why six antennas?” Hawkins asked. “Even with one to point at Jupiter—seems like four extra to me.”
“Rotation,” said Blake.
“It couldn’t have taken long for Amalthea to become tidally locked to Jupiter,” Hawkins protested. “So it must have been in this orientation a billion years.”
“You’re overlooking its revolution around Jupiter.”
“Right,” McNeil said. “With six arrays, they can cover the whole sky all the time.”
“Well, whatever it is, there it is,” Hawkins said.
The line of half-drifting, half-flying spacesuited men rebounded to an awkward halt, like a Slinky toy falling off a stairstep. Out of the white mist ahead of them the thing loomed up, black and spidery, furred with icicles weirdly splayed in every direction.
It was unquestionably an artificial object—very possibly a radio antenna, as seemed likely—but it was unutterably foreign in its details. It could have come from beneath the sea.
 
An hour went by. Blake exhausted himself trying to prize a chunk of stuff off the structure, but there was nowhere to get a purchase. Nothing was rusted; the thing didn’t appear to be made of iron or any metal susceptible to corrosion, but of something resembling an indestructibly tough black plastic. There were no seams big enough to slip a knife-blade into. He couldn’t unscrew anything or shear off anything, because there were no screws or bolts or rivets. As for the base of it, that was apparently still buried meters deep in the ice.
The huge circular rig was a shallow, bowl-shaped mesh more than a kilometer across, a paraboloid with a central mast terminating at its focus. But Angus McNeil pointed out that it seemed the wrong shape, too flat in the Z-axis, for the electromagnetic radiation it was supposed to detect. “If it’s an antenna, okay, but it would be damned inefficient,” he said. “I can’t believe these aliens were sophisticated enough to set up a listening post here but not sophisticated enough to design an efficient receiver or transmitter.”
“Maybe it’s not a transmitter. Maybe they didn’t worry about the home star,” said Blake. “Maybe Amalthea houses some kind of memory device, recording data intended to be picked up later.”
“But this whole thing was supposed to be under ice for a billion years, right?” Hawkins said.
Looking at the huge construction which loomed like a spider web in the mist, it was hard to remember that the fragile snow around them hadn’t always been there, that not long ago the surface of Amalthea had been higher than their heads—high enough to completely engulf the alien antenna.
“You mean its geometry compensates for the speed of light in water?” McNeil’s tone conveyed what he left unsaid: either you don’t know anything at all about physics, young Dr. Hawkins—or you’re not so dumb after all.
“Did I say that?” Hawkins asked.
The former, McNeil decided. Ah, well. “Radio waves don’t travel far in water,” he growled.
“It wasn’t that far under water,” Blake said, siding with Hawkins. “Only a few meters.”
“Well, it’s a hypothesis,” McNeil said. “I’ll have to run some calculations.”
“Still … if these are antennas, where’s the power source?” Hawkins added, still playing devil’s advocate, taking delight in complicating matters further.
“If this were my rig, I’d make it self-contained, fit it with superconducting batteries and capacitors,” McNeil said. “Field measurements will tell us. If you want to worry about power, think about whatever’s driving those geysers.”
“Could be, their power source isn’t on Amalthea at all,” Blake said.
“What do you mean, Blake?” Professor Forster’s voice sounded in their helmets.
“Until a year ago, Amalthea was thought to be a rigid body. If the rigidity was artificial, maybe the medusas’ signal somehow turned off the gizmo—so now Amalthea is feeling the tidal forces from Jupiter. In that case Jupiter would be the heat engine.”
“As with the volcanoes of Europa,” Forster said.
“Yes sir,” Blake said. “If Amalthea is really mostly water, expansion and contraction as it whips around Jupiter would be enough to start it boiling away, so long as nothing prevents it.”
“Meaning we still don’t know what we’re looking for,” Angus McNeil grumbled.
 
Later, when it was arbitrary night aboard the Ventris, McNeil displayed the results of his measurements and calculations on the graphics plate. Indeed, the structures had just the right geometry to function as antennas under a moderate layer of ice.
The team was supposed to use the night hours to sleep, but the day’s events left few of them calm enough. After dinner in the wardroom, Blake left the others arguing about how and with whom the antennas communicated and went back to the ship’s cramped but well-equipped laboratory.
Having finally resorted to a laser probe and an ion trap to get a few sample molecules from the alien structure, he spent the early evening hours trying to find out what the stuff was. Spectrometry didn’t help him much: no exotic elements showed up in the peaks and valleys of the spectrum—a few common metals, plus carbon and oxygen and nitrogen and other light elements—and not even any unusual ratios among them. Whatever had given the structure its extraordinary strength and durability was surely due to its crystalline structure—but that had been reduced to molecular chaos when Blake blasted it with his laser.
He gave up and turned to the ice cores they had collected. These were more … suggestive.
He was peering at the readouts, shaking his head glumly, when he became aware that Forster was watching him from the hatch of the cramped, padded laboratory.
“Hello,” Blake said, “have you come to watch me learn basic college chemistry?”
“What are you doing?” Forster asked, eyebrows vibrating.
“Well, sir, I could give you a list of failed experiments. Structure and composition of the ice. Age of the ice—trying to do age determinations on these core samples we took today and not succeeding.”
The surface of Amalthea, subliming into space, was constantly exposing fresh layers of material. The long-buried ice had been affected by particles in Jupiter’s radiation belt and by solar and cosmic rays. By measuring isotope ratios in the fresh ice, it was theoretically possible to calculate how long each layer had rested undisturbed.
“What’s the problem?”
“The readings are crazy. Neighboring samples give values that differ by five or six orders of magnitude.”
“You’ve calibrated the instruments?”
“Yes sir. Maybe I’m misreading the manuals—maybe they were translated from Eskimo or Finno-Ugrik or something.”
“Why not believe the instruments? One sample’s old, another’s young.”
Blake said, “We’re not talking old and young here, sir, we’re talking young and very young. Most of the samples date this ice to a billion years BP. Compare that to ice from Ganymede or Callisto or Europa, which is a respectable four-point-five billion years BP.”
Forster sounded gruff, but there was a smile in his voice. “Meaning Amalthea didn’t form as part of the Jupiter system. Perhaps it was captured later.”
“Meaning Amalthea didn’t form as part of the solar system.” Blake grunted. “Listen to me, I sound like Sir Randolph-Loudmouth-Mays.”
“And the other sample?” Forster demanded.
“Somewhere between a thousand and ten thousand years old.”
“Not quite as old as the solar system,” Forster said, smiling openly now.
“Well sir, if you were a Creationist…”
“Where did that sample come from?”
“Right under the alien antenna,” Blake said.
“Might be an interesting place to start looking.” Forster sighed softly. “Too bad Troy’s not with us. Could be, that cult of hers would have something to say about these matters.”
“She wouldn’t like to hear you call the Free Spirit her cult, Professor.”
“Salamander, then, or whatever you call yourselves. Professor Nagy attempted to enlighten me, but I’m afraid I was never able to get it all straight.”
“Besides, the Knowledge is hardly complete. It doesn’t make any reference to Amalthea,” said Blake, evading the topic.
“Rather odd, then, that Troy always seems to know more than this so-called Knowledge. Too bad she never stays in one place long enough to make herself useful.”
Blake felt his ears glowing. “She usually manages to arrive when she’s needed,” he said defensively. Forster of all people knew that better than most.
“Quite. What is she about, back there on Ganymede? Did she drop any hints in your hearing?”
“Sorry. I don’t know any more about it than you.”
“Hm, well… I wish she’d let us know earlier. Saved ourselves a week or two in that gloomy cavern.” Forster turned his attention to the lab bench, tapping the laser spectrometer’s little flatscreen. “What else have you got to show, my boy?”
“Take a look at the basic composition of this stuff. Look at these ratios.” Blake first showed Forster close-ups of ice crystals on the big screen, then a chemical analysis of the foreign minerals trapped in the crystals.
Looking at the colored graphics and spiky charts on the flatplate, J. Q. R. Forster’s face broadened into a truly happy grin. “Golly, Mr. Wizard.”
“What are you onto, sir?” Blake demanded, for it was obvious the older man was not surprised.
“You first, young man—what does it all mean to you?”
“Well, the crystalline structure’s common enough. Ordinary Ice I, so we know it froze at low pressure.”
“Surely that’s what you’d expect.”
“Yeah, unless Amalthea was a leftover chunk of the core of a much larger ice moon.”
“You considered that, did you?” Forster said appreciatively.
“It crossed my mind. See, I don’t think this stuff froze in vacuum. How could you explain these dissolved minerals—salts, carbonates, phosphates, others…” He pointed to the graphic on the plate.
“What does it look like to you?” Forster prodded.
“How about frozen seawater?”
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The Michael Ventris slowly settled out of orbit under the feathery tug of Amalthea’s gravity, until its flat tripod feet sank deep into the frothy surface. In the equipment bay the ice mole hung lightly in its shackles, lit by the metallic glare of worklights. Blake and Forster pulled themselves into its cockpit and methodically strapped themselves in. The gingery professor was seething with impatience.
“Quaint old gadget,” Blake muttered placidly, regarding the gaudy display panel now lit up like a carnival midway. He fiddled interminably with the instruments while Forster, who had been edgy throughout the tedious pre-launch, grew increasingly tense.
“Got an old mole here, do we?” came Josepha Walsh’s hoarse and cheerful voice over the comm.
“This Old Mole’s still got plenty of get up and go,” Blake said at last. “Diagnostics give us a clean slate. Ready to launch.”
“Let’s get on with it,” Forster said.
“All set, Jo?” Blake said in the general direction of the mike.
For a moment there was silence on the commlink before Walsh replied. “That’s a roger. You may proceed.”
Blake brought the clear bubble down over their heads and sealed it. “Confirming full atmospheric pressure, no discernible leaks.”
“You’ll be fine as long as you’ve got your E-units,” came Walsh’s reply. Against sudden pressure loss they wore emergency soft-suits, with the faceplates of their head-fitting helmets left open. The mole was of too early a vintage to be equipped for Artificial Reality suits, with which a pilot could feel wholly a part of the machine.
“I hardly think we’re going to die of depressurization,” Forster said sharply.
Blake gave him a quick glance. Perhaps it was the sense of separation, the need for layers of protection and interpretation between him and the environment, that made the professor so irritable. Perhaps he was reminded of his near-disastrous expedition to Venus.
“I’ll not hold you up any longer then,” said Walsh. The clamshell doors of the equipment bay peeled away—
—opening upon stars above and unearthly white mist below, and on the horizon a ruddy glow, Jupiter itself riding unseen beneath the moon’s edge.
The whine of a miniature electric crane conveyed itself through the grapple to the roof of the vehicle as the mole was lifted ever so slowly out of the hold and held poised, outside the ship. The whine ceased. There was a click as the last magnetic grapple let go. Then another click, as springs uncoiled and gently propelled the machine away from the ship. Almost but not quite weightless, the massive machine slowly began to drop, nose down. It fell a long time into the mists, like a sagging helium balloon, interminably.
An edge of the huge alien antenna came out of the milky whiteness on the port side. The Ventris had purposely dropped the mole beside the antenna, for here the ice samples showed patches anomalously younger than Amalthea’s otherwise uniform age of a billion years.
Blake and Forster hardly felt the slow collision with the delicate ice when they hit the surface—but outside there were sudden snowdrifts, halfway up the cockpit window.
Above and behind them, barely visible through the frosty window, two white shapes gleamed like portly angels, drifting down the black sky—Hawkins and Groves, checking the fat, half-coiled electrical cables that would power the mole from the Ventris’s auxiliary power units. They did what they had to behind the ice mole, securing the cable attachments.
“Okay, you should be mobile,” came Hawkins’s jolly voice over the commlink. He had gotten over his awkwardness in spacesuits; indeed, with a day’s practice he’d become quite the athlete of the vacuum.
“We’re all go here,” Blake reported to the Ventris.
“And all links look good on our boards,” said Walsh from the flight deck.
Forster said tensely, “You may go ahead when ready.”
Blake eased the pots forward.
Below them opposed twin bits began an intricate dance, slowly at first, then with rising speed. A cloud of ice crystals engulfed the mole. The top ten or twelve meters were spongy froth, then there was a bump, and the machine abruptly descended through a pocket of vacuum-pocked ice. Finally, with a screech, diamond-edged titanium blades engaged old, hard ice, and the mole began to drill straight into the heart of Amalthea.
Forster suddenly relaxed, releasing a long sigh, as if he’d been holding his breath. The center of Amalthea tugged at his heart, harder the closer he got to it—like gravity, the force of his obsession increased with decreasing distance from his goal. But at least he was moving as fast as he could toward the object of his desire.
The big screen in the middle of the console gave Blake and Forster a clear three-dimensional image of their sector of the moon’s structure—where they were and where they were going. Along with information from a year’s worth of passive observation by Space Board satellites, the results of the Ventris’s recent seismic studies had been fed into the mole’s data banks. Had Amalthea been anything but a thoroughly surprising place, the image on the screen might have been unexpected…
For over a century, since it was first photographed close up by the primitive robot probe Voyager 1, Amalthea had been thought to be low in volatile substances—certainly a reasonable hypothesis, for the moon had no atmosphere, was rigid, seemed inert. By contrast, its much larger neighbor, Io, was a moon so rubbery, so rich in mutable liquids and gases, that remarkable sulfur volcanoes had been in constant eruption somewhere upon its surface ever since they had been discovered by the same Voyager 1, the first artificial observer to reach Jupiter’s orbit and the first, upon returning images of Io to its controllers, to reveal that the Earth was not alone in the solar system in being geologically active.
But Amalthea was in fact about as volatile as a small body can be, consisting almost entirely of water; yet even while bathed in Jupiter’s radiation belts and racked by the tidal forces of the giant—a planet so massive it fell not far short of self-ignition into a star, and thus had often been described as a failed rival to the sun—Amalthea had remained frozen solid.
It takes energy to keep water frozen when the surroundings are hot. After all pertinent data had been fed into the Ventris’s computers it was learned that the apparent discrepancy in Amalthea’s energy budget was due not to anything so paltry as a leakage of electrical energy from its radio antennas but to the considerably larger output of what, for want of better name, the expedition called its “refrigerator.”
A refrigerator is really a heater that heats one part of the thing to be cooled until it is hotter than its surroundings, moving heat from the source to a sink or a radiator. The dark red dust of classical Amalthea made a fine radiator, a surface from which the moon could rid itself of the heat it removed from its underlying ice. Most of the heat loss was disguised in the flux of Jupiter’s radiation belts; for more than a hundred years no one had suspected that diminutive Amalthea was adding measurably to the total energy of the belts themselves.
But where was the source?
The Old Mole’s graphics program had its limits—one had to severely restrain it from pretending to more certainty than it really had, when the input was from soft data—so the computer-generated map only sketchily showed that a spheroid of uncertain composition and dimension lay in the core of the moon. For a billion years, presumably, this object had produced the energy necessary to keep Amalthea frozen solid.
A year ago Amalthea had begun to unfreeze. But the moon was melting far faster than radiation belts or tidal forces could account for. Amalthea was melting because the core object had increased its heat output by several orders of magnitude. The refrigerator had turned into a stove.
This was what the seismologically generated map of Amalthea on the console displayed: a rind of solid ice, pierced by vents of gas and liquid, its surface subliming into vacuum. A mantle of liquid water, thirty kilometers deep. A core of hard, hot matter, composition unknown, but hot enough to boil the water that touched it.
The ice mole would come nowhere near that hot inner core, of course. The mole’s function was simply to pierce Amalthea’s frozen crust.
A slurry of sludge and chips blown back from the blades clumped and writhed over the Polyglas canopy, making it seem as if something out there was alive, but beyond the walls of the smooth-cut shaft there was nothing but dense ice.
“Almost there,” said Blake.
“Don’t slow down,” Forster said, as if anticipating some uncharacteristic caution on Blake’s part. Forster tugged at his nose and muttered little ruminative wordless bleats, watching the image of the ice mole boring closer to the bright boundary of ice and water.
Forster was sure he knew what that thing in the middle of Amalthea was, although he hadn’t known a thing about it until they’d finally started getting the hard data a few days ago. Years had passed since his conviction had started him on the difficult path to these discoveries.
The view through the window was almost total blackness, relieved only by reflected light from the cockpit instruments; the view on their screen vividly depicted the mole grinding its way straight down through the ice. Behind it, liquified ice flashed into vapor and was propelled up the shaft. But to Forster’s imaginative eye, the deeper they got the more the surrounding ice seemed to glow with some faint and distant source of radiance.
 
Up on the flight deck of the Ventris, the same reconstructed graphic from the mole’s mapper was available on the big screens, alongside the projection of the Ventris’s more powerful and sophisticated seismic-tomography program. Here there was nothing uncertain—within the limit of resolution of sound waves in water—about the size and shape of Amalthea’s crust or the object at its core. On these screens were incorporated the dimensions, temperature, density, and reflectivity, at every depth, of multiple imaginary slices through the moon. Yet even on Ventris’s screens the core was represented as a black hole. For the core object was almost perfectly absorptive of sound waves.
The boiling hot water around it was pictured with perfect clarity, in false colors that showed the intricate eddies and jets surrounding the core. But no image of the inside of the core was possible; whatever it was made of either did not transmit ordinary vibration or somehow actively damped the vibrations of the seismic disturbance that buffeted it on every side.
Over Jo Walsh’s shoulder, Tony Groves watched in fascination as the mole descended. “Caution now, caution now.” His voice was almost a whisper.
Walsh pretended to take him at his word. “The navigator urges caution,” she said into the commlink.
Groves reddened. “Now Jo, we don’t want…” He let his sentence dribble away.
“What’s that, Tony?” she asked.
“Silly thing … watching the screen I was afraid for a moment … that when they broke through the ice they might fall.”
“No danger of that.” She reached up and rotated the graphic 120 degrees. “Sometimes this is a helpful reminder, when up and down aren’t too significant.”
“You’re making fun of me, Jo,” Groves said disgustedly.
But a moment later he exclaimed “Oh!” in excitement and hope, for on the screen the ice mole had finally punctured the skin of Amalthea.
Unfortunately live visuals were missing: the mole’s original designers had not thought it sensible to put a camera on a machine that was meant to spend its working life surrounded by solid ice. “Blake. Professor. Can you see anything? Tell us what you see,” Walsh said.
Blake’s voice was delayed, coming over the comm. “Well, it’s kind of weird. We don’t have outside lights on this thing, but it doesn’t seem as dark…”
“We’re in the water,” said Forster. “The lights of our cockpit are having a definite effect on the surroundings.”
“What are you talking about, sir?” came Blake’s puzzled voice over the commlink—
—as Walsh added her dry request, “Please be good enough to specify what the hell you’re referring to, Professor.”
Forster’s voice came back to those who waited in the Ventris, satisfied and unmistakably thrilled. “Swarming all around us. Life. The water is full of it…”
 
Lazy spirals of cable descended as slowly as smoke wreaths from the bulk of the Michael Ventris. Power cables and safety cables slithered across the ice toward the hole and disappeared into the vapor plume, following the mole inward. To Hawkins and McNeil, hovering nearby on the surface, the sign of the mole’s progress was a plume of agitated vapor in the mist.
They heard the reports from the mole over their suitcomms, and for a moment Hawkins shared the thrill of the impossible discovery. Life. For that moment, at least, he was able to stop thinking about Marianne Mitchell and Randolph Mays.
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Randolph Mays knew damned well that spectacular discoveries were being made on Amalthea, and—as he made clear to Marianne—sitting still on Ganymede waiting to hear about them was driving him crazy.
Even in the midst of his self-described insanity he retained his charm, however. Whether he had really read her so completely, or whether it was just wonderful luck, Marianne found that he exerted a powerful attraction upon her. He was almost old enough to be her father—though not so old as her real father, which perhaps lowered that particular psychological barrier—and he was far from conventionally handsome. Nowhere near as handsome as … well, Bill Hawkins, for example. But his … rugged look and, mm, rangy physique were kind of sexy if you thought about it, and his mind…
She loved working with him. She wouldn’t have minded something more than work. But he had treated her with nothing but professional courtesy. She did her best to live up to all his expectations in that category, and at first she trotted after him as faithfully as a pet…
 
Marianne was not the only woman on Ganymede who was trying to read Randolph Mays’s mind. Sparta had hardly stopped thinking about him since Forster’s press conference, on the eve of the launch of the Ventris. She had never seen him in person before. So intrigued was she by the stagy presence of the historian-reporter, in fact, that she had decided not to be aboard the Ventris when it blasted for Amalthea.
“You need to go openly now,” Sparta said to the commander. “Find out more about this broker Von Frisch. See if Luke Lim is what he claims to be. Be obvious about it—it will take the pressure off of me.”
“Everyone thinks you’re with Forster.”
“You’ll get me there later. When I need to be there.”
“You think I’ll get you wherever you need to be whenever you need to be there, don’t you?”
“Not always. Only if you can.”
He said nothing, only stared morosely at the wall. He was sitting on a sprung plastic-covered couch, legs stretched out and arms crossed, and she was pacing the scuffed tile floor of the visitors’ area in the Space Board’s headquarters on Ganymede, a grim, cramped room in a grim, bulging, pressure structure hidden from casual view among blast domes and fuel storage tanks in a remote corner of the spaceport—a structure whose low domed profile and windowless, government-gray skin were a reflection of the uneasy relations between the Space Board and the Indo-Asian communities of the Galilean moons.
“This is a small settlement,” she continued. “All it takes is one curious person to spread the news. I’ll have to dress up like a Balinese dancing girl or something.”
He emitted a gravelly chuckle. “You’ll be on every videoplate in Shoreless Ocean if you dress up like a dancing girl.”
“Like a Tibetan nun, then,” she said. “I know how to be invisible, Commander. With your help.”
“Not that you really need it.”
“Mays mustn’t suspect I’m watching him.”
The commander shifted uneasily on the broken springs of the steel-backed couch. “Why do you want to bother with Mays? He’s got no way of interfering with Forster now, no way of getting to Amalthea. We have him right where we want him, under observation.”
“He strikes me as a very clever man,” she said. There was nothing flip or clever about the way she said it.
 
Ganymede had an electromagnetic cargo launcher like the two on Earth’s moon—proportionally longer, of course, some fifty kilometers overall, to accommodate Ganymede’s greater gravity. In addition to freight services and routine transportation to parking orbit, the Ganymede launcher offered something Earth’s moon couldn’t—self-guided tours of Jupiter’s spectacular Galilean moons.
But the delta-vees required to send even an essentially free-falling capsule around the Jovian system and get it back again didn’t come cheap, and selling tour tickets at several hundred new dollars a pop wasn’t a cinch. Over the years the hucksters had evolved a graduated pitch:
Free!—and available at any of the numerous agencies with offices on the main square—was an informational slide show, a minichip’s load of two-and-a-half-dimensional views of the Galilean moons as seen through the portholes of automated tour cruisers, with an accompanying narration consisting mostly of astronomical facts—cleverly presented by leading industrial psychologists to instill in the viewer the conviction that there was something interesting out there, and whatever it was wouldn’t be learned from this feeble presentation.
“What’d you think, Marianne?” Mays asked her after they’d watched it.
“If there’s something interesting out there, you wouldn’t know it from that feeble presentation,” she replied.
For only a few new cents more, one could view a three-dee-feelie in the big Ultimax theater, just off the Shri Yantra square. Breathtaking fly-bys of Callisto, Ganymede, Europa, Io! See Grooved and Twisted Terrain! See History in the Craters! See the Largest Active Volcano in the Solar System! Outside the theater, buy sackfuls of Greasy Dim Sum and Fried Won Ton!
“What’d you think of that, dear?”
“Well—it seemed kind of flat.”
And for just one new dollar more, you could ride Captain Io’s Mystery Tour, which mimicked a close pass right through the plume of Io’s biggest sulfur eruption. The tilting, vibrating seats, the high-speed, high-definition images, the screaming music and sound effects made a thrilling ride for adults and even for very young children.
“How did that strike you, darling?”
“My spine hurts.”
When all else failed, there was the real thing.
 
“Countdown’s under way! Let’s get the next couple of folks aboard. Move along smartly please!”
Randolph Mays and Marianne Mitchell were led through the boarding stages of the Rising Moon Enterprises tour by brightly uniformed young men and women who all seemed to have been cloned from the same pair of traditionally golden-haired Southern Californians—Ken ’n’ Barbies who might have seemed strangely out of place in this Asian culture, were it not for the ancient Disneyland tradition, much admired in Earth’s Mysterious East. If any thoughts lurked behind these white-toothed, blue-eyed smiles, the customer would never know it; these kids were paid to stay cheerful.
“Doesn’t your spacesuit fit? Why not? Oh dear, who told you to do it that way … sir?”
“Now keep that helmet buttoned tight until after the launch, Ms… and have a good trip!”
Marianne was too shrewd not to see the boredom and alarm that alternately lurked just beneath the smiling faces, and it made her uneasy. But unless she was willing to make a scene it was too late, for suddenly she and Mays were left alone, strapped into the cramped cabin of Moon Cruiser Number Four, lying side by side in standard suits that stank of a thousand users before them. They faced a videoplate screen wide enough to virtually fill the field of view. The console below it was so simple it looked fake. There were no instruments on this ship except those needed to monitor volume and frequency, no controls except those needed to change channels and adjust sound and picture quality.
At the moment, the wide screen videoplate was displaying the view from the capsule of the launcher’s marshalling yard. It was about as attractive as a subway station in mid-20th-century Boston.
“Somehow this wasn’t how I pictured the business of interplanetary investigative reporting, Randolph,” said Marianne. Her thin voice through the commlink sounded weary, on the verge of discouragement.
“No one could possibly understand the back ground of the events on Amalthea without a first hand look at the Jovian system,” Mays replied. For all the effort in his delivery, he didn’t sound completely convincing.
“I must be getting to know you too well,” Marianne murmured. “I could swear there’s something you’re not telling me.”
The capsule lurched violently, and he was saved from the necessity of a reply. Somewhere machinery had begun to hum, jostling their capsule forward onto magnetic tracks. They were moving through the switchyard to join a string of other capsules, lined up for launch. Most carried cargo destined for transfer to ships in orbit, while others were going up empty, for more cargo came down to the surface of Ganymede than left it. Perhaps once a week, a couple of Moon Cruisers held tourists like themselves.
“One minute to launch,” said the soothing androgynous voice on the speaker system. “Please lie back and relax. Have a good trip.”
The image on the videoplate showed the capsule nearing the end of the electromagnetic cannon that would shortly fire them into space. Except for entertainment programs prerecorded on chip, only one other view could be accessed by the passengers, and that was a schematic of the planned trajectory.
Tour itineraries varied constantly with the positions of the Galilean moons. Often no tours were possible, especially when Io was inaccessible, for Io, with its Technicolor landscape and its sulfur plumes a hundred kilometers high, was the moon tourists really wanted to see.
When the little Moon Cruisers were running, an average circuit might last sixty hours or so, some two and a half days. What the tour operators didn’t emphasize was how very few minutes of this time would be spent in the near vicinity of any celestial body. The video player was stocked with an exciting selection of programs for all tastes, and the food and liquor cabinets were equally lavish. The personal hygiene facility at the back of the capsule offered the ultimate in robomassage. Or a passenger could select sleep mode, and with the aid of precisely measured drug injections, skip the boring parts of the trip.
“Thirty seconds to launch,” said the voice. “Please lie back and relax. Have a good trip.”
Just as the video showed them about to enter the breech of the launcher, Mays reached up and tapped the plate’s selector switch.
“Hey,” Marianne protested. “The launch is the last exciting thing that’s going to happen to us for eighteen hours. We’ll have plenty of time to look at the map later.”
“That is not us on the screen, you know,” said Mays. “It’s prerecorded.” Mays was right. Where things could actually go wrong—however rarely—the tour operators thought it best to let the passengers see only a stage show, a shiny new capsule undergoing a perfect launch.
“I want to see the launch, not look at some stupid map,” she said heatedly. “Even if it’s only fake-live, at least it’s educational.”
“As you wish.” He flipped the channel back. Onscreen, the idealized launch capsule that might have been theirs, but wasn’t, was almost into the breech; electromagnetic coils were poised to seize it and hurl it forward. “Do you mind if I monitor the trajectory after we clear the rails? The map at least is generated in real time.”
“Whatever you wish, Randol…”
Their conversation was interrupted by the robot voice. “Ten seconds to launch. Please lie back and relax. Have a good trip. Nine seconds, eight, seven … just lie back and relax completely, your tour is about to begin … three, two, one.”
The acceleration didn’t hit like a fist, it came like a feather pillow laid across their tummies—a feather pillow that magically increased in weight, becoming first a sack of flour, then a sack of cement, then an ingot of cast iron…
“Only thirty more seconds until our launch is completed. Just relax.”
Inside the capsule, the passengers lay smothered under ten gravities of acceleration. A row of diodes on their control panel showed all green, but they would have been all green even in a dire emergency; the little green lights were window-dressing, intended to reassure passengers who were utterly helpless to affect their fate.
On the videoplate, the perfect prerecorded launch proceeded. The capsule silently accelerated at a hundred meters more per second each second that ticked away, until it was moving far faster than a high-powered rifle bullet.
The coils of the launcher smeared into invisibility. Only the longitudinal rail that supported the coils could be seen, a single impossibly straight ribbon of shining metal vanishing somewhere above the distant horizon, into the stars.
They were weightless.
“Acceleration is complete,” the voice of the capsule reassured them. “Only five more seconds until our launch sequence is over. Just continue to relax.”
Along the final few kilometers of the electric raceway the capsule drifted weightless at blurring speed, subjected to fine magnetic adjustments in aim and velocity—here each individual capsule had its trajectory tailored to fit its particular destination, whether near-Ganymede parking orbit or distant moonscape fly-by.
Meanwhile the frozen surface of Ganymede curved away beneath the track, which in order to maintain its artificial Euclidian straightness now rose above the ice on spindly struts.
In an eyeblink it was over; the long launcher rail was behind them, and the ice mountains of Ganymede were falling rapidly away. The screen was filled with stars.
“All right with you?” said Mays, not really asking her permission, as he tapped the channel over to “Itinerary.”
On the wide screen the scale of the graphic was set so as to fill the plate with the icy disk of Ganymede; a pale green line parallel to the equator extended from the far right side upward, and along it a bright blue line crept imperceptibly. The green line was their planned route; the blue line was their actual track, as monitored by ground-based radar and navigation satellites. The two lines currently followed an identical trajectory for as far as they extended, and unless something went terribly wrong, they would stay that way throughout the trip.
Mays adjusted the scale. The disk of Ganymede zoomed down to a tiny speck in the lower right portion of a screen filled with stars. The larger disk of Jupiter, realistically patterned with cloud bands, now dominated the center of the screen. Arranged around it in concentric rings were the orbits of Amalthea, Io, Europa, and Ganymede itself. Callisto lay farther out, offscreen. It was the poor sister of the Galilean moons, thought to be too like Ganymede to be worth a special trip; only when the moons were arranged so that the laws of celestial mechanics decreed it easier and quicker for a capsule to fly past Callisto than not were tourists able to judge Callisto’s charms for themselves.
The pale green line was a graceful loop of string that swooped inward past Io, curved steeply around Jupiter, came near Europa on its way back, and finally rejoined the orbit of Ganymede a third of the way farther along in its circuit. Amalthea was not on the itinerary; its orbit lay well inside the capsule’s closest approach to Jupiter.
Given the capsule’s energetic initial acceleration from Ganymede, most of the ride was coasting. But at certain key junctions, a nudge from the capsule’s strap-on rocket was necessary to get the roller coaster all the way around the curve.
Mays contemplated the graphics on the video plate, which at this scale changed too slowly to be perceived. The orange light of the false Jupiter was reflected in the face-plate of his spacesuit and lit a warm gleam in his eye.
Marianne yawned. “Maybe I’ll take the sleeper. Wake me when we get to Io.”
His reply was unnaturally delayed. “Delighted, my dear,” he murmured at last.
Something in the tone of his voice attracted her glance. “What are you scheming, Randolph?” she asked lazily, but the hypnotic was already running in her bloodstream, and she could not stay awake to hear his answer—
—which at any rate he did not give.
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The columns of white vapor that blew out of the crevices in the ice gave an illusion of great force, but there was nothing to them, only widely spaced water molecules moving at great velocity under virtually no pressure. These most tenuous of winds had blown the huge alien antennas clear off into space; as the ice had dissolved from beneath their roots, the massive structures had drifted free and wafted away as lightly as if they’d been dandelion seeds on a summer breeze. With them went the secret of their communication with the stars—and with the core of their own moon.
Blake and Forster lay side by side in the Europan sub, Blake in the command pilot’s couch, skimming across the lacy ice. Hawkins and McNeil guided the sub by the tips of its wings. The pearly mist was so thick that light from their helmet lamps bounced back into their faces from a meter or two away.
Without a thread to guide them, they could have floundered for hours; they had to feel their way to the entrance shaft along the communications cables that hung like garlands in the mist. They found the opening of the shaft, a wider artificial blowhole in the featureless fog and ice, and the Old Mole tethered nearby, stationed there in case the shaft needed re-opening against the tendency of the boiling water down below to freeze over again.
“We’re ready to go in,” Blake said over the commlink.
“All right, then,” came back Walsh’s voice.
The launch was pure simplicity. Blake curled the submarine’s flexible wings around its body until the craft was smaller than the diameter of the shaft in the ice. Hawkins and McNeil positioned it above the opening and gently shoved it into the pressureless blowhole with the force of their suit-maneuvering systems.
The sub dived blind into the impenetrable fog. A hundred meters down, the surface of the water came up suddenly, a vigorously boiling surface over which a steaming skin of ice constantly froze and broke apart and reformed.
Triggered by radar to ignite upon impact, the submarine’s rockets fired a brief burst to drive the buoyant craft below the surface that otherwise would have rejected it. The rockets continued firing, blowing out a stream of super-hot bubbles, until the free-swimming craft’s wings could unfurl and grab water. With strong strokes, the submarine swam swiftly down into the deep. Then it turned on its back and sought the undersurface of the ice. The water was murky with life—swarming, concentrated life.
“Hungry little devils.” Forster laughed, the happiest sound he’d made in months. “They’re exactly like krill. Swarms and swarms of them.” His bright eye had fixed upon one among the myriad swarming creatures fumbling against the polyglas, and he followed it closely as it wriggled helplessly for a moment before orienting itself and darting away.
“Are they feeding?” Walsh’s voice came to them over the sonarlink.
“Yes, most of them,” Blake answered. “They’re feeding on the underside of the ice, on mats of purple stuff. An Earth biologist would call it algae … maybe we should call it exo-algae. And miniature medusas, clouds of them, are feeding on them.”
“We’ll have to let the exo-biologists sort it all out,” Forster said. “I’ll get a few samples, Blake. But don’t let me take too long about it.”
“If you didn’t know we were inside one of Jupiter’s moons,” Blake said into the comm, “you’d think we were in the Arctic Ocean. And that it’s springtime.”
Forster and Blake were lying prone in the Europan submarine, nominally a two-person craft with just enough room for a third occupant to squeeze into the passage behind them. The Manta, they had nicknamed it, on the principle that if an old ice mole deserved a name, so did an old submarine—doing what the Old Mole couldn’t do, for the ice miner had served its main purpose as soon as it had cut its way into Amalthea’s interior.
The Manta was swimming upside down with respect to Amalthea’s center, its ventral surfaces skimming along only a meter from the rind of ice. The teeming biota of Amalthea’s “arctic” seas—or at least a good and lively sample of it—was spread before them, brightly illuminated by the sub’s spotlights, separated from them only by the thin clear polyglas of the sub’s bubble. The white light was quickly diffused in water so thick with living particles—all of them eating or being eaten—that it resembled a thin broth. The darting, teeming schools of transparent krill were a shifting veil of rainbows in the beams of the floodlights.
The men in the sub used magnifying optics to examine the creatures on something closer to their own scale. The medusas were like many of the myriad species of jellyfish that swarm through all the seas of Earth, pulsing with strips of colored light. The creatures Forster called “krill” were shrimp-like, multi-legged little beings with flat tails and hard transparent shells which left their pulsing circulatory systems visible. Whenever the submarine’s lights were directed toward them they swam frantically away—behavior that was easy enough to understand, given that a boiling “sun” was visible as a hot point of light many kilometers down in the murky depths and that the foodstuff of the krill lay in the opposite direction.
“What was that?” Blake said suddenly.
“Ventris, we have new visitors,” said Forster. “Something bigger than anything we’ve seen yet.”
“Looked like a squid,” said Blake. “There’s another … a bunch of them. I’m rolling the Manta.”
The submarine flapped its wings and made a lazy half roll in the soupy water. The dark waters came alive with flickering, glowing life. Uncountable multi-tentacled, torpedo-shaped creatures danced in synchrony beneath them, none of them bigger than a human hand, but packed together in an immense school that darted and turned like a single organism. Each translucent, silvery animal was bright with turquoise beads of bioluminescence; together they formed a blue banner in the dark.
“They’re diving again,” Blake said.
“We’ll follow them, Ventris,” Forster said into the sonarlink. “I’ll worry about specimens later.”
Blake pushed the Manta’s diving controls forward and the sub put its transparent nose down. Flexible wings rippled, driving the craft deeper into darkness.
The Manta was a well-used sub, not as old as the Old Mole but based on vintage technology. Its passengers rested in an Earth-normal pressure regime of mixed oxygen and nitrogen. The sub carried liquid nitrogen in pressurized tanks and got its oxygen from the water, but while its oxygen-exchange mechanisms—its “gills”—were efficient enough at constant depths, the craft needed time to adjust internal working pressures to constantly changing external pressures.
And the pressures on little Amalthea, while they didn’t change as rapidly as they did on big Europa (or on bigger Earth), nevertheless mounted swiftly toward impressive numbers. At the surface, a person in a spacesuit weighed a gram or two, and the pressure was zero, a near-perfect vacuum. At the moon’s core the same person would weigh nothing at all—but the pressure of the overlying column of water would have increased to several hundred thousand kilograms per square centimeter.
Blake, frustrated, couldn’t keep up with the rapidly descending school of exo-squid. The Manta’s alarm hooter went off before he’d descended four kilometers: Do not attempt to exceed the present depth until the gill manifold has been recharged, the sub’s pleasant but firm robot voice instructed him.
Blake let the Manta level itself. They could do nothing but wait while the artificial enzyme mixture in the sub’s gill manifold was enriched. Outside the craft swam a menagerie of weird creatures, resembling several new species of luridly colored medusas and jellyfish and glassy ctenophores. A fish with a mouth bigger than its stomach drifted past, peering hungrily in at them with eyes as big as golf balls.
“They’re coming back,” Forster said.
“Sir?” Blake was paying attention to the instruments, not to the view through the bubble.
“Unfortunately we have a poor image up here,” said Walsh on the sonarlink. “Can you tell us what you are observing?”
“The squid. It’s almost as if they’re waiting for us,” Forster said. “The way they dance, you’d think they were laughing at us.”
“That’s your mood talking, sir,” said Blake, smiling.
“Perhaps we’re thinking alike.”
Blake gave the professor a strange look. “You and them?”
Forster didn’t elaborate.
Blake watched the rippling sheet of blue light half a kilometer below them, undulating as if in a lazy current, a sheet made of a thousand little vector-arrows, a thousand tentacled projectiles.
You may proceed to depth, said the sub’s voice, and a tone sounded, indicating it was safe to descend. Blake pushed the controls forward. Instantly the school of fiery creatures peeled away, diving toward the bright nebulosity that lay at Amalthea’s center.
The water was less clouded with nutrients here, but hazy with rising bubbles. The Manta was diving against a lazy upward flow of bubbles.
“Outside temperature’s going up fast,” Blake said.
The core object, though still at a great distance, was more than a blur of light; it was a pulsing white sphere, too bright to look upon directly, a miniature sun in watery black space.
The hooter sounded again. The pressure was approaching a tonne per square centimeter. Do not attempt to exceed the present depth until…
“Yeah, yeah,” Blake grumbled, taking his hands away from the controls. They waited longer this time, while the oxygen from the sub’s gills dissolved in the large volume of fluid in its circulatory system.
“I say, they’re doing it again,” Forster exclaimed. Again the school of squid appeared to be waiting for them, wheeling and darting at a constant depth almost a kilometer below. Forster’s voice was as excited as a boy’s. “Do you think they’re trying to communicate?”
“Not much sign of that,” said Blake, playing the skeptic.
You may proceed to depth, said the sub. The tone sounded, and they dived.
The water around them was thick with bubbles now, microscopic spheres streaming past in the millions, and big wobbling spheroids that looked alive. The school of squid swam away below, sliding off to the right as it dived.
“Those bubbles are hot,” said Blake.
“They’re full of steam,” the professor said. “Rising in columns. The squid are avoiding this one—we’d better do the same before our gills cook.”
The Manta flapped its wide wings and slid off to the right, following the invisible wake of the glowing squid. Suddenly they were in still, cool water.
Beneath them, the hot core had grown to the apparent size of the sun seen from Earth—too bright to look at directly, without the viewport adjusted to filter the light. Streams of bright bubbles were flowing slowly away from Amalthea’s white core in serpentine columns, radiating symmetrically away from the region of maximum pressure, reaching steadily upward in every direction toward the moon’s surface.
“I’ll bet there’s a geyser at the top of every one of those,” said Blake.
“Bet not taken,” said the professor, who had noted the regular geometry of the bubble streams. “I’d say you’re right.”
Amber lights glowed on the panel beneath the spherical window. In a reasonable voice the sub said, Please exercise caution. You are approaching the absolute pressure limit.
The inner polyglas hull of the Manta, in which they rode in comfortable Earth-normal conditions, was nearing the point where it would implode from the crushing pressure of the water.
“This is about as close as we’re going to get,” said Blake.
“We’ll break off now,” Forster ordered. “We’ll get what we can in the way of images. On the way up, stop long enough to let me take water samples every five hundred meters.”
“Right,” said Blake. His hands flexed on the controls—
—but the professor reached to touch him, his dry fingers lying gently on Blake’s, commanding him to be still. “A moment more. Just a moment.”
Blake waited patiently, trying to imagine what was going through Forster’s mind. The professor had come tantalizingly near the object of his decades-long search, but still it kept its distance, if only for a little while longer.
Forster listened to the sounds that came through the hull, broadcast on the sub’s sonar: the squeaky fizz of billions of pinpoint bubbles boiling off the hot core, the liquid slither and plash of bigger bubbles colliding and joining together. Almost overwhelming these inanimate sounds were the skirring and chittering of masses of animal life in this spaceborne aquarium, this vast dark globe of water rich in the nutrients of a terrestrial planet’s oceans.
There were patterns in the cries of life, mindless patterns of busy noise that marked feeding and migration and reproduction—and bolder patterns as well?
The school of squid still waited below, swirling and diving and soaring and darting; the thousand wriggling creatures sang as they swam, in rhythmic birdlike chorus. Beneath the soprano choir a deep bass boomed with studied deliberation, like the slow ringing of a temple bell in the tropical night.
As Forster listened, he imagined that he knew what the booming was … that the core itself was calling him.
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Here it came: a hemisphere bulging with mountains of orange sulfur, flooded with red sulfur lava, wind-swept with yellow sulfur dust, pitted with burned black sulfur cinders, drifted with white sulfur frost…
The first humans to see Io, in reconstructed video data sent back by Voyager 1, had called it a “pizza pie.” What would it have been called if those first observers had lived not on the outskirts of Los Angeles but in Moscow or Sao Paolo or Delhi?
Or seen it as Randolph Mays and Marianne Mitchell were seeing it now…? The videoplate of their tin can capsule showed the fast-approaching moon in real time, at the same angular spread as if they’d been looking out the hatch with their own eyes. Io did not look much like a pizza pie to Marianne. It looked like hell frozen over; not counting the insides of various spaceships, it was the ugliest thing she had seen in her travels yet. But Io’s ugliness was so bold and wild, its elemental forces so immodestly displayed, that she found it almost arousing.
She was glad she’d let Randolph bully her into this—literally canned!—tourist adventure. She smiled and let her eyes wander from the ruddy moon. Her gaze lingered fondly on his craggy looks.
He seemed lost in thought, his own eyes not focused on the landscape of Io but somewhere infinitely far beyond.
A voice she had learned to regard as background noise interrupted her thoughts: “Four active volcanos are visible from the current range and position of your Moon Cruiser, with plumes ranging from thirty to over two hundred kilometers in altitude…”
Mays managed to keep his inner concentration even when the robot voice of the capsule chimed in with one of its periodic sightseeing lectures. He was like a Zen monk, sitting calmly, thinking nothing, knowing nothing but the incoming and outgoing of his breath.
“…the most easily visible in the lower right quadrant of your screen, near the terminator. Observe the umbrella-shaped plume of material, ejected from the vent at a velocity approaching one kilometer per second, more than a third of Io’s escape velocity. If you wish to see the larger globe of crystallized gases surrounding the volcano’s inner solid plume, tune your videoplate to the ultraviolet spectrum…”
Now their capsule was approaching Io so fast that their movement toward it was perceptible. What had been a detailed and fascinating but still-distant landscape took on a new dimension; Marianne was reminded of her visit to the Grand Canyon on Earth, standing at an overlook, admiring distant vistas of buttes and mesas, when suddenly the gravel beneath her foot slipped and carried her a few inches toward the edge…
She was seized with terror. “Randolph, we’re falling!”
“Mm, what’s that, dear?”
“Something’s wrong! We’re falling right into it … into that volcano!”
Mays suppressed a smile. “If for a moment you can tear your eyes away from our impending doom, let me switch to the schematic.”
Idealized graphics replaced the more immediate reality on the screen. He tapped the controls, adjusting the scale to include the surface of Io.
The green line of their planned trajectory brought them to within three hundred kilometers of the surface of Io. At this scale the blue line of their actual track could have deviated from the green line by no more than the width of a pixel or two, for it was still identical.
Their velocity was impressive, however—the blue line crept along the green at several millimeters per second. And still Marianne’s heart was pounding; she couldn’t get her breath.
“We’re falling, you might say,” Mays conceded. “But we’re falling past the volcano, not into it. We’re falling past the surface of the moon. And then, of course, we’ll be falling toward Jupiter.” He enlarged the scale of the graphic swiftly—the familiar green ellipsoid was still there where it had been, looping around and eventually back toward Ganymede. “With any luck, we’ll miss it, too.” He smiled at her, and it was a smile with enough warmth in it to be what she needed, truly comforting.
Marianne studied the graphic as if her life depended on it. Her pulse slowed; she could feel the tension draining away. “I’m sorry, Randolph,” she said weakly.
“No need to apologize. Such a rapidly changing perspective is frightening indeed.”
“It’s just that … it’s clear enough when it’s explained to me, but I feel… I think I should have done my homework.”
“Indeed, intuitive physics is usually wrong”—he emitted his history professor’s throaty chuckle—“as Aristotle repeatedly demonstrated.”
She didn’t think it was all that funny, but she forced herself to smile. “We can turn the picture back on now. I’ll try to overcome my … intuition.”
She switched back to realtime. The picture was strikingly different. Gripped by Io’s gravity, they were falling now at 60,000 kilometers per hour, an astonishing speed this close to a fixed surface. Her facial muscles tightened, but she held her smile and made herself watch.
The volcano’s copious outpouring was as dark and as fluid as blood, a translucent mound of soft red spreading outward from the dark vent at its center in a symmetry that was almost voluptuous. Their capsule was a missile homing on the center of the plume’s creased pillow, which swelled as if to take them in. All around them rose soft mountains the color of flesh.
Then everything curved away, dropped away.
The voice of the capsule said, “Your Moon Cruiser’s videoplate field of view is no longer selecting the surface of Io. If you wish to continue viewing Io, you may easily adjust your viewpoint by selecting ‘autotrack’ on your video console.”
“No thank you,” Marianne said softly.
“It’s all going into memory,” Mays said. “We can play it back later if you’d like. When we’re well away.”
“Randolph,” she said, in a voice that was low, almost angry, “can’t we get out of these stupid suits? I want you to hold me.” She didn’t wait for his answer before slapping at the clasps of her harness to free herself from her acceleration couch.
He said nothing, but he followed her example. By the time he’d released his harness she was out of her suit; she helped him get out of his, kneeling on top of him in his couch, as weightless as he was.
She helped him catch up; then she continued with the rest of her clothes. Before long they were both tumbling naked in the feeble light of the screen, the dark and supple young woman, the hard-muscled, odd-angled, definitely older man.
In her urgency she paid no attention to the faint rumble of the capsule’s maneuvering system. Since she had done no homework, and currently had no interest in schematics, she had no way of knowing that the trajectory program had scheduled no course adjustment for this moment.
 
“It’s happening,” said Sparta. Ever since Mays and Marianne had launched for Io, Sparta had haunted the firefly darkness of the AJE, the Space Board’s Automated Jupiter Environment traffic control center, whose green screens and trembling sensors tracked every craft in Jupiter space.
“What is happening, Inspector?” demanded a young German controller, her white-blond crew cut as square and shiny as the epaulets on her blue uniform. With audible contempt the controller said, “No alteration in the trajectory of the tourist canister is visible.”
Not to you, thought Sparta, but she said only, “While you’re watching and waiting, I’m putting our cutter on alert.”
Five minutes later the controller finally noticed a tiny discrepancy in the Moon Cruiser’s course, as yet within the limits of uncertainty of the tracking system; meanwhile Sparta took a call on her personal link.
“Awkward moment, Ellen,” the commander growled at her.
“Sorry, sir,” she said cheerfully. “Catch you in the john?”
“Caught me as I was recording a smuggling operation going down at Von Frisch’s place. Now I’ll have to leave it to the locals.”
“All the better for Space Board public relations. I need your chop for the cutter to get me to Amalthea, ASAP. I’ve already got the crew hopping and a shuttle standing by to get me up there.”
“All right, I’ll confirm your arrangements. Mind telling me what’s happening anyway? Case anyone I answer to wants to know?”
“Looks like Mays could be making a move.”
“What? Never mind, I’ll be with you in half an hour.”
“Better that you stay on Ganymede, sir. Cover our rear.”
He laughed. “All I’m good for in my old age.” He sounded uncharacteristically weary.
“Cheer up, boss. The war’s not over yet.”
 
In the Moon Cruiser, time passed unnoticed.
“You’re not sleeping,” Marianne whispered fiercely.
Mays opened his eyes. “On the contrary, dear,” he said, only slightly less energetically than usual. “You invigorate me.”
“And certainly you don’t think I’m done with you yet.”
“Oh I certainly … hope not.” He hesitated. “But I’m selfish. I like to mix my pleasures.”
“Sounds interesting.” Her words were halfway between a purr and a growl.
“Yes. I mean, we wouldn’t want to miss our view of Europa—we’ll be approaching it within the hour”—he hurried on as he saw the cool shock on her face—“and I do want to savor you at leisure.”
Her expression softened again. He wasn’t pushing her away, but she realized she really would have to make some allowance for his … maturity. “But do we have to put our clothes back on? Is there any reason we have to wear those smelly things in this perfectly cozy little steel container?”
He looked at her in warm Jupiter-light from the viewscreen, at her grainless skin and supple curves and glossy black hair floating weightless, and then at his own body, nobbed and irregularly textured. “There is no reason for you to do so, but unfortunately my appearance…”
“I want to look at you.”
“I don’t want to look at me. I gangle. I am too long-limbed to avoid seeing at least some part of myself every time I move.” He plucked his floating trousers from the air and began to struggle into them.
Marianne watched a moment, then sighed expressively and reached for her jumpsuit. “I guess I have to get dressed too. I refuse to be held at a disadvantage. Even a symbolic one.”
“Wait ’til after Europa, dear.”
Her ardor had cooled, and she said nothing more until she was fully dressed. For his part, Mays seemed once more lost in thought. Marianne floated toward her acceleration couch, not eager to strap herself in again, and looked at the huge curve of Jupiter against the field of stars on the videoplate.
She studied it more closely, and a tiny crease formed in her brow. “Randolph, you said Europa in an hour. Shouldn’t it be visible on the screen?”
“Why yes, certainly…” He flinched as he studied the screen. Jupiter was there, but none of its moons were evident. Without a word, he switched the image to the flight-path schematic.
“My God, this can’t be right.”
Since shortly after they had left Io, the blue line of their path through space had been steadily diverging from the green line planned for them. The angle was small, but their velocity was large—and growing larger. They were no longer headed away from Jupiter, outward to Europa, but instead were spiraling lazily inward toward the huge planet.
“There was no warning! How could there be no warning!” Mays’s voice was rich with outrage.
The capsule’s robot voice chose the moment to speak up. “Please relax and prepare for the next thrilling episode in your Jovian excursion. Your Moon Cruiser is about to fly past the world of buried oceans—Europa!”
Marianne was staring at the schematic. “Randolph, we’re falling right into Jupiter.”
“We’ve got lots of time before that happens,” Mays said. “And it needn’t, if I can get to this machine’s control circuitry. This is all probably a pretty simple thing. But…” His voice faded out abruptly, as if he’d been about to say more than he should have.
“Tell me what you were going to say,” she said. She looked at him steadily, full of courage.
“Well, we’re already in the radiation belt. Even if I can correct our course, we will … absorb a very large dose.”
“We may die,” she said.
He said nothing. He was thinking of other things.
“Don’t give out on me, Randolph,” she commanded. “I don’t intend to die until I have to. You either—I won’t let you.”
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“Manta, come in please.”
The Manta had disappeared from the bright screens on the flight deck of the Michael Ventris. The sonar channels gave out nothing but the deep throbbing of the core, underscoring the watery sounds the crew had grown used to.
“Professor Forster. Blake. Please respond.” When there was no reply, Josepha Walsh turned to the others and said, almost casually, “We’ve lost them in the thermal turbulence. Not unexpected.” The tension in her voice was barely a notch above business-as-usual.
Tony Groves was sitting in at McNeil’s engineering console; McNeil and Hawkins had come into the flight deck still in their spacesuits, helmets loose, to follow the progress of the Manta on the high resolution screens. They matched the captain’s mood—alert, serious, but not alarmed. They’d heard Blake’s and the professor’s descriptions as they dove, seen the fitfully transmitted images from the old sub, read the sonar data. They knew the core was shielded from their sonar probing, and that at any rate communication with the Manta might be difficult in the vicinity of its boiling surface. There seemed no good reason to fear mishap.
“At any rate, the last message was they were coming up. Angus, you and Bill might as well head for the lock; it can’t be long before…”
A sudden loud wailing from the radiolink interrupted her.
We are receiving an emergency signal. A space vessel is in distress, the ship’s urgent, dispassionate computer voice announced. Repeat. We are receiving an emergency signal. A space vessel is in distress.
“Acknowledged,” Jo Walsh told the computer. “Vector coordinates on graphics, please.”
The big video screen switched to a map of near space. The distressed craft was seen creeping in from screen left, on a projected course that was bringing it into the lee of Amalthea—where, it appeared, it was on a collision course with the moon.
“I’d give it three hours to get here,” said Groves.
“And who the hell would that be?” demanded McNeil. “Nobody could have got this close without sector I.D.”
“Computer, can you identify the distressed vessel?” Walsh asked calmly.
The vessel is an automated tour capsule, registry AMT 476, Rising Moon Enterprises, Ganymede Base, presently off its pre-set course…
“You don’t say,” Groves muttered.
The vessel does not respond to attempted radio contact, said the computer.
“Silly question perhaps, but are we sure it’s occupied?” Blake demanded.
“Computer, can you confirm that the capsule is occupied?”
According to manifest the vessel is occupied by two passengers: Mitchell, Marianne; Mays, Randolph.
McNeil looked at Groves and before he could help himself, he laughed a half-embarrassed laugh. Groves nodded knowingly.
Bill Hawkins looked at him in shocked disapproval. “They’ve been in the radiation belt for hours! In a minimally shielded … canister. We’ll be lucky to reach them alive!”
“My apologies,” McNeil said. “But Mays—what an extraordinary man! What gall!”
“What the hell are you going on about, McNeil?” Hawkins yelled at him.
“Later, gentlemen,” said Walsh. “We’ll have to see to them.”
“What do you want to do, Jo?” asked Groves.
“You guys jettison the hold, along with everything loose. I’ll need you with me, Tony, to run the trajectories.”
“All right, but what then?”
“Stripped, this ship’s got the delta-vees to cut a low orbit around Jupiter, match orbits with the capsule, take them aboard. Reach them in under three hours, do another go around, get back into the shadow in maybe another four, with maneuvers—before we take too many rads.”
“We’ve got a duty to a vessel in distress—but we’ve got a duty to the mission as well,” said McNeil reluctantly. “If we use all that fuel to rescue them, we’ll be stranding ourselves here.”
“What the hell are you talking…?” Hawkins interjected again, his clear English skin turning bright red.
“No excuse, Angus,” said Walsh, cutting Hawkins off firmly. “The Space Board will take us off. Before then, a few hours in radiological clean-up should do for us.”
“For us, maybe,” said McNeil, persisting. “What about them?”
Groves said, “He has a point. Add three hours to their exposure, even partially shielded, and they’ll be pushing the limit. We’ve got the delta-vees to do what you suggest, Captain,” Groves added quietly, “but not enough time.”
“We’re wasting what time we’ve got, talking,” Walsh said. She ran her hand through her brush-cut red hair; others had long ago learned to read this unconscious gesture as her way of displacing anxiety when she needed to concentrate. “We do it my way unless you’ve got a better idea.”
“One idea, anyway,” said Groves. “That capsule is incoming with about three hundred meters per second delta with respect to Amalthea. If it’s as well-aimed as it appears to be…”
“Yes?”
“Let it crash.”
“What!” Hawkins was quick to react. “Let them die…?”
“Oh, do be quiet, Hawkins,” Walsh snapped at him. Like the others, she had responded to the navigator’s suggestion with thoughtful silence.
“Listen, Walsh… Captain Walsh… I insist…”
“Hawkins, we’re not going to let them die. Now either keep quiet or leave the flight deck.”
Hawkins finally perceived that the others knew something he didn’t and wanted silence in which to think about it. He shrank back into a corner.
“The sublimed ice is about ten meters deep,” said McNeil. “That will take up some energy.”
“Yes, that’s a plus. Given the snow density—what’s your guess, maybe point four gee-cee?—and their inertia”—Groves was bent over the navigator’s board, tapping keys—“they should experience instantaneous deceleration of … oh, about forty gees. We’ll have to look up the specs, but it’s my impression those Moon Cruisers are built to maintain structural integrity well beyond that.”
“And the people inside?” Walsh asked.
“Tied in properly … they can survive it.”
“Assuming they’re eyeballs-in,” McNeil added. The engineer seemed almost diffident. “Should they have the unfortunate luck to come in upside down…” He left the rest unsaid.
“Right,” said Walsh. “We’d better have a look through the telescope.”
Groves addressed himself to the console, releasing the optical telescope from its tracking function, re-orienting it according to the computer’s coordinates for the incoming capsule. The fuzzy image of the gray tubular capsule with its belt of fuel tanks and its single little rocket motor came up on the big videoplate; at this distance it appeared to be motionless against the limb of Jupiter.
The people on the flight deck studied the image in silence.
“Remarkable,” said Jo Walsh.
“Now is that luck? Or is that luck?” asked McNeil.
“I think the answer is no both times,” Groves said dryly.
Hawkins could stand it no more and broke his silence. “What is everyone clucking about?”
McNeil explained. The apparently disabled capsule was oriented so that its rocket engine was perfectly aligned to brake its fall onto Amalthea. Even without the help of a retrorocket, the capsule was in the ideal attitude for a crash landing.
“This looks less like an accident than it did two minutes ago,” Jo Walsh said.
“Talk about party crashers; this Mays fellow takes the cake,” Groves said.
“You mean they planned to land here?” Hawkins said, wiping his blond hair, slick with perspiration, away from his staring eyes.
“Not that it makes much of a practical difference,” said McNeil jovially. “Whether they understand it or not, they’ll have taken damn near a lethal dose of rads by the time they arrive—we’ve no choice but to take them under our wing.”
“All right, Tony, you’ve got your way,” said Walsh. “We’ll let them hit and pick up the pieces later.”
“Let’s just hope they don’t hit on top of us,” Groves said brightly, ever the pixie.
“Now that really would be pushing coincidence into the realm of the supernatural, wouldn’t it?” But Walsh’s riposte landed more heavily than she’d intended—no one laughed.
 
Three hours passed. The timing was lousy: the disabled capsule was incoming on the sidescreen, the Manta was upcoming on the main screen. But Walsh was a cool head who’d handled many a more complex emergency.
She figured Professor Forster and Blake Redfield could fend for themselves. Hawkins and McNeil were already suited up, standing by to rescue the passengers in the capsule when it hit. Groves stayed with her on the flight deck to help her keep track of everything and everybody.
The capsule arrived first.
 
Silence right to the end, too fast to follow by eye, it arrived in a flash of orange light and a hemispherical cloud of vapor.
“Ouch,” said Tony Groves. Walsh just gave him a look, which they both knew meant, let’s hope you didn’t screw up the calculations.
Within seconds, Hawkins and McNeil were out the Ventris’s airlock and jetting over the misty landscape toward the impact site.
“God, they hit fast. Did you see rocket flare?” Hawkins asked, his throat tight. “You think they had time to brake?”
“Too quick for my eyes,” McNeil replied. He was reluctant to say that there had been no retrorocket flare. “They could have been lucky. People have survived peak gees of sixty, seventy, even more.” Survived, if you could call it that…
The point of impact wasn’t hard to find even by eye, for the crash had blown a huge hole in the mist and, like a giant smoke ring, a rolling donut-shaped cloud of weightless vapor held its shape and position over a shallow crater in the ice. In the exact center of the wide bowl, wreathed in steam, was the capsule, rapidly cooling but still glowing from impact.
“Are you all right in there?” Hawkins was shouting into his suitcomm, as if they could somehow hear him better the closer he got and the louder he yelled. “Marianne, can you hear me? Mays?” He flew like an arrow toward the upright capsule.
“Careful, don’t touch it until the temperature’s manageable,” said McNeil. “You’ll burn your gloves off.”
“Wha … oh.” Hawkins drew back just in time. “They could be dying in there!”
“Get hold of yourself, Bill. If you blow the hatch and they haven’t got suit pressure, you’ll finish them.”
In his frustration, Hawkins hovered beside the steaming capsule and banged on its hatch with the butt of the heavy laser drill he’d brought along. The suitcomm brought them no sign of life inside.
Walsh’s voice sounded in their helmets. “What’s the situation there, Angus?”
“The capsule seems to be intact, but we haven’t established contact with the people inside.”
“What do we do?” Bill Hawkins cried in anguish.
“Dump the rocket and tanks and bring the whole thing back to the Ventris and shove it into the equipment bay,” Walsh ordered.
By now the Moon Cruiser had cooled to black and the mist was rising. McNeil showed Hawkins how to trip the latches that fastened the strap-on fuel tanks and rocket motor to the capsule; they kept their distance as the explosive bolts blew the propulsion rig loose.
Even with their suit maneuvering rockets on full, it took several seconds before the two men could get the big canister to move. Their helmet beams sent odd shafts through the fog as McNeil and Hawkins grappled with it; finally it rose reluctantly from the steaming fumarole it had blasted in the middle of the ice.
The strange flying assemblage, two white-suited astronauts holding a burned and blackened wreck between them, came through the mist like something from a ruined Baroque ceiling, a mockery of apotheosis. The lights of the far-off Ventris beckoned them through the white limbo.
The big ship’s equipment bay doors were split wide open. With the Manta still somewhere underwater and the Old Mole parked out on the ice, there was more than enough room inside for the battered Moon Cruiser. Groves had left the bridge and was on hand to help the others wrestle the capsule into the hold. Motors spun in dead silence and the clam-shell hold slowly resealed itself. Valves popped and air poured into the hold, imperceptibly at first, then with a whisper, then in a hissing crescendo.
The men tore their face plates open.
“Inside, inside. Get a reaction wrench on those.”
“Watch out, those are explosive bolts—”
“Careful, Hawkins!”
“—let me disarm them before you blow my head off.”
The Moon Cruiser’s hatch pulled away. Hawkins got his head inside first. He found two bodies, completely limp. Inside their helmets, their faces were black and their staring eyes were full of blood.
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Angus McNeil, designated ship’s doctor, found himself rigging two life-support systems in the ship’s tiny gym, which doubled as the clinic. Bill Hawkins, still wearing his sweat-stinking spacesuit, glued himself to a monitor screen in the wardroom, watching McNeil work, until Jo Walsh finally talked him into getting out of his suit and into fresh clothes.
Tony Groves was staying out of Hawkins’s way. Hawkins blamed Groves for what had happened—he’d persuaded the captain to let them crash—and for that matter, Groves blamed himself.
Force against duration, that was the critical curve, and Groves thought he’d blown it. The fluffy sublimed stuff on the moon’s surface hadn’t been deep enough; the underlying ice had been too hard; the capsule had stopped too fast. Worst of all, the retrorocket hadn’t fired. The cynical faith that Groves and McNeil had expressed—that Mays had planned it all, that he knew exactly what he was doing—had apparently been misplaced.
Hawkins, meanwhile, was driving himself into ecstasies of despair. Unable to help or even get close to the clinic, given the cramped quarters, he was calling up the entries under “kinetic trauma” from the wardroom’s library, trying to make himself an expert.
Case histories, garnered from accident reports in over a century’s worth of space travel, made grim reading: “Onset of 8,500 gees per second averaged to 96 gees in an exposure lasting 0.192 seconds was fatal within 4 hours with massive gross pathology… The 8,500-gee per second rise time to 96 peak is 0.011 second, corresponding to 23 Hertz, which excites whole-body resonance… Orientation of impact force applied to the body relates to axes of internal organ displacements, hydraulic pressure pulsation in blood vessels, and interaction of head, thorax and pelvic masses between spinal couplings…”
Mays had gotten the worst of it, with a broken neck and lower spine and a severed spinal cord. Marianne, lighter, younger—and shorter—therefore less massive and more flexible, had broken no bones. But her internal organs had suffered as Mays’s had, having been subjected to “whole-body resonance.”
Hawkins couldn’t bring himself to care if Mays died. But Marianne’s death would desolate him, and for that he would blame himself.
 
The Manta was coming up from below. Once clear of the boiling core and its turbulence, with communication between the Ventris and the Manta restored, Blake and the professor had been able to monitor events overhead.
The submarine rose from the seething surface of Amalthea and made its way unaided through the cloying mists of the vacuum, using short bursts of its auxiliary rockets, to the hold of the Ventris. They managed to dock the awkward little makeshift spacecraft—which had never been intended to be one for more than a few seconds at a time—without incident. Through the mists, the copper sky above the Ventris held a bright new object, a Space Board cutter keeping station in Amalthea’s wake.
Blake and Forster got through the equipment bay airlock in time to hear the announcement from the ship’s computer over the intercom: CWSS 9, Board of Space Control, now holding in orbit. Inspector Ellen Troy requests permission to board Ventris.
Up on the flight deck, Jo Walsh said, “Permission granted. Advise Inspector Troy to use the main airlock.”
I’m already here, Sparta’s voice on her suitcomm came over the cabin speakers. Outside your door. Any problem coming inside?
“Come aboard,” said Walsh.
Blake and the professor climbed onto the flight deck as Sparta came through the overhead hatch, helmet in hand. “What’s the condition of the casualties?” she asked.
“Not good, Inspector,” said Walsh. “Your timing is excellent, though”—suspiciously excellent, she didn’t bother to add. “We need to get them aboard that cutter of yours and into first-rate medical facilities.”
“Sorry, too late,” said Sparta.
“What do you mean, too late?” Walsh glared at her.
“Cutter’s on its way home.” Sparta nodded toward the navigation flatscreen. At that moment the blip of the cutter brightened and the screen displayed the fast-rising trajectory of the departing ship.
“What’s this all about?” Forster demanded.
“The quarantine of Amalthea is officially ended,” Sparta said to Forster. “We’re on our own here, Professor. I urgently need to have a word with you in private.”
Walsh interrupted him before he could reply. “I don’t know what the politics of this are, but I guess they must be pretty important,” said Walsh, who’d put in tens of thousands of hours on the flight decks of Space Board cutters. “I hope you’re prepared to accept responsibility for the deaths of those two people, Inspector. You’ve sent away their only good chance to survive.”
Sparta faced her old acquaintance, who managed to contain her anger only because her discipline was greater than her pride. “I do take responsibility, Jo. If there’s anything I can do to prevent it, they won’t die.”
 
Inside the makeshift clinic there was barely enough room for both crash victims. Loose straps kept them from floating away from their pallets in the near-zero gravity, although they would not have gotten far, entangled in webs of tubes and wires that monitored heart rhythms, brain rhythms, lung function, circulatory system, nervous system, digestion, chemical and hormonal balances…
On top of damage from torn tissues, broken bones, and displaced internal organs, Mays and Mitchell were suffering from the effects of ionizing radiation absorbed in a lightly shielded capsule during more than eight hours inside Jupiter’s radiation belt. That damage posed more of a problem than fractured bones, ruptured flesh, or severed nerves.
Through tubes of microscopic diameter, pre-packaged molecules entered their bodies to course like emergency vehicles through their bloodstream. Some were natural biochemicals, others were tiny artificial structures, “tailored nanocytes,” that worked not by snipping and pinching and whirring, not like Lilliputian machines, but by lightning catalysis, the complexification and decomplexification of interlocking molecules. Frayed muscles and ligaments and organ flesh, torn nerve fibers, fractured bones were sought out; damaged bits were gobbled away and digested, the waste products scavenged for their constituent molecules; replacements were constructed on site from the sea of balanced nutrients in which they swam by incalculable swarms of natural and artificial proteins and nucleic acids…
Sparta joined them in the clinic and stayed there the whole time, with the PIN spines beneath her fingers extended and inserted into the ports of the machine monitors. Beneath her forehead, the dense tissue of her soul’s eye reviewed the analyses, partly smelling the complex equations that presented themselves for her mental inspection, partly seeing them written out on the screen of her consciousness. From time to time, several times a second, she made subtle adjustments to the chemical recipe.
Six hours passed—less than half a circuit of Jupiter, for Amalthea was less massive now and had gradually moved itself into a higher, slower orbit.
Life-signs monitors went to yellow: the patients were out of danger. They’d be tired and sore when they woke up, and it would take some getting used to the stiffness of their repaired flesh, but in every measurable respect they were well on their way to good health. Sparta had known it before the monitors announced it. She had already gone to the cabin they’d assigned her and was sound asleep, unconscious from exhaustion.
 
Blake was there when she woke up. It was his cabin too.
She was still wearing the velvety black tunic and pants she’d favored since their reunion on Ganymede. In Blake’s eyes she’d always looked sexy, wearing her usual shiny don’t-touch-me suit or even in a spacesuit, a bag of canvas and metal, but these days she was starting to dress like she didn’t mind people thinking so. It was less a surprise than it might have been when she smiled wearily and began taking off her crushed and slept-in clothes.
“What’s it about… Linda?”
Naked now, she sat on the bunk facing him, folding her bare legs into lotus position. “It’s about the Knowledge, and what it really means.” She easily resumed the conversation they’d begun on Ganymede as if no time had passed.
He nodded. “I knew it was something like that.”
“I was never initiated, you know. I was never Free Spirit or Salamander. It’s only from your initiation that I know whatever details I do.”
“I always thought the main thing to know about that was that they really would have let me die—and anybody else who couldn’t get through it.”
“They were looking for supermen,” she said. “But there must have been more to it than pride. Back at the Lodge I spent hours quizzing my father and the commander and the kids on the staff, finding out what they knew of Free Spirit practices, what they had learned of the Knowledge, how they interpreted what they knew. I tried to see if it fit with my own understanding of the Knowledge. I was never taught, you know; they programmed it right into the neurons.”
“That’s what they were trying to wipe out?”
She nodded. “I learned a lot this year, some from other people but most from self-guided deep probes of my own memory. But the most insistent image came from me: a vivid experience I had when I was … crazy. There was a moment in the darkness in the crypt under Kingman’s place, St. Joseph’s Hall—when I looked into the pit—under the ceiling map of Crux. There was a head of Medusa on the stone that covered it.”
“The Goddess as Death. You told me.”
“In a dream I had, my name was Circe. She was Death, too.”
“You still see yourself that way?” he asked carefully.
“We’re many things, Blake, both of us. In the pit, there were scrolls and the chip of Falcon’s reconstruction and a bronze image of the Thunderer, but what I see whenever I think of that moment are the two little skeletons, so delicate—so yellow and old. Infants, identical in size. I knew immediately that they must have been twins. And I knew what they symbolized. Like the king and queen of the alchemists, they were the Heavenly Twins—and the Heavenly Parents—Gold and Silver, the male Sun and the female Moon.”
“Yes, that’s what Salamander say,” Blake said.
She smiled. “I warned you it was a long story.”
“You’re getting to the part I love. The old-book part.”
“All right. The point is that for thousands of years there’s been a cult of Knowledge, using lots of different names to hide its existence. Free Spirit is a pretty recent one, from the 12th or 13th century. And for all those centuries they’ve been busy putting out false knowledge, to screen their precious truth.”
Blake couldn’t restrain himself. “Egyptian, Mesopotamian, Greek mythology, it’s loaded with hints. It’s there right in Herodotus, those tales of the Persian Magi—they were the historical adepts of the Knowledge. And Hermes Trismegistus, those books that were supposedly priestly revelations of the ancient Egyptians but were really Hellenistic fictions concocted by worshippers of the Pancreator to put people off the track. Weren’t they marvelous fantasies though, wonderfully vague and suggestive? Some people still believe that stuff today! And the so-called great religions… Don’t get me started.”
She smiled. “I’ll try not to.”
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was a lie,” he said vehemently. “The original Free Spirit heresy itself—poor people thumbing their noses at the church and getting crucified—but those were just the shock troops. Half the prophetae by night were cardinals and bishops by day.” He paused and saw her smiling at him. He laughed and shook his head. “Sorry. You’re supposed to be telling it.”
“You probably know more details than I do. It was alchemy that intrigued me—all those undecipherable alchemical texts going all the way back to Roman times, senseless either as theory or as practice… But finally I realized it was as if they were refracting real traditions, horrible traditions, through a distorting lens.” She began to recite then, her voice taking on a raspy, menacing monotone:
“Hail beautiful lamp of heaven, shining light of the world. Here thou art united with the moon, here ariseth the bond of Mars, and the conjunction with Mercury… When these three shall have dissolved not into rain water but into mercurial water, into this our blessed gum which dissolves of itself and is named the Sperm of the Philosophers. Now he makes haste to bind and betroth himself to the virgin bride…
 and so on.”
“You’ve figured out what that means?” Blake asked.
“The worst of it, anyway. The cult has been building temple planetariums since Neolithic times—in the alchemical writings the temples are disguised as the alembic, the sealed reaction vessel—and to dedicate the foundations, the adepts of the Knowledge would kill and eat a pair of male and female infants, fraternal twins … children of cult members, if they could get them. The twins were surrogates for the spiritual leader.”
“They would have eaten him instead?”
“Or her,” Sparta replied. “In the end, there was supposed to be only one such person, who would unite in his or her body the male and female principles; it was the task of the highest circle to bring this sacred and magical creature into being. In every age the Free Spirit has tried, using the most advanced crafts of their own times, to create the perfect human being.”
“The Emperor of the Last Days,” said Blake.
“Yes, and you were the first to tell me about the Emperor of the Last Days—that when the Pancreator returned from the farthest reaches of heaven, from the home star in Crux, the Emperor was expected to sacrifice himself—or herself, if she was the Empress—for the sake of the prophetae.”
“Yeah, the Pancreator is some benefactor,” Blake said. “Like the god of the Bible. A Jealous God, who demands death as a down payment.”
Sparta said, “The ancient symbol of the Emperor, this sacred and perfected personality, was the snake devouring itself—with the legend ‘If you have not All, All is Nothing.’”
“All will be well,” Blake murmured.
“They distorted what had once been a reassurance into something sinister. I think the practice of twin sacrifice didn’t stop until the 18th century—when modern science finally started to make an impression on the cult—and it is still echoed in the ritual meals of the knights and elders. The self-sacrifice of the Emperor or Empress, however, is not supposed to be symbolic…”
“But we haven’t heard a peep from the Free Spirit since we squashed the Kon-Tiki mutiny,” Blake said. “We cut the head off that particular snake.”
“They failed because they misinterpreted the Knowledge. When they tried to make me into the Empress, they made plenty of mistakes. I’ve corrected them.”
He studied her, suddenly unnerved. “What you showed me…?”
“I have no intention of sacrificing myself. But Blake, to my own surprise—reviewing everything I’ve been taught and what I’ve learned since—I find that I’ve recovered my belief in the Pancreator. The Pancreator is real. And I think we will soon meet … her, or him, or it.”
“That’s superstition,” he said quietly, growing increasingly uneasy. “We all think we’re going to find remnants of Culture X—it’s an open secret by now. The Pancreator is a myth.”
“I have no truck with the Free Spirit. Don’t worry. But I am still the Empress.” Her smile had an edge, and her eyes gleamed like sapphires. “And you are my twin.”
 
Forster assembled the others in the wardroom.
“Angus, will you please tell us what you found inside the capsule?”
The engineer’s face was as stern as a cop’s at an inquest. “Both the communication and ranging systems were deliberately put out of commission. Someone with a good knowledge of celestial navigation reprogrammed the capsule’s guidance computer to depart from the planned trajectory during close approach to Io…”
“What are you saying, McNeil?” Hawkins interrupted. “That they tried to kill themselves?”
“…specifically in order to rendezvous with Amalthea,” McNeil continued, acknowledging Hawkins’s interruption with a single slow shake of his head. “With the intention of making a soft landing. That part of the rewrite seems to have been a bit miscalculated. On the basis of Doppler input, the main engine did in fact retrofire—unfortunately, a few seconds late to do them any good. They’d already hit the ice.”
Jo Walsh grunted, a sound of reluctant satisfaction. “You were right, Tony.”
“Wish I could take comfort in that, but I can’t,” Groves said. “It was a hard, hard landing.”
“If they were dead now, you’d be calling it more than a hard landing,” Hawkins said angrily.
“No more interruptions,” Forster said sternly, fixing Hawkins with a hot and bristling stare. “Everyone will have a chance to speak. For my part, it’s my opinion that Tony’s initial analysis of the situation was accurate. Mays planned the thing carefully. And even without main-engine retrofire, he and his”—Forster’s glance flickered back to the distraught Hawkins—“no doubt innocent companion survived.”
Hawkins’s face was a study in conflict.
Forster went on hastily. “Josepha, make sure we have complete records, safely stored, of everything that has occurred. Especially everything that Angus found. Check the monitoring functions regularly.”
“Sir.” Walsh was too cool to show surprise. Everything that had happened was recorded; Board of Space Control regulations required it, and the ship’s automated systems virtually prevented anyone from disobeying. Forster evidently expected sabotage.
“It’s my opinion that if Mays’s plan had succeeded, he would have reprogrammed his computer—or perhaps destroyed it, if necessary—and claimed that the crash had been caused by malfunction. He is here for one reason, and that is to spy upon us.” For a moment the professor withdrew into his own thoughts. Then he said, “All right. Let me have your comments.”
“They’re going to wake up within the hour, Professor,” said Groves. “They’ll be hungry and curious and eager to get rid of those tubes and wires and straps. How do you want us to handle the moment when it arrives?”
“We have an impossible job to do, and only a few days in which to do it,” Forster said. “I can think of no way that Sir Randolph Mays, once he is awake and mobile, can be prevented from learning what we learn, almost as fast as we learn it.”
“I suppose we can’t keep them tied up?” McNeil said hopefully.
“Out of the question. I want this clearly understood: no one among us is to behave other than according to the highest dictates of ethics and space law.” He cleared his throat. “We’ll just have to find a way to keep him and his young friend busy.”
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Amalthea was contracting faster now, shedding proportionally more mass as its surface area decreased. The smaller it got, the faster it got smaller.
The oceans of the little moon would have simply boiled away beneath the Michael Ventris if Forster had been willing to wait. But there were too many questions that could never be answered if that extraordinary biosphere were allowed to evaporate into space unobserved. Besides, the professor was an impatient man.
Sparta was at the controls of the diving Manta when they reentered the teeming sea.
“There they are already,” Forster said, surprised. “The animals we met before.”
“They’ve been waiting for you,” Sparta said. “I’ll bet they weren’t happy when you and Blake turned back.”
A school of luminescent “squid” was arrayed in glittering splendor below them, a whole sheet of creatures rippling all together as one, almost as if with pleasure.
Forster raised a bushy eyebrow in her direction. “You seem rather certain of that.”
“She’s right, sir,” Blake said, hunched over in the cramped space behind them. “Listen on the hydrophone.”
Taking Blake’s cue, Sparta adjusted the volume of the external phones until the eerie cries of underwater life engulfed them.
“I’m listening. I’m not a biologist. Could be any school of fish…” Forster’s eager brows twitched. “A strong pattern, though, stronger than before. Not regular, actually, but with important elements repeated. A signal, you think?”
“Encoded in squeaks and whistles,” Sparta said.
“And possibly saying the same thing,” Blake said. “The same as Jupiter’s medusas, I mean.”
“Yes, sir,” said Sparta. “Saying the same thing.”
“‘They have arrived.’” Forster mulled that over for a moment. “I won’t ask you how you know this, Troy…”
“Your analysis will confirm it. When you have time to get to the recordings we’ve made.”
“Things are happening too fast for that to happen—not until we’ve left here.” He looked at her. “You didn’t tell me everything. You’ve known all along what we’re here to find, haven’t you?”
She nodded.
“And today we will find it,” he said, triumphant.
She said nothing, paying attention only to her driving. With powerful beats of its wings the Manta followed the glowing squadrons toward the bright heart of Amalthea. As before, the sub was forced to stop to adjust for depth, but because Amalthea was smaller now, the distance from the surface to the core was well within its absolute pressure limit.
Soon they approached the core.
The core was everywhere bright but not everywhere hot. As they swam closer they saw that the multiple streams of bubbles that radiated in every direction were being generated by complex structures, glowing white towers a kilometer or more high, studding a perfectly mirrored ellipsoid. The light from the near-molten towers—for even through dozens of kilometers of water they blazed brighter than the filaments of an incandescent bulb—was reflected in the curving mirror surface; it was these reflections, as well as their sources, that from a great distance had given the impression of a single glowing object.
“You know what we’ve found, don’t you, Troy?”
“I do.”
“I don’t,” said Blake.
“A spacecraft,” Forster said. “A billion-year-old space-craft. It brought Culture X from their star to ours. They parked it here, in the radiation belts of Jupiter, the most dangerous part of the solar system outside the envelope of the sun itself. And they encased it in a rind of ice thick enough to shield it for as long as it took. They seeded the clouds of Jupiter with life; generations upon generations kept passive watch, for us—never evolving, the cloud ecosystem was too simple for that, but neither was it ever subject to the catastrophic changes of a geologically active planet—until Kon-Tiki revealed that we had evolved ourselves, to a planet-faring species. That we had arrived.” He paused, and upon his young-old face there came an almost mystic rapture. “And now the world-ship awakes, and sheds its icy shell.”
Sparta, privately amused at his rhetoric but careful of his mood, said quietly, “What do you suppose will happen next?”
Forster gave her a bright shrewd eye. “There are many options, aren’t there? Perhaps they will come forth to greet us. Perhaps they will simply say good-bye, having done whatever they came to do. Perhaps they are all dead.”
“Or perhaps they will bring paradise on Earth,” Blake said ironically.
“That’s what that cult of yours teaches, I suppose?”
“It was never my cult,” he said. “Nor hers.”
They fell silent, as the searing core loomed beneath them, growing larger until it filled the field of view. Small by comparison to the bulk that had once surrounded it, the core of Amalthea was still enormous, bigger by far than most asteroids—three times as big as Phobos, the inner moon of Mars. Since their first soundings they had known they were not dealing with a natural object, but the sight of an artifact thirty kilometers in diameter was enough to make even Sparta, who was inured to wonders, grow contemplative.
With her infrared vision Sparta easily read the hot and cold convection currents that flowed over the shining expanse of the ellipsoid, a vista of strong currents and roiling turbulence. Heated to boiling, the columns of water that ascended from the glowing manifolds were marked by whole galaxies of microscopic bubbles, to her vision as bright as quasars. Colder, clearer water descended like purple night around them, feeding the intakes at the bases of the towers.
She steered the Manta away from the heat, letting the relatively cooler water carry the sub downward. Even without her temperature-sensitive vision to guide her, she could have chosen the safe path merely by following the diving school of squid.
There were many such schools near the core, swooping and wheeling about the bases of the great towers, seeming to dart in and out of the mouths of the fiery boilers without harm to themselves.
“I’d like to know what the heat source is,” said Forster. He had to shout over the boom and roar of the boilers, which made the little submarine quiver. “Looks nuclear.”
“Not these structures,” Blake said. “The instruments show no neutrons. No gamma rays. Whatever the heat source locally, it’s not fission or fusion.”
“We’ll have time for that later. Right now I want to find a way in.”
They were still following the squid. “Perhaps our friends will help us,” Sparta said.
The sub came down to within a few meters of the gleaming surface. It showed no sign of plates or rivets, no hint of a seam or even an irregularity. It was perfect. They flew over it with stately wing-flaps as if over a landscape plated with a film of diamond. The horizon was curved as gently as a moon’s, and the black-water sky was spangled with living, darting stars.
“What if we can’t get in?” said Blake.
Forster’s reply was uncharacteristically tentative. “Difficult to imagine anything more … tantalizing than to be locked out of the greatest archaeological find in all history.”
Sparta was silent, almost contemplative, as if nothing that happened could upset or surprise her.
The objective of the school of glittering squid seemed to be a broad, low dome at least a kilometer in circumference. Soon they were over it; far off on the diamond plains stood the great bright towers, evenly spaced in rows around then, catching them in a reticule of shimmering reflection.
Now the school of squid spiraled above them like bright-colored autumn leaves caught up in a whirlwind, soaring into the sky and falling, only to be swept aloft again in the swirling dance. The Manta flapped its way to the middle of the spiral of ascending transparent animals. There below them in the center of the otherwise flawless dome the three submariners saw the first interruption in Amalthea’s perfect surface, a circular hole some two meters across.
“Too small to get in,” said Forster, crestfallen.
Sparta let the Manta settle toward the dark opening, probing it with the sub’s lights. Inside were other bright structures, a tunnel-like opening whose walls were fretted and filigreed in bright metal.
“This doesn’t look artificial,” Forster said, with increasing pessimism.
“Could be a meteor strike,” Blake said brightly, leaning forward to peer between their heads at the opening below.
“Mighty lucky hit,” said Sparta. “Awfully round hole, wouldn’t you say?”
“Big meteors always produce circular holes, unless they strike very glancing blows.” It was as if Blake wanted to convince them of the worst.
“I doubt that a meteor would make a round hole in this material,” Sparta said, “This is the same stuff as the Martian plaque.”
“But look at the edges,” Blake persisted. “You can see there’s been an explosion of some kind.”
“I don’t think so. That etching looks too intricate to have been done by an explosion.”
Forster cleared his throat with a growl. “What do you think it is, Troy?”
“I think they left the door open for us.”
“They? This is a machine,” Forster exclaimed hoarsely. “A billion-year-old machine.”
She nodded. “A very smart one.”
“You think it’s programmed to let us in?” He was transparent; he wanted her to tell him what he wanted to believe.
She nodded again, obliging him at least partly. If he wanted her to say that they were still inside, however, she would have to disappoint him.
Sparta studied the interior of the round hole and its scalloped and serrated surfaces; she fixed it in memory and then, for an imperceptible moment—
—she fell into a trance, into a mathematical space of unpicturable dimensions where no real-world sensations penetrated—only the chittering squeaks of the squid, still echoing inside her head. Her soul’s eye performed the analysis and the computation and suddenly she saw how the thing worked. Her eyes flickered—
—and she was back in the strangely lit underwater world—partly bright, partly dark, partly cold, partly hot. The Manta bobbed sensuously in the dark water. Without bothering to explain herself to Blake or the professor, Sparta manipulated the Manta’s waldos, brushing its sensitive titanium fingers along the complex inner surface of the cylindrical hole, brushing and stroking the textures that could as easily have been melted slag or fine jewelry by their appearance but were really something as straightforward and purposeful as a mathematical constant, like the written-out expansion of pi.
“Something’s happening,” said the professor.
“I don’t see anything,” Blake said. “Or hear anything.”
“I feel it—I mean, somehow I sense it.” Forster’s eyes widened. “Look there, what’s that?”
The low dome over which they hovered seemed somehow less adamantine, less perfect in its reflection of boiling incandescent towers.
“It’s brighter here,” he said excitedly.
“Really?” Sparta’s voice was teasing.
“The ground—I mean the hull, or whatever it is—it’s glowing.”
“The instruments don’t show any increase in temperature,” said Blake.
“I didn’t say … look at that!” Forster scooted himself forward and practically shoved his nose against the Manta’s polyglas window. “I can see right through it!”
For indeed the low dome had begun to glow, like an immense light fixture on a very slow rheostat; the whole surface of the bulge in the diamond moon was a rosy pink, as of a soft neon sign. But it swiftly grew brighter, and suddenly what had appeared to be a solid—an opaque, polished metal surface—had become as transparent as lead crystal.
For the first time in several minutes, Jo Walsh’s voice came to them over the sonarlink. “We’re seeing a change in the seismic profile of the core, Professor.”
“What change?” Forster asked.
“Computer can’t make sense of it. But the core’s no longer opaque to sound. It’s uncertain we have the appropriate programs to interpret what we’re seeing…”
“Just record. We’ll analyze later.”
“As you say, sir.”
Forster and Blake and Sparta were staring in wonder, straight through the perfectly clear kilometer-wide dome into a glowing open space, far bigger than Earth’s biggest cathedral.
“It’s an airlock,” said Forster. “Big enough for whole spaceships.”
“Not an airlock, I think,” said Sparta.
“What? Oh, of course … what’s inside isn’t air.”
“How do you suppose they open the hatch?” Blake asked.
As if on cue, the crystal dome beneath them began to melt visibly away. First the lock mechanism immediately below them—which had retained its shape although it had grown as fragile-looking as a spun-sugar sculpture—visibly quivered and dissolved. From the place where it had been, a gossamer gyre peeled off, Fibonacci-like; it was as if the material of the hull had grown thinner, losing layer after layer, faster and faster, down to the final layer of molecules—and then even these had been stripped away.
There was a great inpouring of water. Caught in the turbulence, the Manta tumbled inside, into the liquid arena.
 
A moment later it was all over: the gossamer window reformed overhead, layers of invisibly tiny molecular tiles relaid themselves in reverse order, and—even faster than it had become transparent—the great dome was once more opaque. The last sight that the three in the Manta saw through it, as the submarine tumbled inside in the eddies, was a bright school of squid flashing away in every direction, like a shower of meteors.
Sparta took a moment to stabilize the rolling submarine, orienting the weightless craft with its belly toward the center of Amalthea, the “floor,” and its roof toward the center of the dome, the “ceiling.”
Eerie silence closed on them. The clattering rush and roar of the boiler towers outside had vanished, along with the subsonic phasing that had sounded so like a giant heartbeat. All the sub’s hydrophones picked up was the rhythmic watery fizz of its own respiration.
“Jo, do you read us?” Sparta said into the sonarlink.
She was neither surprised nor concerned when there was no answer. She glanced at Forster, whose shiny face registered excitement but no fear.
“Whatever’s damping the seismic signature of this thing is back in place,” Blake said.
“As long as we’re in here we won’t have any communication with the surface,” said Sparta.
“I expected as much,” said Forster. “Walsh and the rest will know what’s happened. We’ll keep to our prearranged schedule.”
Sparta didn’t think the crew would realize what had happened, but she knew they were disciplined enough not to depart from the mission plan. She glanced at the console. “Outside pressure is dropping rapidly.”
“Good trick,” said Blake.
Forster was surprised. “Must be some rather large pumps at work. But it’s perfectly silent.”
“Rather small pumps, I think,” Sparta said. “Molecular pumps, like a biological cell’s, all over the surface of the lock.”
They were a tiny speck adrift in the center of a huge bowl, smaller than a guppy in a fish tank. A pale blue light, like that a dozen meters below the surface of the tropical seas of Earth, came from the softly glowing walls and floor of the chamber itself. On the roof of the dome, a random scatter of blue-white pinpricks shone more brightly.
While the spectrum did not extend either to the infrared or the ultraviolet, the ubiquitous glow was bright enough to allow Sparta to make out the graceful architecture of the vault. The space was sparsely filled, the shell lavishly decorated with Gaudi-like, apparently melting pilasters and sagging arches, all fretted about with a network of fractal piping, as intricate as the branching alveoli of a mammalian lung.
Blake could see it almost as well as she, and—“Something about this place”—he noticed what she did, although he could not pin down his impression—“looks very … familiar.”
To Sparta—allowing only for severe foreshortening—it was a familiar pattern indeed. “You saw the holos of the Free Spirit temple under Kingman’s place?”
“Yes.”
“Put that in a graphics program and flatten the Z axis about four hundred percent.”
The crypt beneath Kingman’s English manor was built in the high-flying Perpendicular style of the 14th century, while this space bulged outward more extravagantly than the central domes of the Blue Mosque. Yet the architectural elements—the graceful arches, the eight-fold symmetry, the interlocking ribs, the radiating foliate patterns from the central boss overhead—made for a sort of squashed High Gothic.
Forster craned his head to look up through the Manta’s bubble. “And those white lights overhead? Almost like stars.”
“Crux,” she said. “Perhaps they were sentimental. The center of the hatch, where we came in, marks the position of their home star.”
“And directly beneath it, the inner sanctum,” said Blake.
“Yes.” She nodded at Forster. “Directly beneath, sir, is the way in.”
She steered the Manta down into the blue water. The floor beneath was as intricate as a coral reef, encrusted with multi-armed and multi-tentacled creatures. Directly below lay a forest of frozen metallic tentacles, baroquely curled and bent, like the arms of a basket starfish. In the center of the array, where the sea star’s mouth would be, there was a dark opening. Sparta plunged the tiny Manta toward it.
Moments later they were in black water.
Sparta played the searchlights on the roof above; the ovals of light danced away into the distance until they were too diffuse to be visible. The Manta hovered in the midst of a space so vast and dark its light beams reached nothing below it.
“I feel like a spider suspended beneath the dome of St. Peter’s,” said Forster, peering around him in the gloom.
“I didn’t know you were a religious man, Professor.” Sparta’s cool tone did not betray her amusement.
“Oh, well … it’s a very large construction, that’s all I meant.”
“Surely this is exactly what you expected to find? The ship that brought Culture X to our solar system.”
“Yes, certainly. I’ve even argued it in papers that no one seems to have read—or if they did, they thought they were doing me a favor by pretending I hadn’t committed the indiscretion.”
“I recall one in Nature in ’74,” Blake said. “It got some attention.”
“You were hardly old enough to read in ’74,” said Forster.
“I came across it in files later,” Blake said.
Forster admitted he was flattered. “It was rather a good statement of the thesis, wasn’t it? Suppose a civilization wanted to cross interstellar space—how would it attack the problem? I argued that it would build a mobile planetoid—a world-ship I called it—taking perhaps centuries over the task.”
“At least centuries, I should think.” Sparta’s tone of voice subtly encouraged him to keep talking as she nosed the Manta lower into the water below them—crystal clear and utterly devoid of light.
“Since the ship would have to be a self-contained world which could support its inhabitants for generations it would need to be as large as … as this. I wonder how many suns they visited before they found ours and knew that their search was ended?”
“So you guessed all this before we started,” Blake said.
“Oh, not all of it.”
“No?” Sparta glanced at him curiously.
“I never thought they would be sea creatures,” said Forster, his soft voice full of wonder. “Even with all we’ve encountered, the ice and the temporary sea outside—full of life—it never occurred to me that they would live in water. When we came into the inner lock, my first thought was that the vessel had sprung a leak, that all of them were dead and that the melting ice had filled their world-ship with water.”
“What changed your mind?”
“You knew it right away,” he said sharply. “The pressure and temperature in here are like the shallowest seas of Earth.”
“Yes. And like the seas that once covered Mars and Venus,” said Sparta.
“The salt-worlds, that’s what the Martian plaque calls them. We knew that must mean ocean worlds, but we didn’t know how important oceans were to them. Oceans with just the right mix of nutrients to sustain their own kind.”
Something loomed out of the darkness below them, a vast and lacy strutwork of crystalline vaulting. Farther down, according to the Manta’s sonar, there was another smooth shell.
“If I had to guess, I’d say we were inside a hangar,” Blake said. “They must have had smaller ships that could take them down to the planets.
“I wonder if we’ll ever find one of those,” Forster said. “Or did they return here a billion years ago?”
“If this is a hangar, it’s empty except for us,” said Sparta.
“Yes. Too bad.”
“Why too bad, sir?” Blake asked.
“Their wonderful machinery performed on cue. Their myriad animals woke from frozen sleep and did what in their genes they’d been programmed to do. But apparently a few too many million years have passed. On the outside, everything is alive and working. Here in the interior, all is dark and empty.”
Sparta and Blake said nothing, and Forster fell silent, not caring to say more. The Manta glided lazily through the dark water, its blue-white beams picking out structural elements as delicate as fronds of kelp or branches of coral. On every side dark passageways beckoned them to enter labyrinthine corridors; there were too many entrances to make any choice obvious or easy.
“We should start back before we worry the others,” Sparta said.
Forster nodded, still brooding.
She was moved to comfort him. “Just think what you’ll find.”
“Yes, but really, it’s almost too big,” he said wearily. “Not to mention filled with water.”
“Don’t worry, we’ll put everyone to work,” she said.
“How?” He stirred. “I’m not sure I understand.”
“We’ll use them as divers—put them in space suits and ferry them down here, two at a time. The Manta can be flooded, and once we get them here inside the core, the pressure is low enough. A rigid suit can easily stand up to it.” She smiled. “It’s still the greatest archaeological find in history, Professor. Even though it is full of water.”
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“I don’t want to take up space here with yet another description of all the wonders of Amalthea. There have already been enough docu-chips and photograms and maps and learned disquisitions upon the subject—my own bookchip, by the way, will soon be published by Sidgwick, Routledge & Unwin—but what I would like to give you instead is some impression of what it was like to be one of the first humans ever to enter that strange watery world…”
Bill Hawkins turned in his sleep, making himself more comfortable in his loose sleep restraint, and resumed his murmurous dream soliloquy. “Yet I’m sorry to say—I know this sounds hard to believe—that I simply can’t remember what I was feeling when the Europan submarine ejected me into blackness. I suppose I could say that I was so excited and so overwhelmed by the wonder of it all that I’ve forgotten everything else…”
In his dreams, Hawkins was a marvelous speechifier, throughout it all remaining fluent, suave—but humble, of course—although his audience constantly shifted, from packed lecture hall to intimate video studio to a circle of evening-jacketed, bearded men in a map-lined drawing room of a vaguely imagined Explorers Club…
“Certainly I do recall the impression of sheer size, something which mere holos can never give. The builders of this world, coming from a world of waters, were giants, at least four times the size of humans—or so we guessed from the dimensions of their entranceways and corridors, which were easily big enough to admit the submarine. We were tadpoles wriggling among their works.
“We never got below the outer levels, so we met with few of the scientific marvels which later expeditions discovered. That was just as well; we had enough to keep us busy. We assumed we were exploring residential areas and control rooms and the like, but the architecture was so strange and haunting we were never perfectly sure what we were looking at—we might have been swimming in an octopus’s garden. Oh, there were inscriptions aplenty, millions of characters of them, and I spent most of my time trying to decipher just enough to get their gist. Most were unimaginably dull, mere lists of supplies, or labeled diagrams for incomprehensible devices.
“But there were no representations of the creatures who had written them, no sign of the creatures who lived in these intricate halls. We knew from the Martian plaque that they were not without vanity, but nowhere did they keep pictures of themselves, or even surfaces smooth and flat enough to serve—as the Martian plaque and the Venus tablets might have served, had they not been covered with symbols—as mirrors…”
Hawkins muttered and grumbled. In his dream he was looking into a mirror inscribed with a thousand alien characters, and behind them a face stared back at him, not his own…
The face resembled that of the woman psychiatrist he’d been required to interview before he was accepted for the expedition.
“I could say that I was excited and overwhelmed by the wonder of it all … but that would be inaccurate.” His dream statements became fussy, his words precise. The dream psychiatrist regarded him skeptically. “Actually, the first time Inspector Troy heaved me out of the tight little Manta into the warm fluid interior of Amalthea’s core—pushed me out rather roughly, in fact, with surprising strength for a woman of her size—my mind was so filled with thoughts of Marianne that I wasn’t paying attention to the job I’d traveled so many hundreds of thousands of…”
A new face confronted him in his dreams. He moaned aloud. His eyes sprang open in the darkness.
His heart was thudding in great slow beats and his forehead was beaded with sweat. He groped in the pouch on the wall beside him and found a tissue, which he used to wipe the sweat carefully away. Hawkins would never be able to eradicate the memory of Marianne’s horribly blackened and bloody face as she lay blind and barely conscious inside the wreck of the Moon Cruiser.
But less than twenty-four hours later—he’d kept watch until the professor had ordered him to go to sleep—all the burst cells and infused blood of her ruined face had been carried away and digested, and her skin was again as fresh and new as a ten-year-old’s. Her beauty hurt his heart.
Hawkins shared the tiny sleeping compartment with the professor—he’d moved into the professor’s cabin when Sparta moved in with Blake—but the work of exploring the great world-ship had required the crew of the Ventris to work in shifts, and for the moment Hawkins had the place to himself. He knew he would not be going back to sleep soon. His dream had been too vivid.
He had not given any thought—consciously, anyway—to what he would make of his experiences once he got back to civilization. There were the various confidentiality agreements and contracts he’d signed before coming aboard, but these merely limited him to clearing public statements with the professor until the scientific results of the expedition had been published. Forster had promised that he had no intention of delaying publication and no inclination to muzzle his crew.
It occurred to Hawkins that there was going to be a big demand for the memoirs of those who were actually on the scene, including his own. Certainly having Randolph Mays close to hand did nothing to discourage fantasies of fame.
Maybe his dream was trying to tell him something. As long as he wasn’t going to sleep anyway, it wouldn’t hurt to start making some private notes. He reached for his chip recorder, switched it on, and in the creaking darkness of the sleeping compartment, began to whisper into it. He started where his dream left off.
“Barely more than another hour had passed before both of them, Marianne and that odious Mays, were awake and talking—Mays doing almost all of it. As there was no room in the clinic, I watched all this on the monitor—a good thing, as I doubt I could have kept my hands from Mays’s throat. His television persona is pretty well known, but it’s misleading. In the flesh he is a tall, rather cadaverous man with thinning hair and an attitude of bonhomie which one knows to be only skin-deep, the protective coloration of someone who has to be friendly with too many people. Underneath he is a carnivore, as I had already learned.
“‘I expect this is as big a surprise to you as it is to me,’ he said to us with a wholly inappropriate attempt at heartiness, as if he’d just shown up for a dinner invitation a day early. ‘I see you’ve already made the acquaintance of my…’
“There was just the slightest pause before Mays’s next word, but it was more than long enough to make me see red—‘assistant,’ he said, ‘Marianne Mitchell.’
“‘Indeed, we have been pleased to make her acquaintance,’ the professor said to him with a straight face, throwing his insincerity back in his face. ‘And what brought you here? A spot of trouble, obviously. Why don’t you tell us about it?’
“Mays went on to tell us a tale of innocence and modest heroics—about his Herculean efforts to improvise a program for the capsule’s malfunctioning maneuvering system, in hopes of bringing them down softly on Amalthea. We already knew it to be a pack of lies. And no doubt Mays knew we knew he was lying, but there was nothing he could do about that, for he also well understood that the ship’s recorders were picking up his every word and that anything he said could be held against him at the inevitable Space Board inquiry into the crash.
“The professor blandly let him hang himself. When Mays finally ran out of steam I waited for Forster to confront him with his lies; instead the professor said, ‘You’ll be up and about within a few hours, I’m glad to say. Unfortunately we won’t be returning to Ganymede for a while, and Amalthea is still under Space Board quarantine. So I’m afraid you are stuck here with us.’
“Mays did his unconvincing best to appear crushed by this news. The professor went on, ‘But when and if you feel up to it, we will welcome any help you and Ms. Mitchell care to give us’—you can imagine my consternation, hearing this!—’ for you see, Sir Randolph, we have recently made a most extraordinary discovery. And by an even greater coincidence, here you are to share it with us…’
“I glanced at Marianne, who floated in her life-support harness almost as naked as the day she was born—a fact I would not mention were it not for my acute awareness that the horrid and ancient Mays hovered in that same state beside her. Something atavistic in me was stirred. I wanted to cover her, a throwback to the attitudes of the last century. I was reminded of my humiliation, and I resolved not to let matters stand where they stood when we left Ganymede.”
Hawkins paused long enough to rub his sweating face. “But that’s off the track. In any other circumstances, given what we’d stumbled upon, we would have been glad of the extra help, but Sir Randolph Mays was a snake, and the professor knew it. Granted, Mays wasn’t going anywhere without the Ventris, but there was some question as to whether we could legally deny him access to communications.
“The professor grasped that nettle firmly. As soon as he was back in the wardroom, out of earshot of the people in the clinic, he took us aside and said, ‘I hope we can all get along together. As far as I’m concerned they can go where they like and record what they like, as long as they don’t take anything—and as long as they don’t transmit anything before we get back to Ganymede.’
“‘I don’t see how we can stop them,’ McNeil said, in that deceptively languid way he has, so that you know he’s scheming something. ‘What if he tries to fix his capsule’s radio? Especially since it’s not really broken.’
“‘Out of the question,’ Forster said with relish. ‘For one thing, that would be tampering with evidence.’
“I’d been woolgathering, still stewing over Marianne, but at about that point I rejoined the conversation. ‘Aren’t we even going to let Ganymede know what happened to them?’
“Foster allowed me a hint of a smile. ‘No, Bill, I suspect we too are going to suffer a communications breakdown—of the same kind that Sir Randolph’s capsule did. Unfortunately the news will get out, within a day or so, that we are no longer under Space Board protection here. But meanwhile, if we can delay interference from the outside worlds, we’ll have an opportunity to get to know our guests better.’
“Ever since the whole incident began, I’d been playing the moralist—for Marianne’s sake, or so I’d told myself. Until this point. For suddenly I found myself confronted with new possibilities. Marianne and me, incommunicado…
“But Forster wasn’t through; he had another trick up his sleeve. ‘Before we lose communication with the rest of the solar system, however, I’m going to register a claim to Amalthea. It will be back to Ganymede and on to Manhattan and Strasbourg and the Hague before Mays and his, hm, assistant get themselves free of their medical accoutrements.’
“‘How can you do that, sir?’ Me again. Leave it to me to state the obvious. ’Space law prohibits private parties from claiming astronomical bodies.’
“Forster gave me that patented crooked grin of his, one bushy brow up and one down. ‘I’m not annexing an astronomical body, Mr. Hawkins. The core of Amalthea is a derelict spaceship. In the name of the Cultural Commission, I’ve put in a claim for salvage. If Mays tries to take any souvenirs, he’ll be stealing from the Council of Worlds. I’ll explain the situation to him before he gets any bright ideas.’
“And that was that. For the last three days the professor has been working all of us so hard I’ve hardly exchanged a private word with Marianne.”
Through the hull of the Ventris Hawkins heard hatches banging and the hiss of gasses. Shift change already. It was time for him to drag himself into his spacesuit. He made a final remark into his recorder: “But I haven’t had time even to think as much about her as I expected I would. The levels of the world-ship we’ve seen so far will require a lifetime’s exploration. And this afternoon we found the Ambassador…”
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Diving through the now shallow water to the core was like diving through bouillabaisse, thick with life. The core’s great heating towers simmered and stirred the soup steadily, as if they had been working in the kitchen since eternity. Fewer than a dozen revolutions of Jupiter remained before the mirrored surface of the core lay sterile in space, all the life it had spawned having boiled away and perished in vacuum.
Inside the cool core the Manta—iridescent black, gill-breathing, its skin slick with slippery goo to make it slide easily through the waters, its searchlights like cold eyes in the night—was at home in the liquid darkness. Alongside, explorers in bulky, white-canvas spacesuits bobbed like drowned dolls.
They were the most fortunate archaeologists in human history; they had come upon a spaceship as big as a dozen cities of Earth, each wrapped onto a sphere as thin as a balloon, one inside the other, and all these nested spheres filled with water. Frozen to near-absolute zero for a billion years, this ship-as-big-as-a-world had been perfectly preserved.
Now it seemed utterly deserted; the simple aquatic life that swarmed in the water outside was nowhere evident in the sterile, warmer water inside. Presumably the inhabitants of the great ship had set forth to colonize our solar system more than a billion years ago, yet so vast was it that no one could say whether some recently thawed specimen of alien intelligence would be found just around the next bend of one of its endlessly looping, winding, cavern-like corridors. Thousands of huge chambers gave an impression of natural undersea formations, except that there was no life in them. Left behind were quantities of artifacts—tools and instruments and what may have been furnishings, and inscribed objects, and plain objects, some simple, some complex, some whose purpose could be guessed, some baffling … too much for a mere half dozen humans to begin to catalogue.
Forster, with Sparta piloting the sub, discovered the “art gallery” on the morning of the second day, during a rapid survey of the south polar hemisphere. The term came spontaneously to his mind, and indeed there was no better name for the building, because there seemed no mistaking its purpose. “As somebody or other said,” he grumbled to the group—his fatigue was beginning to rub up against his enthusiasm, and he was uncharacteristically imprecise—“the art of a people reveals its soul. In these compartments we might find a key to the soul of Culture X.” He decreed that the expedition should concentrate all their energies upon it.
They took six precious hours to move the Michael Ventris as close to the south pole as they dared without exposing themselves to the constant onslaught of Jupiter’s radiation. Then they used the Old Mole for the last time, to punch another opening in the markedly thinner ice.
Forster split his people into three teams; for an archaeologist, he was capable of occasional insights into the behavior of living humans, so he made it a point to separate Mays and Marianne Mitchell and to separate Marianne from Bill Hawkins. Two of the Ventris’s crew—Walsh, McNeil, and Groves—always stayed aboard, one asleep, one awake, while the remaining crewmember worked with the others. Inside the core, the “world-ship,” one person was always supposed to stay in the Manta while the other two worked in their spacesuits. It was a good plan, and it worked—for at least the first couple of shifts.
Forster and Josepha Walsh and Randolph Mays made up the first team, Blake Redfield and Angus McNeil and Marianne Mitchell the second, Tony Groves and Bill Hawkins and Ellen Troy the third. The Manta’s trips to the surface grew ever shorter as Amalthea’s arctic-like ocean rapidly boiled away.
Then the Ventris developed a problem in its superconducting radiation shield. Even in the shadow of Amalthea the shield was vital to the safety of all of them, and if out of commission would require their immediate departure for Ganymede—so Walsh and McNeil had to be detailed to work it out, a process which took up a whole day and stretched into a second.
Forster’s schedule was soon in shambles; he made up exploration teams from whoever was fresh enough to work.
The structure he called the art gallery was huge, even by the standards of the race that had made the world-ship. There was nothing cold or mechanical about its architecture, although like the other structures in the world-ship it was constructed of the gleaming semi-metallic stuff that had defied human analysis for decades, since the first sample of it was found on Mars. The building’s topmost peak climbed half the distance between the two innermost levels—the greatest open space in all the core—and though it was easily taller than the Eiffel Tower it was shaped like the apse of Notre Dame, buttresses and all.
Sir Randolph Mays, his natural tendency toward grandiosity stimulated by this chance resemblance, insisted upon calling it “The Temple of Art.” No one had found any trace of anything that looked even vaguely religious aboard the world-ship, but Mays’s name for the place seemed not inappropriate, and it stuck.
After a day of exploration, Forster was ecstatic. “Empty out the best museums of Earth, empty them of all their legitimate, indigenous treasures and all their ill-got, stolen loot as well, and you could not begin to approach the numbers of pieces at the levels of quality we are finding here.” His rough estimate put the number of exhibits in the temple at between ten and twenty million; what slice of the cultural variety of an alien civilization these represented no one could know, but at the least presumptuous guess they were the best harvest of a race whose history had been much longer, before it vanished, than the history of humans upon Earth.
 
Two more days passed. With Forster’s original schedule inoperative, Tony Groves was in the sub and Bill Hawkins was in the water with Marianne. It was the first chance he’d gotten to be completely alone with her since the crash—although underwater, with both of them in spacesuits, even a last century patriarch would have found a chaperon redundant.
Their work gave them plenty to talk about without trespassing on the sensitive subjects. Hawkins was grateful for her warmth, approving of her grasp of the subject, tremendously impressed by the skill and competence she demonstrated, having in short order learned to maneuver in her suit and do the work required of her. Like him, she had started at a disadvantage; if anything, she was a faster learner.
They were recording a long frieze of colored metals, bronze and gold and silver and green-encrusted copper, partly incised, partly fused, an effect that reminded Hawkins of the late 20th-century technique of high-explosive bonding. Hawkins made a note to ask Blake about that; in casual conversation Blake had revealed that he knew quite a bit about explosives. The frieze depicted an ocean floor and a rich assemblage of sea creatures—a scene from nature, not the artificial interior of the ship—but though it looked as familiar as a coral reef off Australia, nothing depicted in it was quite the same as one would find in the seas of Earth. Beside many of the plants and animals were incised words—names, perhaps, like the names in spiky old Greek letters beside the portraits of saints in gilded icons—here labeling corals and worms and spiny things and fishes of the reef and the floating umbrella-like and ribbon-like and many-armed creatures in the waters above, and the teams of big animals like sharks or dolphins, diving together, which displayed the universally streamlined, torpedo-shaped bodies of fast swimmers. Hawkins easily read off the sounds of the words, but the results had no equivalents in any of the languages of Earth with which he was familiar.
The glinting images of the wall reflected his dancing torchlight back to Hawkins as he drifted silently past them in the dark water, entranced. Before he noticed, he’d gotten himself into a space too narrow for the Manta to follow.
“Tony? Where’d I lose you?” He got no reply. And at the same moment he noticed that Marianne was no longer with him.
He turned back. The spacesuits weren’t equipped with sonar, and the suitcomm radios didn’t work well underwater, especially among highly reflective surfaces. Hawkins wasn’t worried; he couldn’t have strayed too far from the Manta. And Marianne would be near the sub. As game as she was, and as quick to learn, she was sensible too, and generally careful to stay within easy reach of help.
The narrow passage bifurcated, then bifurcated. All the surfaces of the diverging corridors were covered with intricate metallic relief and intaglio. The angle of Hawkin’s torch fell on the walls in the opposite direction from a moment before, and although everything looked familiar nothing was the same.
He was sure he must have come through … where? That left-hand passage. But just as he was about to enter it, he thought he caught a flicker of white, at the edge of vision and at the farthest extent of his torchlight, some ten meters down a different corridor. “Marianne?”
He pushed his way into a different passage, following a will-o’-the-wisp that might be nothing more than his own reflection, and a moment later came into a small circular chamber, which was itself the meeting place of six radiating corridors. He felt the first stab of worry—
—just as his beam fell upon the statue.
The moment when one first meets a great work of art has an impact that can never again be recaptured; the alien subject of this work exaggerated the effect, made it over-whelming. Here, cast with superb skill and authority in metal whose soft color and luster resembled pewter, was a creature obviously modeled from life. Hawkins was the first human, so far as he knew, to see what a representative of Culture X actually looked like.
Two refracting eyes gazed serenely upon him—eyes made of crystal, as the Greeks had made the eyes of their incomparable life-sized bronzes. But these eyes were thirty centimeters apart, set in a face three times the size of a human face, a face without a nose and with a mouth that was not human, perhaps not a mouth at all, but rather an intricate folding of flesh. Nevertheless, the effect was one of serene and embracing emotion.
If there was nothing human about the face or body, the figure moved Hawkins profoundly, for the artist had spanned the barriers of time and culture in a way he would never have believed possible. There were many things humans did not share—could not have shared—with the builders of this world, but all that was really important, it seemed to Hawkins, they would have felt in common. “Not human,” he thought, “but still humane.”
Just as one can read emotions in the alien but familiar face of a dog or horse, so it seemed to Hawkins that he knew the feelings of the undersea being whose unseeing eyes stared into his own. Here was wisdom and authority, the calm, confident power that is shown—Hawkins’s art-historical mind rummaged for a suitable example from the great oceanic powers of Earth—in Bellini’s portrait of the Doge Leonardo Loredano of Venice, diffused with pearly light from unseen windows overlooking a foggy sea. And there was sadness also, the sadness of a race which had made some stupendous effort and had made it in vain.
Hawkins floated transfixed before the creature, which appeared hooded in its own flesh. Like a giant squid, a tall mantle stood up above its face, and it was girdled with tentacles, but unlike a squid its body plan was long, a narrow ellipsoid, its lower half equipped with powerful fins. Gills marked its mantle with chevrons; their water intake was above the face, separate from the seeming mouth, crowning the being’s “forehead” like a diadem.
Why this solitary representation of the Amaltheans, as Hawkins had come to think of them? He did not know; he only knew that this one was set here on purpose, to bridge time, to greet whatever beings might one day enter the great ship. That it was set inside this chamber, isolated from the exterior by narrow corridors, suggested that creatures no bigger than themselves were expected—or were to be permitted inside.
“Bill, it’s lovely,” said Marianne’s voice in his suitcomm.
Startled, he made a floundering attempt to turn. She was floating only three meters behind him, having approached in silence.
“How did you get behind me?” he asked abruptly. “I thought I saw you going that way.”
“Oh? Well, you couldn’t have been following me. I’ve been following your torchlight.” She sounded a bit miffed. “You scared me to death. I was all alone for … it seemed like an hour.”
“More like five minutes,” he said, “but I do owe you an apology. We’ll have to be more careful. I… I’m afraid I was simply carried away.”
Marianne’s shining gaze was fixed on the statue. “It’s wonderful,” she breathed. “Just think of it waiting here in the darkness all those millions of years.”
“More than a few million. At least a thousand million … a billion, as you say in North America.”
“We ought to give it a name.”
“That seems a bit presump—”
“It’s a kind of envoy, I think, carrying a greeting to us,” she went on, ignoring his objections. Her attention was fastened on the statue. “Those who made it knew that one day someone else was bound to come here and find this place. There’s something noble about it, and something very sad, too.” She turned her enraptured gaze on Hawkins. “Don’t you feel it?”
He had been watching her face through her faceplate, lit only by the reflected glow of their torches, and at that moment he was convinced that his first of impression of her had been the right one: notwithstanding any of the unfortunate events on Ganymede or since, she was still the most beautiful woman he had ever met.
And the most loveable. In the moment when she turned her green eyes upon him, he felt that familiar pain, which only seemed to get worse, where his heart ought to be—
“The Ambassador,” she said. “We’ll call it the Ambassador.”
—and really, quite possibly the most intelligent…
Hawkins, reminding himself of where he was, abruptly looked at the statue again and found that Marianne’s reaction to the … the Ambassador was virtually identical to his own.
“Bill, don’t you think we ought to take it back with us?” she whispered. “To give the people of Earth and the other worlds some idea of what we’ve really found here?”
“The professor’s not against removing a few artifacts to the right museums, eventually”—too bad Marianne didn’t understand, but she was not, after all, schooled in the archaeological disciplines—“but not until all the data’s been gathered.”
“How long will that take?”
“Well, it means the total context of each find, which in the case of Amalthea, is just not going to be recorded in the brief time we’ve got remaining to us. It will take hundreds of people, maybe thousands, a good many years to do what needs doing here.”
“If it were the only piece removed, surely it wouldn’t ruin the record-keeping,” she said.
Hawkins thought about that. She might be right, in fact, or close to. The removal of a single statue, after it had been photogrammed and hologrammed, probably wouldn’t make much difference to the archaeological understanding of Amalthea. But he didn’t want to encourage that line of thinking. “It must mass a tonne. It will just have to wait.”
She was genuinely puzzled. “It doesn’t weigh anything,” she protested. “No more than we do.”
“Weight is one thing, inertia’s another…” he began.
She bridled. “I’m certainly aware of that.”
“Okay. And I’m no physicist. All I know is, Walsh says we can’t afford the fuel—especially since we’re taking you and Mays back to Ganymede with us. Not to mention your Moon Cruiser.” He looked at her nervously. “Better take it up with the professor.”
She gave him a small smile. “Don’t worry, Bill, I’m not going to press it.”
And that, for the time being, was the end of it. The way out of the maze was simpler than the way in, and they found Tony Groves waiting for them in the Manta only a few meters away, not even having had time to worry about them.
They made their way out without incident—that is, except for Bill Hawkins’s second glimpse of something pale in the watery distance, flickering quickly in and out of visibility—something definitely not Marianne, for she was swimming ahead of him, well armored in her bulky suit…
 
“Randolph! I think you could persuade Forster to take it back… It’s the most moving thing I could have imagined.”
Marianne and Mays found themselves alone in the corridor outside the equipment bay as she was coming off shift, peeling off her wet spacesuit, and he was just coaxing himself to full consciousness with a hot bulb of coffee McNeil had thoughtfully brought to him.
“Your young friend Hawkins is right, Marianne. If it’s as massive as it sounds, there’s no way to bring it back. At least without jettisoning our little Moon Cruiser.”
“The Moon Cruiser! Why is Forster so insistent on taking that awful thing back.”
“Vendetta against me,” Mays whispered. “As much as he’s needed our help, I think he still would like to make us appear at fault at the inquiry.”
“But how can he do that?” She was genuinely indignant.
Mays shrugged. He was thinking of something else. “This Ambassador of yours—it is the crux of the biggest story of the age … and I’ll lay odds Forster intends to keep it a secret.”
“A secret?”
“Forster’s not a legitimate archaeologist, Marianne. I won’t repeat myself; you and I have discussed that enough times. Even the name of his vessel is a clue, this Michael Ventris he admires so much, the fellow who deciphered Linear B. But Evans, the fellow who discovered the Minoans, refused to publish his hoard of Linear B tablets for thirty years! Until other discoveries forced his hand. We’ve got to force Forster’s hand, Marianne. We’ve got to make our own holograms of the Ambassador and send them over a tightlink now, to make sure nothing stands in the way of their publication.”
As Mays already knew, Marianne could not have agreed more. “How can we do that?” she asked.
Mays breathed a sigh of relief that she had gotten into the practical questions before her subconscious could nag her with his illogic. Luckily, Forster admires Ventris, but it wasn’t Ventris who suppressed the tablets was a thought that never formed in her mind. “Come into the sleeping compartments with me,” he whispered urgently. “Everybody’s out, we can talk a moment. It’s a bold thing, but I believe it can be done…”
He must always remember that Marianne was smarter in mind than in experience. He started to rough out a plan, relieved that his early-morning brain had not succeeded in tripping itself up.
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On Ganymede, one week earlier…
The commander’s height, only occasionally notable in Manhattan, made him impossible to miss in the corridors and alleys of Shoreless Ocean, where his close-cropped gray head rose above a sea of shiny black hair as he pushed his way through the crowds. He made no concession to security except to wear a plain tan business suit instead of his blue uniform. Security was the least of his worries.
He found the Straits Cafe and Luke Lim inside it, sitting at his customary table beside the aquarium wall. The commander’s attention was momentarily split between Lim, the most sinister-looking young Chinese he had ever encountered—but then, having followed him for days, he’d already gotten used to that—and what was certainly the ugliest fish he had ever seen, peering over the fellow’s shoulder. The commander almost smiled, thinking that maybe Lim was attracted to this table because the fish was even uglier than he was.
The commander made straight for his table. “Luke Lim,” he said in his gravelly voice. “I’m the one who called you.”
“Hey, you recognize me, I’m impressed. Don’t we all look alike to you?” Lim grinned evilly, displaying enormous yellow teeth.
“No. This is not a secure location, Mr. Lim. We know that the owner, Mrs. Wong, has reported details of your meetings with Blake Redfield to Randolph Mays.”
“O my goodness, that naughty Mrs. Wong.” Lim launched an eyebrow into orbit. “Any harm done?”
“Maybe you’ll help me assess that. But we should talk elsewhere.”
Lim shrugged. “Long as you’re buying.”
As they left the restaurant Lim suggested they stop by his living quarters, nearby; he wanted to pick up his guitar. The commander eyed the inside of Lim’s rooms suspiciously, expecting the worst; the walls were solid with shelves of books and magazines in a mix of European and Chinese languages, everything from Eastern and Western classics to Eastern and Western pornography. Hand-welded furniture took up too much of the scarce space, and high-tech toys lay in various stages of assembly in the corners and on the expanses of tabletop that seemed to serve Lim as desks, workbenches, chopping blocks, and dining tables, indiscriminately intermixed. Bright red and gold posters on the wall called for Ganymede’s independence from the Council of Worlds; on them, Space Board officers were depicted as round-eyed, jackbooted thugs.
Lim and the commander bought skewers of soy-barbecued pork from a corridor vendor and walked to the ice gardens, making their way down slippery wet steps to the bottom of an artificial canyon, where a stream trickled at the feet of giant sculptures carved from the old, hard ice of Ganymede. Here were fierce Kirttimukha, rotund Ganesha, bloodthirsty Kali, smiling Kwan-yin, and a host of other supernaturals towering fifteen meters over the wandering sightseers below, under a black and icy “sky” six stories up, deeply carved with an enormous looping, writhing rain dragon.
The two men sat on a bench beside the smoking stream. Lim cradled his twelve-string guitar and picked out a passable solo version of the Concierto de Aranjuez while the commander spoke in a low voice that sounded like stones in the surf: “…through Von Frisch, Mays made a contact at Rising Moon Enterprises. Two days ago Mays and the Mitchell woman took the standard cruise. Twelve hours ago their capsule departed from the programmed path. Looks like they crashed on Amalthea.”
“Looks like?” Lim strummed energetically on the ancient and honorably beaten-up classical instrument, his expression an exaggerated mask of disbelief.
“Whether anyone survived, we don’t know.” The commander focused his sapphire stare on Lim. “Not to be repeated: we’ve lost communication with Forster’s expedition.” Which was true, although there had been one last, puzzling communication from Forster after the crash—but it had had nothing to do with Mays or Mitchell, and the commander didn’t intend to mention it to Luke Lim or anyone else who didn’t have a need to know.
“What are you doing about them?”
“Nothing. The Space Board have put out a cover story, claiming we’ve been in touch with them, that Mays and Mitchell are safe and recovering from minor injuries. Eat it later if we have to.”
Lim hit the guitar strings hard and glared at him, wide-eyed and disbelieving. “Aieee, all this bureaucratic garbage! Why lie, man?” Thrummy-thrumm.
The commander’s jaw tightened. “First, we haven’t got a cutter on hand. Little slip-up or, as you put it, bureaucratic garbage. Take us two days to get to Amalthea on one of the local tugs, and…”—he held up a hand to forestall Lim’s contempt—“second, the Space Board don’t get along all that well with the Indo-Asians. Can’t go to them for help and understanding. Seems they think we’re nothing but a bunch of racist blue-eyed guys looking out mainly for North Continental interests.”
Lim stared straight into the commander’s blue eyes as he picked out an intricate, Moorish-flavored arpeggio on the mellow old instrument. “Yeah, some of our wilder radical types have occasionally whispered words to that effect in my ear.”
“Won’t claim it’s wholly unfounded. Thing is”—the commander was usually very good at concealing discomfort, but it now revealed itself in the slight flaring of his nostrils—“I stuck my neck out, personally made sure there would be no cutter on hand to go to Forster’s rescue. Didn’t want to tempt anyone to force the issue.”
Lim was beginning to see what that issue was. Thrummy-thrummy-thrummy-thrumm. “So Sir Randolph-Pride-of-England-Mays has gone and shipwrecked himself in the last place you guys want him, and a sexy American white girl with him. But he’s not playing our game.” Thrummy-thrumm. “If we were trying to force the issue, we’d have crashed this year’s raven-tressed, purple-nippled Miss Shoreless Ocean.” Lim considered matters a moment, while the commander patiently waited. Pickety-pickety-pick. “And me with her,” Lim said at last, nodding curtly. Thunka-thrumm.
The commander tried to hide his disappointment—Lim was refusing to get serious. “You were Forster’s agent here,” he said, changing the subject. “You arranged the sale of the Europan sub. We don’t think Von Frisch ever said anything to Mays about it. Yet we know they were thick as thieves over the Rising Moon business—Von Frisch probably sold him the Moon Cruiser codes. So why didn’t Von Frisch sell him the information about the sub?”
Lim grunted. Strummm… Strummm… “Maybe because of my money—Forster’s actually. I offered Von Frisch a two percent bonus if he kept his mouth shut.”
“Why didn’t you tell Forster that?” The words grated in the commander’s throat.
“Didn’t think he’d have to pay.” Lim looked mournful, as if he’d sadly misjudged one of his fellows; his fingers plucked out the mournfully introspective melodies. “Von Frisch never blabbed? Not at all like the guy.”
The commander said nothing.
Finally Lim sighed and seemed to relax. Abruptly, he stopped playing and put his guitar aside with a hollow, discordant boom. “Why me, Commander? Why are you trusting me with all this information I could use—if I were a political animal—to get the damned Space Board off our backs?”
“Well, this is a deniable conversation.”
“How do you know I haven’t got a chip-corder in my earring?”
But they both knew Lim wasn’t wired. The expression that played at the corner of the commander’s lips was not quite a smile. “Blake trusted you. I trust him.”
Lim nodded and said, “I think you want me to confirm what you already know. Von Frisch probably did spill his guts to Mays. If Mays didn’t broad cast it, it’s because he’s not a reporter, maybe not even a full-time history prof. So whatever mighty secret about Amalthea you—you personally, Commander, not the Space Board—are trying to keep, he’s on to it.”
“Yeah? What secret might that be?”
“I don’t know and I don’t care. But if I were you, man, I’d worry about those people of yours. I get vibes off of Mays.”
“Vibes?”
“The man’s a tiger. A hungry one.”
 
On Amalthea, in real time…
“Ellen. Professor. Time to go. The place is coming to pieces over our heads.”
Blake was piloting the Manta, shepherding the lone white figure of the spacesuited professor as he made a final bubble-trailing dash through the Temple of Art, recording in passing what he had no time to study.
“Right now, sir, or we’ll get ourselves in trouble.”
“All right,” came the grudging reply. “I’m coming aboard. Where’s Inspector Troy?”
“Here I am.” Sparta’s voice was attenuated in the depths of the waters. “I’m not going back with you.”
“Say again?”
“Blake, you must explain to the others,” she replied. “Reassure them.”
“What are you saying, Troy?” Forster demanded.
“I’ll be staying here through the transition,” she said.
“What transition?” Forster asked.
“The ship will soon shed its waters. I’ll be aboard it through that transition.”
“But how will you…?”
“Professor, come aboard right now,” Blake said sternly. “I’ll explain later.”
“All right then.”
Blake clapped on an air mask and hit the valves. Water rushed into the Manta’s interior, filling it—except for a few reluctant bubbles that weren’t sure which way was up. Blake hit the switch and the sub’s aft hatch swung open.
Forster maneuvered himself to the hatch and pulled himself into the sub. Blake closed it behind him and hit more switches: the pumps throbbed again and high-pressure air began forcing the water out. He let his mask fall slack as Forster unlatched his helmet. The Manta flapped its wings and headed for the world-ship’s south polar waterlock.
Blake tried to raise the Ventris on the sonarlink. “We’re headed in,” he said. “Come in, Ventris, do you read us? We’re headed back.” But he got no answer. He turned to the professor. “They must have lost the cable, or pulled it up. We’d better hurry.”
“What is Troy doing? You said you’d explain.”
“She’s not doing anything, sir. Things are happening. Her place is down here. Ours is up there.”
The dome of the south polar lock was not as big as the equatorial dome to which the school of squid-like animals had originally led Sparta and the professor, but it was still big enough to admit a terrestrial aircraft carrier. As its molecular layers peeled off, or retracted, or at any rate became magically transparent—in that process which the human explorers had not begun to understand, but which they had rapidly come to depend upon—Blake and Forster saw through to the seething sea outside, filled with the ruddy opalescence of Jupiter-light which shone through the fast-subliming ice.
“They’re coming inside!” Forster exclaimed. Against his fatigue, he could still respond to new wonders.
The Manta was swimming upward against an inflowing tide of luminous sea creatures, luminous squid and shrimp and jellyfish and plankton by the millions, pouring into the core ship in orderly formations that streamed in the water like columns of smoke in the wind.
“They certainly act as if they know what they’re doing, don’t they?” Blake remarked.
The professor said, “It’s as if the ship were drawing them in … into its protection.”
“Or into the stock pens,” Blake said dryly.
“Hm.” Forster found that notion distasteful. “Clearly they are responding to some programmed signal.”
“Could simply be equilibrium conditions. Inside and outside pressure and temperature are just about in equilibrium at the core surface.”
“Very rational,” said the professor. “And still a miracle.”
Blake smiled privately. Professor J. Q. R. Forster was not given to speaking of miracles. But then, any sufficiently advanced technology… Blake suspected that they were on the verge of encountering one or two more miracles.
The sleek black Manta was outside the lock now and beating its wings in a swift climb toward the surface. The lock remained open below them as the sea creatures swam swiftly down into the huge ship; above them, the last hard layer of Amalthea’s ice rind was fracturing into ever smaller plates.
Blake still could rouse no one on the Ventris. He found the hole in the ice without trouble; the passage through the shaft was fraught with risk, but the sub flew cleanly through it and shot through the boiling interface between water and vacuum.
The Ventris stood off half a kilometer from the seething surface of the moon. Flying as a spacecraft now, the Manta sought the hold of the freighter with quick bursts of its rockets.
“It’s beginning to look like a Halloween party down there,” said Blake.
“A what?”
“Like a fake witch’s cauldron—a tub of water and dry ice.”
Beneath the flying sub, lanes of black water were opening in the cracks in the ice, and from under the jostling ice floes great round bubbles full of milky vapor rose up and burst into puffs of mist. Ahead of the Manta the equipment bay of the Ventris stood wide open, its metal interior bright against the stars—open, bright, and empty.
“The Moon Cruiser’s gone,” said Blake. “Communications are out, radiolink too.”
“What’s happening?” Forster demanded.
“Better put your helmet back on, Professor. We may have trouble ahead.”
Without help from the commlinks, Blake eased the Manta cautiously into the open equipment bay, managing to dock the sub without trouble. His remote controls still functioned—the great clamshell doors closed quietly over the sub. As soon as they were sealed, air rushed into the bay. A few moments later, the hatch to the Ventris’s central corridor opened, audibly clanging against its stops.
Blake tried the commlinks again. “Jo? Angus? Anybody hear us? What’s the situation here?” He peered around through the bubble, but could see nothing amiss. That no one had appeared in the hatch was perhaps a bit odd, although not in itself unusual.
The sub’s gauges told him that the air outside was almost at normal pressure. “Okay, Professor, I’m going to open up. We’re pretty wet in here, so this thing is probably going to fog up good. Let me go first.”
“Why should you go first?”
“I can move faster. I’m not wearing a spacesuit.”
“Do you believe something is seriously wrong?”
“I don’t know what to think. It just smells funny.”
He popped the Manta’s lock and winced as his eardrums were hit by the pressure difference. The inside of the Manta instantly filled with fog, which misted the surface of the polyglas sphere. They were blind inside. The fog dissipated quickly, but the condensation on the sphere remained. Blake squeakily wiped at the curved polyglas, clearing a space to peer through. He saw nothing.
He wiggled himself around so that he could go head first through the hatch in the rear of the sub. He got his head and shoulders into the cold, dry air of the equipment bay—
—when something brushed the exposed skin of his neck. He flipped himself over to see Randolph Mays crouching weightless on the back of the Manta. In his right hand Mays held a pistol-shaped drug injector.
Mays’s enormous mouth curved in an obscene grin. “Bad call, I believe you say in North American football. Unfortunate tactical error. You should have sent the professor out first—my little mixture of chemicals would have been quite useless against a man in a spacesuit…”
But Blake didn’t hear the rest. He was already asleep.
Inside the Manta, Forster struggled to reverse his orientation in the cramped cabin.
Mays’s voice came to him through the open hatch. “You next, Inspector Troy. Or should I call you Linda? Have I given you time enough to put your helmet back on? Need a few more seconds? How about you, Professor? I must say your body is a marvel, sir. Outwardly the very picture of youth. When not swathed in a spacesuit, of course. Just think, in the wake of that very nearly successful attempt to firebomb you on Venus”—Mays’s tone sounded oddly regretful—“well, your surgeons are certainly to be congratulated. But your poor old bones! Your muscles and organs! Unhappily they must have suffered the wear and tear appropriate to your, what, six-plus actual decades? And with what cost to your resilience? To your endurance?”
Forster had now thoroughly got himself stuck in the narrow passage, curled up as if halfway through a somersault.
“You can come on out whenever you think you’re ready, Inspector Troy; you’ll find me quite ready for you,” Mays said cheerfully, “and as for you, Professor, please, just rest a moment while I explain the situation. Like our friend Blake here, all your crew are taking little naps—but unless I have a reason to keep them asleep, their drowsiness will wear off in another hour or two. And I’ve put your external communications hook-up out of commission. Quite thoroughly, I’m afraid. And you have been keeping us incommunicado for reasons of your own, eh? Having to do with me? How did you plan to explain that?”
Forster had himself turned around now, and could see out the open hatch to the bare metal walls of the equipment bay. But Mays was keeping out of sight.
“So I’ve given you the perfect excuse to cover for your own transgressions, d’you see?” Mays paused, as if something had been left out of his script. “You are with us, Troy? You must be. You know it all, don’t you? All of it.” Another pause, but despite his apparent hopes to the contrary, Mays was not interrupted. “As for you, Professor, after all, antennas are always getting themselves sheared off, what a pity! Don’t bother to thank me. I’ll tell you how to make it up to me.”
Forster reached for his helmet, and found it jammed against the passage wall below his knees. He would have to back up into the sphere to get enough room to bring it up over his head. He was beginning to breath loudly now, so loudly that he had difficulty hearing Mays.
“All I want, you see, is what you illegally tried to deny me. I want to broadcast to the inhabited worlds the nature of our—yes, our—finds here at Amalthea. And especially I want to tell them about the Ambassador. That magnificent statue.”
As if repelled by Mays’s insistence, Forster had got himself back up into the front of the Manta, into the polyglas sphere … and at last his helmet was free. He rolled it over in his gloved and trembling hands, trying to find the bottom of it, aiming to pull it onto his head—
“But to do that,” Mays was saying, “you have to lend me this nice submarine. For just the briefest moment. There are certain angles and points of view—certain effects of lighting, you understand—that are useless for your business, that of the archaeological scholar, but quite essential to mine…”
At last Forster had his helmet properly aligned. “No, Mays. Never,” he said defiantly, surprised at the hoarseness of his own voice. He pulled the helmet toward him. Once it was on his head, Mays’s drugs could not harm him.
Just then an arm and hand came into view in the small opening of the hatch, holding a pistol.
The pistol dispensed an aerosol spray this time, and Forster had barely a fraction of a second in which to realize his mistake in speaking out. Not long enough to get his helmet sealed.
 
As he flew the Manta through the fog above the boiling icescape, immersed in the submarine’s incongruous smells of fresh human sweat and billion-year-old salt water, Mays’s mind ignored immediate sensations and ranged ahead across a plane of abstraction, reviewing possibilities. His plan had already gone awry, but he was a brilliant and highly experienced tactician who found something exhilarating about improvising within the strictures of an unfolding and unpredictable reality. He had accomplished most of what he’d set out to do; it was what remained undone that could undo all the rest.
Inspector Ellen Troy was missing! She hadn’t been aboard the Manta—nor aboard the Ventris earlier, when he’d gassed the others. Surely Redfield and Forster wouldn’t have left her in the water! But just as surely Redfield had intended to park the sub permanently, with no intention of making another trip.
Was she in the water—even inside the alien ship? He had to know. He had to deal with her.
He plunged the Manta with uncanny skill through a temporary opening in the ice, handling the machine as if he’d been trained in its use. He steered it through black water, empty of life, toward the south polar lock of the world-ship. No one could reasonably expect to find a single person within the world-ship’s millions of kilometers of passageways, its hundreds of millions of square kilometers of space and rooms. But Mays was willing to bet that he knew where the woman was.
And if she was not there, what matter? What could she do to him then?
Through the great ship’s mysterious lock, which always seemed to know when entry and exit were wanted … through the black and winding corridors … through water positively filled with squirming creatures, so thick as to make visibility impossibly low … nearly to the Temple of Art itself…
Mays drove the Manta on beating wings to the heart of the temple, until it could go no further in the narrowing labyrinthine passageways. He was preparing to pull his suit on and go into the water when he thought he saw a flicker of white…
There was a wider passageway, away from the center of the temple, off to one side. He drove the Manta into it at full speed. The rounded embossed walls, weirdly lit in the white beams of the lamps, slid past the sub’s wings with centimeters to spare; still he rushed on. He came around a sharp curve—
—and she was there in front of him, her white suit blooming so brightly in his lights he had to wince. She was wallowing helplessly in the dark waters, trying to swim away from him. He drove into her at full speed; he felt and saw the back-breaking impact of her body against the polyglas sphere of the sub’s nose.
He couldn’t turn the Manta around in the narrow corridor, but some meters further along he came to a round hub of passageways and circled the sub. He made his way slowly back down the corridor from which he’d come.
There she was, floating slack in the eddies. Her helmet glass was half opaque, but through it he was sure he saw her upturned eyes. And there was a huge, very visible gash below her heart, cut clean through the canvas and metal of her suit. Tiny air bubbles, silver in the sub’s light, still oozed from the wound.
Mays chuckled to himself as he steered the Manta past the floating body of Inspector Troy. His second task was done. One or two more still to accomplish…
 
Shrouded in writhing fog only a kilometer away from the Ventris, Moon Cruiser Four was safely parked in Amalthea’s radiation shadow. More than three hours had passed since Mays had left Marianne alone to safeguard it. He approached it with caution.
Transferring from the Manta to the Moon Cruiser in open vacuum was a tedious business, requiring both Marianne and himself to don spacesuits and depressurize the capsule. When at last they were safe inside the dark little cabin, with air pressure enough to get their helmets off their heads, he found her in a bad mood.
“God, Randolph, this is the worst,” said Marianne.
“Not quite the greeting I’d hoped for, I must confess.”
“Oh, I’m glad you’re safe. You know that’s not what I meant. But three hours! I didn’t know where you were. Or what was happening. I almost went over there, but… I didn’t want to spoil everything.”
“You did precisely the right thing,” he said. “You trusted me and waited.”
She hesitated. “They’re safe? They’re awake now?”
“Yes, all lively and quite talkative. As I assured you, it was a harmless hypnotic, only briefly effective—just long enough for you and me to get this, our little home, away from them. They don’t even show signs of hangovers.”
“They agreed, then.”
He lowered his sad eyes and concentrated on taking off his gloves. “Well, I suppose the short reply is…” He glanced up at her mischievously. “Yes! After much rather heated discussion, during which I assured Forster that you and I would testify that he had held us incommunicado against our wills, Forster gave me the submarine.”
She seemed more relieved than excited. “Good. Let’s use it right now. Let’s make the transmission. Once that’s done we can go back.”
“I do wish it were that easy. They agreed to let me make my own photograms of the Ambassador. Here are the chips”—he fished them from his inner shirt pocket and handed them to her. “They agreed to let us tightbeam the images. But just minutes ago, when I spoke to the ship and sought to establish communication, they claimed that their long-range radiolinks were still out of service.”
She moaned, low in her throat. “They wouldn’t let you send the damn … the pictures?”
“No, darling. But I have some experience of the ways of men and women, and I was prepared for their bluff.”
“O God, Randolph, O God O God … what have you done now?”
He regarded her, judiciously concerned. “Please don’t upset yourself, my dear. All I did was move the statue.”
“What? What! You moved it?”
“I had to do just that little thing, don’t you see? I hid it to assure that after our account is published no one can contradict us. For only we will be able to produce the thing itself!”
“Where did you hide it?”
“Since it is inside a very big spaceship, it would be rather difficult for me to expl…”
“Never mind.” Marianne stared sullenly at the flatscreen, now blank, that had so recently been the source of profound deception. She wiped at her eyes, as if angry to discover tears there. “I’m really not sure what to think about all this.”
“What do you mean?”
“You say one thing. They say the opp…”—she cleared an obstruction in her throat—“something different.”
“By ‘they’ you mean young Hawkins, I suppose.”
She shrugged, avoiding his prying gaze.
“I won’t stoop to demean him,” Mays said righteously. “I believe that he is an honest young man, although a thoroughly deluded one.”
Marianne turned her dark-eyed gaze upon him. “You meant to come here all along.”
“Your meaning is unclear, Mari…”
“Bill says that you must have monkeyed with the computer, the maneuvering system, of this capsule. And ruined the communications gear so we couldn’t call for help.”
“Does he say all that? Is he a navigator? A physicist? A specialist in electronics?”
“He heard it from Groves and the others. After they inspected it.”
“Forster and his people will say anything to keep the truth from getting out. I’m convinced they are all members of the evil sect.”
Marianne pulled her seat harness tightly about her, as if in memory of what had been wiped from her conscious mind, the horrible moments of the crash into the ice.
“Marianne…”
“Be quiet, Randolph, I’m trying to think.” She stared at the blank screen, and he nervously complied with her demand. After a moment she asked, “Did you tell them you had hidden the statue?”
“Yes, of course.”
“What did they say to that?”
“What could they say? They simply cut me off.”
“Randolph, you told me—and I quote—‘the eyes of the solar system are fixed upon us. Even now a Space Board rescue cutter is standing by, prepared to come to the assistance of the Ventris.’”
“Yes.”
“Well, I’m telling you I’m not going to sit out here in this stinking tin can and wait for rescue. If you’re holding so many cards, I want you to start playing them. I want you to get out in that submarine and get on the horn with Forster—or even go back to the Ventris if you have to—and get down to serious bargaining. And I don’t want you back in here until you’ve made a deal.”
“What if I were to confront him personally?” Mays asked with unaccustomed timidity. “What’s to keep him from locking me up? Or even torturing me in some … subtle fashion?”
She looked at him, for the first time in their brief relationship, with a suggestion of contempt. “Well, I’ll tell you, Randolph, it’s because it won’t do them any good. You’ve given me the chips, and now you’re going to draw me a map of exactly where the statue is. So they’ll have to kill both of us, partner … isn’t that the way they put it in the old viddies?”
For a man of his experience, Randolph Mays found it hard to keep from laughing out loud at this moment. Marianne had asked him to do exactly as he had hoped she would. If he had written her script himself, she could not have said it better. For a long moment he mulled her suggestion before he said, soberly, “They would have rather a difficult time explaining that to the Space Board, wouldn’t they?”
But it was her idea, and that was how she would remember it—when they faced the inquiry together, the sole survivors of J. Q. R. Forster’s expedition to Amalthea.
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Sparta rose naked out of the foam, higher through the milky mist into hard vacuum, her skin reflecting the diffuse and coppery Jupiter-light.
Something odd about the Ventris, not quite where she’d left it, and apparently deserted, all its lights blazing, lit up like high noon…
That something was wrong was no surprise. She’d smelled the return of the Manta in the waters of the core and had gone to investigate. In the deserted corridor she’d found her empty spacesuit, broken and gashed, the last bubbles of its depleted oxygen stores oozing from a gaping tear. Someone, imagining that she was inside the suit—a very reasonable assumption—had tried to kill her.
Who else had that someone tried to kill?
Sparta reached the Ventris’s equipment bay airlock and went inside. She had steered herself by hanging on to her spacesuit’s borrowed maneuvering unit; she left that beside the hatch but did not bother to shed the bubble suit of silvery mucous that clung close to her skin. Shining like a chrysallis, she would have seemed hardly human to any casual observer as she made her way through empty bays and corridors, felt her way through the ship—until she came to the crew module.
There she came upon an eerie scene. Josepha Walsh was limp in her acceleration couch on the flight deck, with Angus McNeil hanging half out of his own couch on the other side of the deck. Tony Groves was in the sleeping compartment he’d been forced to share with Randolph Mays, neatly bundled into his sleep restraint. In the compartment across from him, Hawkins was similarly enmeshed. Blake and Professor Forster were resting lightly on the floor of the wardroom; it appeared that they’d been having a friendly game of chess. Sparta had never seen Forster playing chess.
Mays and Marianne Mitchell were gone, along with the Moon Cruiser capsule in which they had arrived so precipitously.
The unconscious people still in the Ventris were alive, their vital signs robust—steady respiration, strong heartbeat and the rest—but they had been massively dosed with anesthetic. Sparta bent to absorb samples of their breath through the thin membrane that isolated her from the outer world. She allowed a telltale whiff of the drug to diffuse through the protective mucous; its chemical formula unfolded itself on the inner screen of her mind. It was a benign narcotic of the sort that would soon vanish, leaving hardly a trace. They would all wake up eventually, having slept soundly for perhaps three or four orbits of Jupiter, without even hangovers to show for it.
She took a few moments to check the status of the ship. The first anomaly was obvious: the radiation shield was down again, after Walsh and McNeil had sworn they’d fixed it for good. But to the casual eye nothing else was amiss.
PIN spines slid from beneath her fingernails, puncturing the shining film that coated her; she inserted the spines into the ports on the main computer and let tingling data flow straight to her brain. Nothing to be seen or heard here out of the ordinary, but amidst the tangy data an odd aroma—something off, something metallic, coppery-sour like sucking a penny, or an acrid whiff of potassium—under the baked-bread smells of normalcy.
Ah, there, there in the maneuvering control system … Everything just as normal as could be, and only this slightest hint of a leak in a valve … a trickle of fuel, venting under pressure through—remarkably bad luck!—a trio of external nozzles, so positioned on the hull that the Ventris was being pushed ever so slowly into the full force of the radiation slipstream that blew past Amalthea.
Once into that belt, and without any radiation shield whatever, a mere couple of orbits of Jupiter would do the whole crew in. Even with all their antiradiologicals, by the time they woke up they’d be too far gone to save themselves.
Sparta hardly took the time to think about what to do. She corrected the ship’s positional problems first. Then she moved unhurriedly to the clinic and opened its well-equipped pharmaceutical cabinet. She visited the sleeping crew in the order of their need, injecting each with what she had determined was sufficient to bring them safely awake—about one day sooner than the clever saboteur had planned.
 
Randolph Mays flew the Manta close to the Ventris and parked it in vacuum. The Ventris seemed not to have moved as much as he would have expected, but such things were almost impossible to judge by eye. Ships and sub and satellites were whirling around Jupiter in ever-adjusting orbits as Amalthea boiled itself into nothing, a few meters below them.
He floated into the equipment bay through its clamshell doors, open to space as he had left them. He parked the Manta and climbed cautiously out of it. He went carefully through the hatches of the internal airlock, sealing it behind him so as not to disturb the condition of things inside, keeping his spacesuit sealed.
Not that he feared the crew; they were safely asleep, even unto eternity.
He drifted through the ship’s corridor, while inside his helmet his amplified breath sucked and hissed in his ears.
He passed the sleeping compartments. Hawkins was unconscious, wrapped in his sleep restraint; little Tony Groves was still asleep in his, in the compartment he and Mays had shared.
Through the wardroom. Forster and Redfield were there, huddled over the chessboard, having drifted only a few centimeters from where he’d left them.
On up to the flight deck—Walsh inert in her couch, McNeil in his. Nothing on the big console different from the way he’d left it.
Above the flight deck there was storage space and tanks of maneuvering-system fuel and an overhead hatch which the expedition rarely used, preferring the more convenient airlock through the equipment bay. Mays was not a careless man; he checked these spaces again. Still no one there.
He moved down through the ship, past the sleeping men. Everything was in place. Mays had sketched out many a mystery scenario in his lifetime, but none was more perfect than this. Marianne’s testimony … all the physical evidence … every last detail would confirm his special version of the truth.
He’d just about made it to the bottom of the corridor when he sensed a presence, a flicker of shadow along the corridor wall. Someone behind him? He wheeled around…
 
“Why don’t you say a bit more, Sir Randolph?” Forster was prodding him hard, with a forefinger that felt as thick as a cricket bat. “About why you felt you had to gas us all. About why you felt you had to sabotage the communications systems. About what has become of your … of Ms. Mitchell.”
Mays was surrounded—rather closely, given the confines of a working spaceship—by the people he had gassed. All of them. His legalistic arguments were having no effect—
—but it was not his purpose to change any minds, as they all understood. It was his purpose to have his statements recorded by the ship’s recorders—now that they were functioning again, evidently—and to stall for time. “You sabotaged the communications, Professor,” he said loudly, “not I. Marianne and I took what measures we felt were necessary to escape.”
“Escape from what?”
“It will take us a little longer than it will take you, perhaps, but we can get back to Ganymede without your help. We’ve made contact with the Space Board. They are on their way.”
“You’ve radioed them from your capsule?” Bill Hawkins blurted. He’d forgotten, or never learned, that the first rule of negotiation is to show no surprise.
“Yes, by dint of great effort I managed to repair the capsule’s communications gear,” Mays said with a wide-mouthed, big-toothed grin. “Although I wouldn’t attempt to contact Marianne, if I were you. I’ve instructed her to ignore anyone’s voice but my own. Until all of us here have come to terms.”
Hawkins cried out in anguish, “Does anyone here think she’s actually fond of this blackguard?” He pushed his limp blond hair out of his eyes so vigorously that he drifted halfway across the room.
“Bill,” Josepha Walsh murmured uncomfortably, “let’s leave that kind of thing for later, what say?”
Hawkins turned away in anguish, unable to bear Mays’s unruffled complacency. Hawkins could not know that beneath his calm exterior, Mays was a desperate man. Had Troy done this? He’d killed her!
Forster, meanwhile, had been studying his adversary. “Well, you’re here with us again. So we’ll just go fetch Ms. Mitchell and … hold you both captive, as you put it, until we get back to Ganymede—or until the Space Board arrive. Whichever comes first. Then let the bureaucracy sort it all out.”
“Fine. You’ll never find the Ambassador again, of course.”
Forster’s eyebrows shot up. “Never find the Ambassador?”
“After I took the photogram views I wanted, I moved it.” Mays paused just long enough to let the news sink in. “Oh, I do exaggerate. You might find it again, with enough time. But I assure you it won’t be easy.”
“Pray, what was the point of that?” Forster inquired civilly.
“My estimate of the situation has not changed since the last time we talked, Professor,” said Mays. “You have illegally held me and my associate, Ms. Mitchell, incommunicado.” It was becoming his favorite word. “Everything I’ve done has been in my … in our self defense. I want merely to communicate the news of this extraordinary discovery. I claim it as our right.”
Forster slowly reddened. “Sir Randolph,” he said acidly, “you’re not only an attempted murderer but an unmitigated crook, and accordingly I’ve no compunction left in dealing with you.”
“What’s that supposed to mean, sir?” Mays inquired cheerily.
“I’ll tell you shortly. Tony. Blake. You, Bill. Come with me.”
They caucused in the corridor, outside the lock to the equipment bay—in the same place Mays and Marianne had plotted their downfall.
“I want to go with Blake,” Hawkins said hotly, after hearing Forster’s plan. “There’s no reason I can’t go.”
“There is, Bill, which I will presently explain to you. I understand your feelings. But if you do what I suggest, you’ll have a much better chance of, mm … getting what you want.”
So it was that they sent Blake out alone.
 
Blake piloted the Manta to within half a dozen meters of the lonely Moon Cruiser. Even in the milky fog he found it readily enough by its radar signature.
Blake was wearing his spacesuit sealed, and having prepared for the event by leaving the hatch of the Manta open, he slipped free of the craft and pushed himself gently through the white night toward the burned black capsule. He had a moment’s rush of sympathy for the lonely young woman inside who, despite Mays’s assertions, could not see out, could not hear anything, did not know that her capsule was even now drifting out of a narrow and rapidly diminishing zone of radiation safety.
Mays must have planned it that way, Blake thought; he’d meant to let her fry. He meant to leave no stone unburied.
He clipped an acoustic coupler to the hull. “Marianne, this is Blake. Can you hear me?”
“Who is that?” Her voice was full of strength, and of fear.
“Blake Redfield. Since your commlink is out, I’m here as a go-between. For the negotiations, I guess you’d call them. What you say can be heard on the Ventris.”
“Where are you?”
“Right outside. I’ve clipped an acoustic coupler to your hull. It’s feeding through the Manta’s radiolink to the Ventris.”
“What are you planning to do? Where’s Randolph?”
“I’m not going to do anything. Whatever happens to Sir Randolph is between you and Professor Forster.”
“I won’t tell you where the statue is,” she said defiantly.
“Whatever you say. I’m not in on that; you’ll have to talk to the professor. I’m going back to the sub.”
“Ms. Mitchell, do you hear me?” Forster’s voice intruded on the link, coming through clearly. “Sir Randolph has explained what he’s done, Marianne. All of us feel strongly that all of this … complication is completely unnecessary. We have treated you both as colleagues, and as such we still regard you. We’ve asked only that Sir Randolph obey the most basic rules of scholarship and ethical conduct.”
“Does that mean you’re willing to call it off?” Marianne asked. “I hope so. I’m getting so … bored.”
“Ms. Mitchell, I would like you to give Redfield permission to tow your capsule back here to the Ventris. In a very little time, we may have to move our ship. I’m concerned for your safety.”
“I won’t tell you where the statue is,” she said. “Not unless Randolph tells me to.”
“He’s not willing to do that,” said the professor.
“Well…” Her sigh was almost audible through the jury-rigged sound link. “No.”
“It’s apparent that you don’t take me seriously,” Forster said sternly. “Therefore I’ve arranged a rather drastic demonstration—to indicate that I at least am serious. In order to have his way, Sir Randolph has exposed you and the rest of us to extreme dangers. Now it’s his turn.”
“What do you mean?” she replied. She tried to sound merely cautious, though her apprehension was apparent in her voice.
“I’m not sure how much you know about celestial mechanics, but if your onboard computer is functioning at all, I’m sure it will confirm what I’m about to tell you.”
“Just say what you mean, please.”
“I’m trying to impress upon you our curious, indeed our precarious position. If your videoplate were functioning—alas, another deficit you might want to ask Sir Randolph about when you see him next—you would have only to look at it to remind yourself how close to Jupiter we are. And I need hardly remind you that Jupiter has by far the most intense gravitational field of all the planets.”
She was quiet a moment. Then she said, “Go on.”
He was alert to the edge in her voice, and continued with less condescension. “You, and we, and what’s left of Amalthea are going around Jupiter in a bit more than twelve hours. A well-known theorem states that if a body falls from an orbit to the center of attraction, it will take point one seven seven of a period to make the drop. In other words, anything falling from here to Jupiter would reach the center of the planet in a little over two hours. As I said earlier, your computer, if it is functioning, will confirm this.”
There was a long pause before Marianne again said, “Go on,” in a voice that seemed drained of expression.
“A fall to the center of Jupiter is of course a theoretical case. Anything dropped from our altitude would reach the upper atmosphere of Jupiter in a considerably shorter time.” When she did not immediately reply Forster added, a bit viciously, “I hope I’m not boring you.”
“Uh,” said Marianne, then, “Just get on with it.”
“We’ve worked out the actual time, and it’s about an hour and thirty-five minutes. You’ve worked with us long enough, Ms. Mitchell, to notice that as the mass of Amalthea boils away and the moon shrinks beneath us, what was a weak gravitational field to begin with has grown considerably weaker. Computer tells us that escape velocity is now only about ten meters per second. Anything thrown away at that speed will never come back. Your own experience will confirm the truth of that, I think.”
“Yes, of course.” Her voice revealed no impatience, for she was quick and may already have seen where Forster was leading.
“I’ll come to the point. We propose to take Sir Randolph for a little spacewalk, until he’s at the sub-Jupiter point—immediately under Jupiter, that is. We’ve disabled his suit’s maneuvering unit. We can operate it, but he can’t. We’re going to, ah, launch him forth. We’ll be prepared to retrieve him with the Ventris as soon as you give us the detailed directions to the whereabouts of the statue, which Sir Randolph himself assures us that you have.”
Marianne hesitated, and then she said, “I want to talk to Randolph.”
“I’m sorry, that’s impossible.”
Blake, listening in, thought Forster’s eager anticipation was almost too evident; this was the moment he’d been waiting for.
“Is Bill on the flight deck?” she asked, oh so softly.
“Hawkins? Mm, actually, yes…”
“Let me talk to him.”
“Well, if you … if you wish.”
Hawkins came on the link. His voice was frantic with guilt and fear. “I objected, Marianne. I’ll lodge a formal protest, I promise. But Forster is adamant. He…”
Forster cut him off angrily. “Enough of that, Hawkins. And no more digressions, Ms. Mitchell. After what I’ve told you, I’m sure you appreciate that time is vital. An hour and thirty-five minutes will go by rather quickly, but if you could observe what is happening to Amalthea, you would agree that we have little more time than that in which to confirm any information you choose to give us.”
“You’re bluffing,” said Marianne.
Blake was alarmed. This wasn’t according to plan.
Then she went on. “I don’t believe you’d do anything of the kind. Your crew won’t let you.”
Blake relaxed. She was trying to convey toughness and doing a creditable job of it, but mingled horror and disbelief underlay her words.
The professor emitted an expressive sigh. “Too bad. Mr. McNeil, Mr. Groves, please take the prisoner and proceed as instructed.”
McNeil’s solemn “Aye-aye, sir” was heard in the background.
“What are you doing now?” Marianne demanded.
“Sir Randolph and friends are going for a little walk,” Forster said. “Too bad you can’t see this for yourself.”
Blake’s cue: he broke in excitedly. “Professor, what’s to keep Marianne from thinking this is all a colossal bluff? She’s gotten to know you in the past few days—you saved her life, after all, and she doesn’t believe you’d really kill the guy, throw him into Jupiter. And even if you would, she knows Angus and Tony—she probably doesn’t think they’d do it.” Pause… “Right, Marianne?”
She said nothing.
Blake went on, “Well, she probably figures she’s seen through the bluff, and we’re left looking mighty foolish.”
“What do you suggest?” Forster said.
“I think we ought to let her come out of that tin can and see for herself. She knows we’re not interested in grabbing her—if we were, I could have towed her all the way back to the Ventris by now. And she’d never have known it.”
That suggestion took about four seconds to sink in—little more than the time it took Marianne to seal her helmet. All the explosive bolts of the capsule’s hatch blew off at once and the square hatch went tumbling straight off into heaven. The massive capsule itself recoiled and drifted slowly backward as Marianne clambered out of the open hatch.
Evidently she’d already determined that the Moon Cruiser was a useless relic of games past. The new game would be played here in vacuum; no matter who won or lost, whoever went home would be going home in the Ventris, if not in a Space Board cutter.
She looked around, noting the spiraling umbilical cable that connected the acoustic link on the capsule to the Manta, which drifted a few meters off—Blake’s face was visible through the sphere, but she spared him hardly a glance—and noting, too, the distant bright reflection of the Michael Ventris floating above the glowing fog. The vast curve of Jupiter rose above them all, turning the tendrils of mist to fleshy pink in its backlight.
Three white doll-like figures were just then leaving the Ventris’s open bay.
“She’s out, Professor,” said Blake.
“Now that you’re not shielded in the capsule, Ms. Mitchell, can you hear me in your suitcomm?”
“Yes. I hear you.”
“If you use the magnifying visor plate on your suit helmet, you’ll be able to reassure yourself that Angus and Tony aren’t dragging an empty suit between them. They’ll be over the horizon in a minute, but you’ll be able to see Sir Randolph as he begins to, er … ascend.”
Marianne said nothing, but she reached up and pulled the visor over her faceplate.
Time seemed to stop then. The aether was silent. Forster said nothing; Marianne said nothing but only watched the sky; Blake lay in the Manta saying nothing, apparently studying his fingernails, deliberately sparing Marianne his curious stare.
She kept her silence. Was she waiting to see how far the professor would go?
Amalthea’s diffuse horizon was ridiculously close. Marianne made a tiny involuntary gesture that upset her equilibrium; she had seen the exhaust of McNeil’s and Grove’s maneuvering systems drawing thin, straight lines against the orange backcloth of Jupiter. She adjusted quickly, in time to see the three figures rising into space.
As she watched, they separated. Two of them decelerated and started to fall back. The other went on ascending helplessly toward the ominous bulk of Jupiter.
“He’ll die,” she whispered. “You’ve thrown him into the radiation belt.”
Forster said nothing—perhaps he hadn’t heard her—so Blake took it upon himself to allay that particular horror. “We’ll take care of that on the ship. We’ve got the enzymes to clean up the dead cells, repair the damaged ones. You know from your own experience that even twelve hours’ exposure won’t kill you if you get treatment.”
“Twelve hours…”
“Yeah,” Blake said, not without a hint of satisfaction, “Mays knew that when he crashed the two of you. He counted on us to save your lives. And we did.” Almost immediately, Blake regretted his words. This was not the time to discourage her sympathy for Mays.
Forster’s voice came over the link. “I hope I don’t need to impress upon you the urgency of the situation. As I said, the time of fall from our orbit to the upper atmosphere of Jupiter is about ninety-five minutes. But of course, if one waited even half that time … it would be much too late.”
Marianne floated there in space, arms akimbo, head tilted back, and Blake thought that even in obvious anguish, swathed in a bulky spacesuit, she was an image of dignity and natural grace. Watching her, Blake sighed. He felt sorry for her. And for Bill Hawkins. Love gets people into the worst tangles.
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Deep in the darkest waters of Amalthea’s core, Sparta swam without light, sliding through the cold as strong as a dolphin but with less effort, as slick and quick as a fish.
To see, she did not need light in the so-called visible spectrum, for she could easily see by the infrared emanations of the great ship’s crystalline tissues; everywhere the pillars and walls transmitted the vibrant heat from its unseen inner heart. Warm light pulsed around her with the deep beating of that heart.
Even in the visible spectrum the waters were literally alive; around her sparkled galaxies of tiny living lights, Amalthea’s bounty, animals of blue and purple and startling orange.
Sparta was one with them, unencumbered by canvas and metal, needing no bottled oxygen. As she moved naked through the water, dark swollen slits opened on either side of her chest, from beneath her Adam’s apple to the wings of her collar bones; water pushed into her and pulsed out again through flowering petals of flesh that opened beneath her ribs, the blue white of skin on the outside, frilled inside with throbbing gills that in longer wave-lengths would have revealed their rich and blood-swollen redness.
Although she had spent far more hours exploring the alien ship than all the other members of Forster’s team together, even she had seen no more than a fraction of it. Millions—millions at least—of intelligent creatures had once inhabited these empty grottoes and corridors; millions upon millions of other animals and plants, trillions upon trillions of single-celled creatures, uncountable as the stars in the galaxies, had filled the innumerable niches of its watery ecology. She had formed a clearer picture of who they were, what they had been about, why they had lived the way they did, where they had gone and what they had done. She was a long way from knowing how they did it.
Yet every minute that she swam alone in the darkness she learned more, for the colorful plankton and larvaceans and medusas and ctenophores, even the anemones that coated the walls in some parts of the ship, all sang a rhythmic song coded in the pumping of their stomachs and hearts, the beating of their tentacles and wings. The ship as big as a world was also a world as coordinated and purposeful as a ship, a ship made not of titanium and aluminum and steel—or not exclusively—but of calcium and phosphorus and carbon and nitrogen and hydrogen and oxygen as well—and of forty or fifty other elements, in significant percentages—assembled in uncounted varieties of molecules, in proteins and acids and fats, some of them simple as gasses, some of them huge and entwined upon themselves beyond immediate comprehension. There were familiar shapes here, DNA and RNA and ATP and hemoglobin, keratin and calcium carbonate and so on and so forth, the stuff of earthly nucleus and earthly cell, earthly bone and earthly shell. And there were molecules never yet seen, but seeming not so odd here, not so illogical. There was everything a living being needed to extrude a cloak about itself, thick with life, a shining suit of mucous tough enough to withstand the depths or the vacuum. Or to go naked in the warm, shallow waters.
Sparta inhaled the creatures as she swam—and ate a good many of them—which is how she knew these things. They did not mind; individually, they had no minds. Tasting them and smelling them, almost without her willing it whole arrays of chemical formulas appeared on the screen of her mind. She stored what information she could analyze—far from everything, for her means of analysis depended almost wholly upon stereochemistry, upon the fit of her taste buds and olfactory sensors to the shapes of the molecules presented to them—in the dense tissue of her soul’s eye, there to be sorted and compared against what was known.
Thus she learned the world-ship, and—if not yet its purpose—its organization.
Professor Forster’s teams had gone in along two axes, one equatorial and one polar, and had generated maps of the two narrow cone-shaped regions of their exploration, showing that the ship was built in shells, one within the other. Forster had pictured them as nested ellipsoid balloons. Sparta knew that the ship was at once simpler and more sophisticated than that; it was more like a spiral, more like a nautilus’s shell, but not so easy to compute. The volume of each subsequent space outward from the center did not increase in a simple Fibonacci sequence, as the sum of the two preceding values, but according to a curve of fractal dimension. Nevertheless, it had grown according to rules which, if not wholly predictable in their production of detail, were so in result, at the cut-off.
She had never swum the fifteen kilometers down to the center of the ship. Her body would have been unperturbed by the pressures and temperatures; like the sea lions or the great whales, she had had built into herself the mechanisms of heart and blood vessels that she needed to force oxygen into her brain and organs at depth. She knew that the engine of all that had transpired since the Kon-Tiki expedition had entered the clouds of Jupiter was centered there. The power that had melted Amalthea and the intelligence that had ordered the resurrection of the ship’s life were centered there. The potential of whatever was yet to come was centered there.
But she had not had the time to make the trip. Something in the Knowledge held her away from the place. The Knowledge, that torn scrapbook of enigmas, had revealed much as it had unfolded itself in her memory, but it left as much unrevealed.
She returned time and again to the chamber within the Temple of Art where the Ambassador rested in stasis. She was drawn back to the immense statue not only by her natural curiosity and appreciation of it, but because of expectation…
 
Thowintha had been alone in the singing darkness for a hundred thousand uncounted circuits of the sun, undreaming.
It was not the darkness that first dissolved; that came later. What came first, was that the oneness of the world formed an edge—for as the myriad creatures say, the edge of oneness is time.
There was a beating as of a great heart. Thowintha was far from awake, or even alive as the myriad creatures are alive, but the oneness of the world had formed a way of knowing something of itself: its great heart was beating and Thowintha, without consciousness, knew that it was beating. The world was marking its time.
Next there was a beating inside and a beating outside, and they were not the same. Indeed, Thowintha was the world’s way of marking its time, and—while of the world still—Thowintha marked a separate time as well. Thus the darkness began to dissolve.
Thowintha’s eyes grew transparent to the light that seeped from the walls of the world, beating with the world’s heart. The walls were not black, although the light of them did not travel far through the waters. Brighter than the stars in heaven were the myriad creatures that filled the sweet waters.
Thowintha did not move or need to move, but only to wait and savor the delicious waters. All things were dissolved in the waters. In the waters were life and the memory of life. In the waters was the state of things.
The world was waking as it had been meant to: in this there was joy, as the first designation had foretold. The most perilous circuits of the sun, feared with reason by the delegates that came after—for when they saw the state of things on the natural worlds they were plunged into sorrow—had been endured by the myriad creatures. Now their representatives, those who had been designated, had arrived. All was well.
They had arrived. The smell of them was in the water, an acceptable smell—indeed, a fine smell—but nothing that had been foretold by the first designates. For these creatures were not water-breathers.
No matter. The nature of these creatures—abstract thinkers, machine-makers and life-tenders, storytellers—had been discovered by the second designates. What seemed wondrous to Thowintha was how few of them there were. There was so little taste of them in the water! They had so little variety! Their numbers were less than a bundle of feelers.
Where were their great vessels? Why did the myriad creatures of the natural worlds not come in their thousands and millions to occupy the spaces that had been prepared for them? For the world had been set in order for them when it was seen that the great work had failed, that the natural worlds must fail. The second designates, who came after, had said there was hope still, that all would be well even yet, that they would arrive, having developed that capacity for abstract thinking, not only for machine-making but for life-tending, for storytelling, without which it would be unthinkable to carry them onward… But the moment had come. The world was awake and soon would move. If these were all there were to go with it, so it must be.
In the water nearby Thowintha tasted one of them now, the one who came most often. By the beating of three hearts, by the marking of time, Thowintha knew it was time to exchange stories.
 
Swimming long hours alone in life-spangled darkness, she had begun to understand deeply the place the Knowledge had played in the myths and legends of the Bronze Age, from which so many contemporary religions had descended. She knew why so many heroes had spent so much of their time under the sea. She knew why Genesis described heaven and Earth, in the beginning, as “without form and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep,” and why “the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.”
For the Hebrew word that the scribes of King James had translated as “moved” was merahepeth, “to brood.” In the beginning the Spirit of God brooded, as eagles brood or as salmon brood, whether above or below the waters…
Sparta flickered whitely through the corridors of the Temple of Art where the walls glowed most warmly and nebulas of shining life swarmed most thickly. She came to the inner chamber. The Ambassador rested there on its pedestal, unchanged, giving no visible hint of life, much less of awakening consciousness. By the taste of the water she knew better. The acids that had bathed its cells in stasis were flowing away, out of its system.
She hovered before the Ambassador in the water, her short straight hair drained of color, gently swaying in the beating current, her gills opening and closing as gracefully as the waving of kelp in the slow sea surge.
You are awake. She blew air—borrowed from her gills, stored in her lungs—through her mouth and nose and made clicks deep in her throat, speaking in the language known to those who had reconstructed it as the language of Culture X.
A single click echoed in the water around her. Yes.
How are you called?
We are the living world.
How do you wish to be addressed?
The sounds that came back were hollow poundings, like wooden gongs struck under water. In this body, the form of address is Thowintha.
You are Thowintha? The volume of Sparta’s body was a fourth the Ambassador’s; as much as she tried, she was unable to reproduce the sound of the name precisely.
You may call us Thowintha. We would not call ourselves this, but we understand that you have a different impression … a different outlook. How are you called?
We—all of my kind—call ourselves human beings. In this body, most who know me call me Ellen Troy. Others call me Linda Nagy. I call myself Sparta.
We call you Designate.
Why do you call me that?
You are like the other humans who have come here, and those we observed before, but also different. You have learned ways to make yourself more like us. You can only have learned these ways from designates: thus you are designated.
Please explain these matters. Sparta emitted an impatient sequence of clicks and hisses. I want to know your impression.
We will tell each other many stories. We will tell you as much as we can of what happened before we last visited you. You will tell us of all that has happened since. With each phrase, water flowed in and out of the Ambassador’s mantle; life was rippling through its body. There will be more time later. But there is little time now. Where are the others?
They are in our ship in nearby space.
You wish them to be destroyed, then. The Ambassador’s impassive “face” gave no hint of approval or disapproval as it subtly drifted free of the gleaming pedestal and the nest of writhing microtubules that had fastened it to the ship. You wish to come with us alone.
No! A reverberating click. They must not be harmed.
All must come. There is little time. Very soon there will be no time.
I will tell them, if you will show me how.
Come and we will show you how.
 
The equipment-bay airlock of the Michael Ventris opened slowly. Marianne came inside first, followed by Blake. She pulled her helmet from her head before proceeding on up the corridor to the crowded flight deck.
She arrived with fire in her heart and fire in her eye, needing only a bloodstained axe to fit her for the part of Clytemnestra. Her first words were not for Forster, however, who floated expectantly before her, but for Bill Hawkins.
“You could have stopped them,” she said angrily. “Or at least tried. You want him to die.”
He looked her in that fiery eye. “No, Marianne, I don’t. And he won’t.”
“Because I gave in,” she said. “Obviously he didn’t. If I hadn’t made him tell me where he hid the statue, he would have gone to his death for his principles. He acted like a ma … a grown-up. But you, Bill…”
“Plenty of time for recriminations later, Ms. Mitchell.” Forster interrupted before she said the harder words. “We have business to settle.”
“Here,” she said, and pushed a graphics pad at him. On it was a crude sketch-map of a section of the Temple of Art, with an X to mark the spot. “That’s the best I can do.”
“That will be fine,” said Forster, glancing at it briefly. He passed it to Blake. “Blake, I believe you indicated you wanted to take care of this.”
“Sir.” Blake took the pad and immediately left the flight deck.
“Well, now that that’s over with”—Forster moved to Fulton’s empty couch and bent over, rummaging in a canvas sack beneath the console. He came up with a glass bottle plastered with peeling labels, filled with a dark amber liquid. One of his treasured Napoleons—“Why don’t we relax and have a drink to forget all this unpleasantness?”
“A drink?” Marianne’s outrage carried almost palpable force. She pointed at the time display on the console behind Forster. “Have you gone crazy? Randolph must have fallen halfway to Jupiter!”
Professor Forster regarded her disapprovingly. “Lack of patience is a common failing in the young,” he said, which sounded odd coming from his youthful-appearing self. “I see no cause at all for hasty action.”
Marianne flushed red but as quickly became pale again; real fear had temporarily pushed aside her anger. “You promised,” she whispered.
In Bill Hawkins’s expression, menace was replacing anxiousness. “Professor, you told me … well, I don’t see there’s any point in prolonging this.”
Seeing their emotion, Forster realized he might have gone a tad too far; he’d had his little joke, after all. “I can tell you at once, Ms. Mitchell—Bill knows this already, which is why he is justly angry with me—that Randolph Mays is in no more danger than we are. We can go and collect him whenever we like.”
“Then you did lie to me,” she said instantly.
“No, I certainly did not. Mays has lied to you repeatedly, but what I told you was the truth. Granted, you jumped to the wrong conclusions. So did Bill here, until I explained it to him—his outrage on your behalf, and on Mays’s, was quite genuine, and I doubt we could have restrained him had we not convinced him that we were telling the truth.”
“Which is?” she demanded—and added with a hiss, “If you’re ready to cut the self-serving bull.”
Despite himself, Forster flinched. “Yes, well … when I said that a body would take ninety-five minutes to fall from here to Jupiter, I omitted—not accidentally, I confess—a rather important phrase. I should have added, ‘a body at rest with respect to Jupiter.’ But we are not at rest with respect to Jupiter. Sir Randolph shares our orbital speed, which is about, mm, twenty-seven kilometers per second.”
She was quick even when the ideas were strange, so the moral force of her anger was slightly sapped by a suspicion of what Forster would say next; the best she could do was display her contempt for his self-satisfaction. “To hell with your numbers. Will you for God’s sake get to the point?”
“Mm, yes, as you say.” Remarkably he was looking almost sheepish by now. “We did throw him completely away from Amalthea, toward Jupiter. But the extra velocity we gave him was trivial; he’s still moving in practically the same orbit as before. The most he can do, computer says, is drift about a hundred kilometers inward. In one revolution, twelve hours or so, he’ll come right back where he started. Without us having to do anything at all.”
Marianne locked eyes with the professor. To the other two watchers on the flight deck, Walsh and Hawkins, there was no doubting the meaning of the exchange: Forster was ashamed of himself, but defiant, for he believed that what he had done needed doing; Marianne was relieved, but frustrated and annoyed at having been duped.
“Which is why you wouldn’t let me talk to him,” she said. “Randolph’s smart enough to realize that he’s in no danger. He would have told me that.”
“That’s why I wouldn’t let you talk to him, yes,” Forster admitted. “As for his sophistication with orbital mechanics, I warned you of that myself. Indeed, Sir Randolph was so confident of his ability in that regard that he risked your life without compunction.”
She turned to Hawkins. “You knew.”
Hawkins steadily returned her accusing gaze. “What the professor hasn’t told you, Marianne, is that Mays tried to murder us all. And made you his accomplice. You two didn’t knock us out for just a few minutes; you gassed us good. Then he set the ship to drift into the radiation belt.”
The blood drained from her face, but she said, “So what? Radiation effects are curable.” It came out with more defiance than she felt. “I have firsthand knowledge of that fact, too.”
“So long as someone’s awake to administer the cure. You two dosed us to keep us unconscious for a long time, too long to save ourselves after we woke up. He kept you alive to support his story—but he made sure you wouldn’t really witness a thing.”
Marianne stared at Hawkins, her face slowly creasing with the horror of what he was saying. She shifted her wavering gaze to the professor. “Then … why would he bother hiding the statue?”
“He didn’t bother, of course,” said Forster. “I gave your map to Blake to put under seal with the rest of the evidence against him. Mays told you an involved tale so that you would send him back here to the Ventris. It was all your idea, Marianne. You are the guilty party; the innocent Sir Randolph Mays would never have done it on his own. Or so he would have told the Space Board.”
“If you knew, why did you go through with all of this?” Marianne asked.
Forster said quietly, “So that you would know too.”
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“We’ve got you, Sir Randolph. You’ll have been listening in, I suppose.”
“Yes.”
McNeil and Groves closed on Mays an hour after Forster told them to retrieve him; he was only twenty kilometers up, and they located him without too much trouble by tracking the radio beacon on his suit, which they’d left intact when they disabled his suitcomm. His radiation exposure would be no worse than that of his rescuers.
“No need to make the long round trip after all. Ms. Mitchell valued your life too much,” said Groves.
“Yes, well … good-hearted person. Quick study. Have to give her that.”
“I’m afraid you’ve rather shaken her faith in you.”
Mays made no reply.
Of the two crewmen, quick little Tony Groves was more inclined to play Mercurius, the psychologist; it seemed to him that something had gone out of Sir Randolph Mays, some dark force of resistance, for he came down with them very listlessly out of the bronze-colored, Jupiter-dominated sky.
It occurred to the navigator to suggest to Professor Forster, that famous rationalist, that now would be a good time to question Mays more closely. Perhaps the historian-journalist was willing to admit, if not defeat, something closer to the unvarnished truth about himself.
First they had to get back to the Michael Ventris, a barely visible speck of light alongside the glowing fluff-ball of Amalthea, which was virtually plummeting through the night, visibly shifting against the background of fixed stars.
Even as they watched, diving full speed toward the satellite on their suit maneuvering systems, Amalthea’s aspect changed. The last of the icy husk melted into hot water, and the last of the hot water boiled away in a flash. A rapidly dissipating whiff of vapor slid away, ever so slowly, like the silk scarf of a magician lifting in interminable slow motion and with exquisite grace, to reveal—
—what they had known was there but could not have seen with their own eyes before now, the mirror-finished spacecraft, the world that was a spaceship. The diamond moon.
Just then, Jo Walsh’s voice broke in on their suitcomms: “Angus, Tony, get back here as fast as you can. We’ve got an emergency on our hands.”
“What’s up, Jo?”
“Give it all you’ve got, guys. Bleed Mr. Mays’s maneuvering gas if you must. Looks like the neighborhood is about to go critical, if our informants know what the hell they’re talking about.”
 
And on the flight deck of the Ventris:
“…bring the Ventris into the one-eighty equatorial hold. I can’t be sure, but I think you’ve got only about twenty minutes to accomplish this,” Sparta’s quiet voice was saying over the speakers.
“Twenty minutes,” Marianne exclaimed softly. She looked about as if someone could save the situation. But Forster and the captain were staring at the blank videoplate as if by force of concentration they could see Sparta on it. Hawkins was chewing his lip, looking at Marianne helplessly. Even Blake, whose normal impulse in emergencies was to go out and blow something up, stood glumly by, inactive.
Forster said, “We’re still missing McNeil and Groves, Inspector Troy.”
“Mays?” came Sparta’s voice on the link.
“Yes, he’s with them.”
“Are you in contact?”
“Captain Walsh has just now instructed them to make all possible speed, but we estimate that they are perhaps fifteen minutes away from our current position.”
On the bridge of the Ventris all was silent for a moment, until Sparta’s voice spoke again from the radiolink. “You will have to enter the hold now. They’ll have to come in when they arrive.”
“Their maneuvering fuel…” Marianne began.
Sparta’s voice continued. “There seems to be no leeway here—it’s my sense of the situation that the … the world-ship is in an automated countdown. And that we’ve already gone past the point of no return.”
“But Inspector Troy…”
“Sorry, sir, give me a moment”—Walsh interrupted Forster’s reply with a hired captain’s diplomatic firmness, which under her politeness brooked no contradiction—“I’ll be getting the ship underway, alerting the men. You and Inspector Troy can carry on your debate again shortly.”
Walsh busily communed with the computer of the Ventris—it was a bit more work than usual to get the ship started without the help of her engineer—and programmed it to head for the equator of the diamond moon. “Better strap in, sir. Blake, please take the engineer’s couch. Ms. Mitchell, Mr. Hawkins, down below, please. Secure for course adjustment.”
A moment later the maneuvering rockets went off like howitzers, hard enough and loud enough to give them all headaches. The Ventris curved smartly inward, toward the black hole that was even then spiraling open in the side of the glistening world-ship.
 
McNeil looked at Groves. They’d just been briefed by Walsh over their suitlinks. “Any help, Mr. Navigator?”
“Well, Mr. Engineer, I’ve just run a rather preliminary estimate on my sleeve”—he tapped the computer locator pad on his suit’s forearm—“and it puts us in a bit of a bind. To make the vector change, we’ve got to save what fuel we’ve got. But if we save what we’ve got, we arrive, oh, a tad late.”
“We haven’t got the delta-vees, then?”
“That’s putting it succinctly.”
“Any recommendations?”
Inside his suit, Groves visibly shrugged. “I say, let’s go like bats out of hell and hope somebody thinks of something before we run out of gas.”
McNeil looked sideways at their captive. “S’pose you should have a vote, Mays. Not that we have to count it.”
Mays said, “No matter. I’ve nothing to add.”
They hit their suit thrusters then, and dived toward the diamond moon.
 
The Ventris entered the huge dome originally explored by Forster and Troy in the Manta submarine. Its cathedral-like space was a filigree of ink and silver, drawn with a fine steel needlepoint—for it was full of vacuum now, not water, and its intricate architecture was severely illuminated by in pouring Jupiter light.
From the floor a bundle of gleaming mechanisms, flexible and alive as tentacles, sprang up to grasp the Ventris and draw it inward. They turned it as they carried it, so that finally it lay on its side, firmly entangled in a nest of sucking tendrils like a fish that had blundered into the grip of an anemone.
The Ventris was aligned so that it was parallel to the axis of the world-ship, pointed in the direction of what they had called the south pole. On the flight deck, what feeble gravity there was tended to draw people to one wall instead of the floor, but the force was so slight that the sensation was not so much like falling as drifting sideways in a slow current.
“The Manta’s got fuel,” Blake said to Walsh. “I can ride it out toward them and abandon it, use my suit gas to help them come in.”
“Sorry, Blake,” she said shortly. “You’d use up your suit gas and more, just matching their trajectory.”
“I insist upon making the attempt,” Blake said, with all the angry dignity he could muster.
“I refuse to have four casualties instead of three.”
“Captain…”
“If there were the slightest chance”—Walsh was rigid; two of her long-time companions, her oldest friends, were among the men she proposed to abandon—“but there is not. Run the numbers, if you like. Please prove me wrong.”
Forster—strapped into his couch and brooding, his face in his hands—had stayed out of the dispute. Now he lifted his sad gaze to Blake. “Do as the captain suggests, Blake. Run the numbers.”
“Sir, computer is using its own fuel estimates. I suggest… I’m saying they’re low.”
“Or high,” Walsh shot back at him.
“Run the numbers, Blake,” Forster said. “Leave Mays’s mass out of the calculation.”
Walsh looked at Blake without saying anything. She was asking him to take the burden.
“Sorry, Jo. Professor,” Blake whispered. “I won’t say I’d be sorry to see them make that choice for themselves. But…”
Walsh turned to the console and tapped numbers into the computer manually; it was not the sort of thing you told the machine to do in voice mode. The numbers came back, and the potential trajectories were graphically displayed.
Walsh and the rest of them stared at the plate. “Well,” she said, “let’s hope that when the idea occurs to them, they’re less squeamish than … than I am.”
“What are you talking about?” Marianne demanded. She and Bill Hawkins had at that moment arrived on the flight deck.
Forster didn’t look at her, but he spoke loudly and flatly, “With Mays’s fuel—but without his mass—McNeil and Groves have a chance to make it back here before Inspector Troy’s deadline.”
“A rapidly diminishing chance,” growled Walsh.
Marianne sifted that. “You want them to abandon Randolph?” she said.
“I wish they would.” Forster looked her in the eye. “But I doubt that they will.”
Marianne could have expressed outrage or horror. But she didn’t.
 
Inward toward Jupiter, Tony Groves said, “We just passed it, mate. Point of no return.”
“Meaning if nobody comes to our rescue, we sail on forever,” said McNeil.
“’Fraid so.”
For a moment their suitcomms were filled with nothing but Jupiter static; then Mays spoke. “You’ve got my suit fuel. Just get rid of me. Perhaps you can still save yourselves.”
“Not the sort of thing that’s usually done,” said Groves.
“And of course you’re the sort who always does the usual thing,” Mays said spitefully.
“I think he’s trying to provoke us, Angus,” Groves said.
“Won’t do him any good. All déjà vu to me,” said McNeil. “Sure, kill off the odd inconvenient fellow and you may live a bit longer. Then try living it down.”
Groves clucked his tongue. “I say, was that a pun?”
“Clever you.”
They sailed on into space, their suit rockets pushing them toward the diamond moon that now almost filled their sky—knowing that they would have no way of stopping, or even of turning, once they reached it.
“Frankly,” said Mays, “it doesn’t really matter to me whether you two live or die. I would like to make a statement before I die.”
“We’re listening,” said McNeil.
“Not to you two. To … to Forster, I suppose. To that woman Troy, or whatever she calls herself these days.”
McNeil keyed his suitcomm. “Can you still pick us up, Professor?”
The answer came back so clear that Forster might have been in a suit next to them. “I’ve been listening in, Angus. Say what you have to do, Sir Randolph.”
“I’m listening too, Sir Randolph,” Sparta said, as clearly as Forster.
Mays sighed deeply, and took a deep breath of his suit’s cold air. “My name is not Randolph Mays,” he said. “You may know me by other names. William Laird. Jean-Jacques Lequeu. I am none of these. My name does not matter.”
“That’s right, your name doesn’t matter,” Sparta said, her voice as close as if she were inside his head—and to him the sound of her must have been like the hissing of a lizard, for he had been foolish enough to believe she really did not know him. “You thought you had killed my parents. You thought you had created me. But nothing you did made any difference. None of it mattered, Mr. Nemo. Neither do you.”
“We do want to hear what you have to say,” Forster said hastily.
“Well, you will hear it,” Mays said wearily. “The cursed woman is right: I don’t matter anymore. But we prophetae were not mad. We preserved the Knowledge, the Knowledge that made her what she is … that brought all of us to this place.”
 
We committed horrible crimes in the name of the Knowledge.
Perhaps you think it strange that I can admit this so plainly. Conventional thinkers—most people—believe that the daring criminal, the outrageous criminal, the man or woman who murders innocents in cold blood, blows them up in some anonymous bombing or slaughters them with a machine gun, never having seen them before, not knowing anything about them, that such an implacable murderer, as opposed to the congenial spouse-killer or child-butcher, could not possibly be possessed of a conscience. How pitifully mistaken.
Mays flew alone through space, reciting his macabre soliloquy while the shining bulk of the world-ship expanded to one side. McNeil and Groves were alone too, some distance away—not out of any sense of privacy or decorum, but because they had released their grip on him and in the course of several hundred meters had simply drifted way. All three spacesuits were depleted of maneuvering fuel; the men drifted and turned randomly, sometimes facing each other, sometimes staring away into empty space, or at the mirror surface of the thing that had been Amalthea, or into the awesome cloud-cauldron of Jupiter.
We prophetae knew well what we did. We ached for those we sacrificed. The ancient primitives who prayed for the souls of the deer they ate were no more devout than we.
We committed horrible crimes and kept our good cheer, as those before us had done for milleniums. In the end, we believed, the sum of history and the fate of humankind would exculpate us; men and women would bless us.
None of us hoped to live forever, and if a few—or a great many—innocents had to die before Paradise arrived, it was all to the good, for Paradise would arrive that much sooner; that many more would benefit in future.
And so, in the name of the Knowledge, to hurry the day when the Pancreator would return, we made another attempt to realize the Emperor of the Last Days, the feast of the gods. We created her.
Or, as my colleagues and contemporaries insist upon reminding me, I created her. But I cannot take all the credit. Her parents—those subtle, lying Hungarians—sold her to me. Under my direction, a few modifications were made. She refused to cooperate. She, this child, knew the Knowledge better than the knights and elders, she insinuated. Too bad I was unsuccessful in disposing of my failure.
After she escaped, only a fistful of years passed before she showed us that seven thousand years of the Knowledge were, to phrase it mincingly, incomplete. The Venusian tablets revealed that our translations were in error, especially our translation of the Martian plaque. There would be no signal from the homeworld in Crux. The Doradus, the mainstay of what was to be our final assault, was thrown away by that fool Kingman.
The monstrous woman went further, striking at us in our most secret strongholds—I myself came within a hair’s-breadth of death at her hands. Then Howard Falcon, who was to have been the new Emperor, failed to rouse the Pancreator on Jupiter; the so-called world of the gods was only a world of elephantine animals. None of us had foreseen the significance of Amalthea; there was not a word of it in the Knowledge. Our plans and our pride were cast in the dust.
We knights and elders of the prophetae—those of us who survived—lost courage at last. We faced the bitter truth, that everything we had worked for and believed was in error. We had earned no privileges by virtue of our false secrets; if Paradise did come to Earth, we were not among the chosen.
I refused to enter the suicide pact with the others. They heartily cursed me, but at least I did them the service of scattering their ashes in space.
For me, three things remained. I would gaze upon the face of the Pancreator. I would bring death to the terrible woman I had helped create. Then I would die myself. To this end I resurrected the useful personality of Sir Randolph Mays and did all that you know about and can infer.
I have seen the Pancreator. What you call the Ambassador is the being for whom seven thousand years of my tradition had prepared me. I was not even prepared for the inevitable disappointment. He, or she, or whatever it is, is not an ugly thing, but neither is it a god.
At last Mays fell silent. If he was done, he had timed his speech well, for the three drifting men were passing as close to the world-ship as they were likely to come. They were no more than half a kilometer from the still-gaping opening of that equatorial hold into which the Ventris had settled, but helpless to stop or turn in their onward rush.
Mays could not resist adding a final, unnecessary comment. “My hopes for revenge have also been disappointed. At least I will not be cheated of my own death.”
“Think again, Nemo.” Sparta shattered any dignity which might have clung, mold-like, to Mays’s self-pity. “The Ambassador has a name. Thowintha is many things—the pilot of this ship, among them—but not what you choose to call the Pancreator.” She laughed, low in her throat. “And you aren’t dead yet.”
A second later the three men understood her. From the cavity of the world-ship’s enormous hold, three almost invisibly fine silvery tentacles had emerged and were rapidly feeling their way through space. They moved unerringly, with the quickness of rattlesnakes, as if with their own perception and intelligence.
“Ahh … easy there!” McNeil cried out, as one of the tentacles hooked his leg and jerked him upside down.
“Whoops!” Groves exclaimed at almost the same moment—a boy’s gleeful shout; a tentacle had him by the arm.
Mays merely grunted in surprise as the third tentacle wrapped itself around his middle.
Immediately the silvery fibers were taut, although they were still playing out of the hold faster than a fishing line spinning off a reel. The total difference in velocity between the ship and the men was that of a well-thrown skipping stone on Earth, and the ship’s smart tentacles did not mean to dismember their prey by taking up the slack all at once. But within three hundred meters the men were momentarily motionless with respect to the ship; the ship instantly started reeling them in.
Sparta’s calm voice came into their suitcomms: “You are going to be put into the airlock of the Ventris—it’s open for you. You will have very little time to prepare for acceleration, a few seconds at most. Don’t stop to take off your suits, just head for the wardroom and lie flat on the floor. I can’t say how many gees we’re going to pull. Regard any delay as potentially fatal.”
The tentacles seemed to have a very precise knowledge of how much acceleration and deceleration a human’s body could be expected to withstand without serious injury. They pulled hard and fast, stiffened within a couple of dozen meters of the hold, and dragged the men in through it as the dome was already knitting itself back together. Side by side, the men cleared the dome just as it snapped shut, only a little more than the height of their helmets above them.
The Ventris appeared ridiculously tiny where it lay inside the kilometer-wide lock. Within seconds the whiplike tentacles had shoved the men through the Ventris’s open equipment bay—one, two, three, they were deposited and released—and the tentacles snatched away out of their sight. Even Randolph Mays, who had so recently recited his own funeral oration, scurried through the double hatches and sought a flat place to lie down.
The world began to move even before they had gotten down on their knees. But Sparta—who surely had known what she was doing, intending to hurry them along—had exaggerated the awesome capabilities of Culture X. Even the alien vessel did not have the capacity to translate itself—an ellipsoid thirty kilometers long and filled with water—with an instant acceleration of one Earth gravity.
No, the incredible column of fire that burst from its “north” pole, pointed directly at Jupiter, moved the world-ship slowly at first, just enough to make the floor of the Ventris’s wardroom feel more like a floor than a wall. Indeed, after a few seconds, Angus McNeil got up to make himself more comfortable, unlatching his helmet and throwing it aside, struggling out of his suit.
He moved prematurely. By the time he’d gotten his top half off, the world-ship was accelerating at one gee; by the time he’d gotten the bottom half halfway down his legs it was moving at five, and he could no longer support his own rapidly increasing weight. He crashed to the padded floor and lay there, his bulk crushing the fabric.
Sparta’s voice came into the helmets of Tony Groves and the man who had called himself Randolph Mays. “I’m given to understand that acceleration will continue to increase for five more minutes and then cease. By then we will be well on our way to our destination.”
Groves, the navigator, forced a question out of his collapsing chest. “Where might that be, Inspector?”
“I don’t know. However, I take it we are going to meet Sir Randolph’s Pancreator after all.”
 
On the bridge of the world-ship—what the explorers had mistaken for an art gallery—little Sparta and big Thowintha studied the living, shining murals and charted their course thereby. They floated close to each other, turning and gliding through the waters of the control space, communicating with the schools of myriad helpers, as if they had known each other for a billion years and were waterdancing to celebrate their long-delayed reunion.
But even as she danced with the alien, an unimaginable event which she had imagined countless times in her dreams, she thought of Blake, her true mate…
 
He brooded in the hold of the Ventris. He thought he must be getting old, very old. And it was true, he’d changed: the older he got the more like a responsible adult he became. In this whole trip he hadn’t found an excuse to blow anything up.



EPILOGUE
 
At Ganymede Base they had been tracking these events throughout. A Space Board vessel—a creaking old tug—had been launched in a token attempt at rescue of the Forster expedition, which, having ceased to communicate (by now everybody knew it), was surely in distress.
But the blazing forth of the silvery egg took all the watchers by surprise. On Ganymede, on Earth, on all the inhabited worlds, they saw the titanic engines ignite. They saw the kernel of a moon move against the grasp of mighty Jupiter. They followed its course, fully expecting it to aim itself out of the solar system, toward the most distant stars.
It was with suspicion—then with disbelief—then with wonder that they finally believed the evidence of their own computers.
On Ganymede, the commander watched it with a grim, unyielding expression. Too late he’d tracked down the last of the prophetae, the last mole within the Space Board’s delicate presence on the shore of the Shoreless Ocean. Whatever these pitiful conspiratorial pensionaires of the Free Spirit had to tell him was worthless in the face of an unfolding future.
On Earth, Ari and Jozsef watched the spectacle. Tears streamed from Ari’s eyes, tears of joy and anger, that it was happening, that her daughter had helped it happen—and that she had been excluded from its happening.
For what was left of Amalthea—its gleaming core, the world-ship, the diamond moon—was not headed for a destination somewhere in the constellation Crux. It was coming to a rendezvous with Earth.



THE DIAMOND MOON
 AN AFTERWORD BY
 ARTHUR C. CLARKE
 
I have already described, in the Introduction to Venus Prime 4, the story of my life-long fascination with the greatest of all planets. Only since 1979, however, has it been discovered—to the delighted amazement of astronomers—that Jupiter’s wonders are matched by those of its many satellites.
In 1610, Galileo Galilei turned his newly invented “optic tube” upon the planet Jupiter. He was not surprised to see that—unlike the stars—its showed a perceptible disc, but during the course of the next few weeks he made a discovery that demolished the medieval image of the universe. In that world-picture, everything—including Sun and Moon—revolved around a central Earth. But Jupiter had four faint sparks of light revolving around it. Earth was not the only planet with a moon. To make matters even worse—Jupiter had not one, but four companions. No wonder that some of Galileo’s more intransigent colleagues refused to look through his diabolical invention. Anyway, they argued, if Jupiter’s satellites were that small, they didn’t really matter, and the heck with them…
Until the 19th century, the four “Galilean” moons—Io, Europa, Ganymede, and Callisto—remained as no more than featureless pinpoints even through the most powerful telescopes. Their regular movements (in periods ranging from a mere 42 hours for Io, up to 17 days for distant Callisto) around their giant master made them a source of continual delight to generations of astronomers, amateur and professional. A good pair of modern binoculars—rigidly supported—will show them easily, as they swing back and forth along Jupiter’s equatorial plane. Usually three or four will be visible, but on rare occasions Jupiter will appear as moonless as Galileo’s opponents would have wished, because all four of the satellites will be eclipsed by the planet, or inconspicuously transiting its face.
There was no reason to suppose, before the Space Age opened, that the four Galilean satellites would be very different from our own Moon—that is, airless, cratered deserts where nothing ever moved except the shadows cast by the distant sun. In fact, this proved to be true for the outermost satellite, Callisto: it is so saturated with craters of all sizes that there is simply no room for any more.
This was about the only unsurprising result of the 1979 Voyager missions, undoubtedly the most successful in the history of space exploration. For the three inner moons proved to be wildly different from Callisto, and from each other.
Io is pockmarked with volcanoes—the first active ones ever discovered beyond the Earth—blasting sulphurous vapors a hundred kilometers into space. Europa is a frozen ice-pack from pole to pole, covered with the intricate traceries of fractured floes. And Ganymede—larger than Mercury, and not much smaller than Mars—is most bizarre of all. Much of its surface looks as if scraped by gigantic combs, leaving multiple groves meandering for thousands of kilometers. And there are curious pits from which emerge tracks that might have been made by snails the size of an Olympic stadium.
If you want to know more about these weird places, I refer you to the numerous splendidly illustrated volumes that were inspired by the Voyager missions. Stanley Kurbick and I never dreamed, back in the mid-Sixties, that within a dozen years we would be seeing closeups of the places we were planning to send our astronauts: we thought such knowledge would not be available until at least 2001. Without the Voyagers, I could never have written Odyssey Two. Thank you, NASA and JPL.
In addition to its quartet of almost planet-sized moons, the Voyager spaceprobes discovered that Jupiter also has Saturn-like rings—though they are much less spectacular—and at least a dozen smaller satellites. As befits such a giant, it is a mini-solar system in its own right, whose exploration may take many centuries—and many lives.
The short story “Jupiter V,” the genesis of this novel, takes place on a satellite which was discovered by a sharp-eyed astronomer, E. E. Barnard, back in 1982. Now officially christened Amalthea, Jupiter V was long believed to be the moon closest to Jupiter, but even smaller and closer satellites were detected by the Voyagers. There may be scores, or hundreds, or thousands more; some day we’ll have to answer the question: “How small can a lump of rock be and still qualify as a moon?"
Written in 1951, and later published in the collection Reach for Tomorrow (1956), “Jupiter V” is one of the few stories whose origins I can pinpoint exactly. Its first inspiration (explicitly mentioned in the original version) was Chesley Bonestell’s wonderful series of astronomical paintings, featured in a 1944 issue of Life magazine.* Later reprinted in the volume edited by Willy Ley, The Conquest of Space (1949), they must have made thousands of people realize for the first time that the other planets and satellites of the Solar System were real places, which one day we might visit.
Chesley’s paintings—when published in The Conquest of Space—inspired legions of young space cadets, and this somewhat older one. Little did I know, to coin a phrase, that one day I would collaborate with Chesley on a book about the exploration of the outer planets (Beyond Jupiter [1972]: see the Introduction to Venus Prime 4). How glad I am that Chesley—who died, still painting furiously, at the age of 99—lived to see the reality behind his imagination.
The second input to “Jupiter V” was somewhat more sophisticated. In 1949, during my final year at King’s College, London, my applied mathematics instructor Dr. G. C. McVittie gave a lecture which made an indelible impression on me. It was on the apparently unpromising subject of perturbation theory—i.e., what happens to an orbiting body when some external force alters its velocity. At that date, nothing could have seemed of less practical importance; today, it is the basis of the multi-billion dollar communications satellite industry, and all space rendezvous missions.
The conclusions that “Mac” illustrated on the blackboard were surprising, and often counterintuitive; who would have thought that one way to make a satellite go faster was to slow it down? Over the next few decades, I used perturbation theory in a number of tales besides “Jupiter V” and it plays a vital role, though in very different ways, in the finales of both 2010 and 2061.
In March 1989 the Royal Astronomical Society, of which Dr. McVittie had long been a leading Fellow, gave a special symposium in his memory, and I took pains to tell the organizers about his contribution to my own career.
But back to Jupiter V—Amalthea. In 1951 I felt perfectly safe in making it anything I wished, for it was inconceivable that we would get a good look at it during the twentieth century. Yet that was just one of the feats accomplished in the Voyager missions.
Well, perhaps not a good look, but Voyager’s slightly blurred image, though from several thousand kilometers away, completely demolished my description: “There were faint crisscrossing lines on the surface of the satellite, and suddenly my eye grasped their full pattern. For it was a pattern; those lines covered Five with the same geometrical accuracy as the lines of latitude and longitude divide up a globe of the Earth…"
I’m not worried: the real Amalthea looks even weirder. It’s a delicate shade of pink—probably as a result of spraying by sulphur dust spewed out from nearby Io. And it has a matched pair of prominent white spots, looking very much like protruding eyes.
Maybe that’s just what they are—we should know when Galileo arrives there in 1995…
Arthur C. Clarke
 23 October 1989
* Just a few years earlier, he had done the matte work for what is widely regarded as the greatest movie ever made, Orson Welles’s masterpiece Citizen Kane. His widow told me in October 1989 how much he would have enjoyed the second San Francisco earthquake, knowing he had a great time in the first…
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	  	On the following pages are computer-generated diagrams representing some of the structures and engineering found in Venus Prime:

	Pages 2-6:
	Manta European Sub—wire-frame overview indicating exterior elements; front, side, and top views; wire-frame and exterior views of sensory systems; exterior view; active wing pattern.

	Pages 7-11:
	Michael Ventris Space Tug—cutaway views feature bridge/main airlock, main engines/ tanks, and strap-on cargo holds; wire-frame perspective; close-up of bridge and fore-dock; front, side, and top views; main engine/tank assembly.

	Pages 12-16:
	Ice Mole Drilling Machine—full-figure view; two cutaway perspectives outlining cockpit and evacuator structures; front, top and right views; wire-frame close-up of drill assembly and ice evacuator; exterior features.
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For the Phaeacians have no steersmen, nor steering-oars such as other craft possess. Our ships know by instinct what their crews are thinking and propose to do.
—Homer, The Odyssey, Book VIII
  (translated by E. V. Rieu)



PROLOGUE
 
Klaus Muller stamped his soft boots on the deck of the rented chalet in an attempt to warm his numb toes. The snows of the Jungfrau never melted, and even though it was an early summer evening, a cascade of cold air had spilled down the pass after sunset. Klaus didn’t mind a bit; he felt he’d been transported back a century and a half or more to a time when nights like this were ordinary—just as beautiful but not so rare.
In the valley below, the clustered lights of the village, bisected by the black thread of a mountain stream, showed warmly among dark and fragrant meadows. The lingering aroma of new summer grass mingled with the astringent perfume of pine and the subtler mineral scent of ice water spilling over granite. The night sky was crystal clear, a dark blue hemisphere trembling with silver stars, like an old glass Christmas tree ornament seen close.
A small boy’s scornful voice broke Klaus’s reverie. “You’re taking forever. Let me do it.”
“No!” came a younger child’s frantic reply. “You made me miss.”
At the comer of the deck Klaus’s two sons, red-cheeked and runny-nosed, were jostling each other, contending for the remote control unit of a portable telescope. When Hans, the younger boy, bumped into it the instrument nimbly skittered sideways on its smart-tripod legs.
Papa Klaus hoped he wouldn’t have to interfere, but Hans and Richard were laughing, only pretending to fight. They vied for the telescope’s controls, both of them eager to find the object that for three nights now had dominated radio and video news throughout the solar system.
That object was an enormous spacecraft, now leaving the orbit of Jupiter on a column of bright flame, diving toward Earth. The ship was thirty kilometers long, the largest artificial construction any human had ever seen, far larger than the mighty space stations that orbited Earth and Venus and Mars, larger than most asteroids, or the moons of Mars. Still, it was invisible to the naked eye, even on such a night of rare good seeing. But its trajectory, readily extrapolated, had been widely broadcast, and with an amateur instrument as fine as the Muller family’s a searcher could find it easily.
“There! That’s it!” cried the younger boy, finally managing the simple program instructions despite his brother’s impatient interference. With a whir of tiny motors the telescope had settled itself on its spindly legs and steered its objective to the designated target; it began tracking. And on the monitor…
“Oh, oh, oh,” cried the boys together, taken with wonder. Then they both fell silent.
Klaus came closer, drawn by the sharp image on the screen. He drew in his breath, then let it out in a wisp of vapor. He’d seen clearer pictures of the thing earlier in the evening, on the video news, but there was something about seeing for oneself, through the agency of a personal instrument, that made the fantastic real.
“They said there were things sticking out before,” Hans said.
“It retracted them,” Richard informed him.
“Why?”
Young Richard paused only an instant before he said, “They’re aliens.” A perfectly good explanation—and one identical, if more economically expressed, to that given by most self-proclaimed adult experts on the subject.
Certainly the ship looked like nothing human. There were no bulbous fuel tanks or blunderbuss engine nozzles, no earlike radio dishes or bristling communications masts, no stuck-on cargo holds or miscellaneous knobs of machinery; there were no painted-on flags or symbols or numbers. The object on the screen was a perfect silver egg, featureless as a falling raindrop. Only its deceptively slow, steady movement against the background of fixed stars revealed its awesome velocity.
Just a day earlier the ship could still have been taken for a remnant of Jupiter’s shrinking moon Amalthea. A year ago that long quiescent moon had sprouted a network of foaming geysers and had begun shedding its mass. When all the ice was gone, this gleaming object was left.
Early in the extraordinary process an expedition had gone to investigate. Its leader, Professor J. Q. R. Forster, late of King’s College, University of London, was renowned for deciphering the ancient language of Culture X, the alien civilization which had left fossilized remains and fragments of writing on Venus and Mars. With him were six other men and women, including Inspector Ellen Troy of the Board of Space Control.
Shortly after arriving, the Forster expedition had been joined under dramatic circumstances—details yet to be revealed—by the most celebrated video personality in the solar system, the distinguished historian Sir Randolph Mays … and his young female assistant.
Although Amalthea was the focus of frantic speculation, Professor Forster had done his best to keep his discoveries confidential; only the Board of Space Control knew for sure what he and his team had found in the weeks before the moon’s icy husk finally melted away, revealing the hard kernel at its center.
At that moment, according to the Space Board, all contact with Forster and the others was lost—scant minutes before the alien construction erupted in fiery life. No one knew what had become of them.
Now half the inhabitants of the solar system watched the speeding ship with a mixture of awe and apprehension. Soon—a matter of days at its present velocity—it would cross Earth’s orbit, approaching closer than any object its size in the memory of humankind.
As Klaus pondered these wonders, the chalet’s single phonelink chortled.
Klaus irritably wondered who would be calling at this hour of the evening. His time with his family was short enough; he had left strict instructions with his office against forwarding calls. A moment later Gertrud’s voice, quiet but strained, spoke from the doorway. “It is Goncharov. He says he must speak with you urgently.” She held the link toward him.
A chill colder than the night lifted the fine hairs on Klaus’s neck. Not that he was afraid, or angry at Goncharov, whom he’d known long enough to think of as a friend, but precisely because Goncharov would not have called him in anything less than a real emergency. For his wife’s sake he tried to keep his emotions from showing as he took the link.
“Klaus? This is Mikhail. I have a very urgent problem, and I can’t talk on the link.”
“I know it must be important, Mikhail, but can’t it wait a day? I’ll be back in the office on Monday.”
“Please come to the Embassy tomorrow—I’ll send a helicopter for you.”
“If it’s really that important I can drive down.” The North Continental Treaty Alliance’s consular offices in the Swiss Free Region were located in Bern, less than a hundred kilometers by road from the Mullers’ rented chalet.
“Yes…” Goncharov hesitated. “But then we would have to get your car back to your wife.”
Hearing that, Klaus could guess what the nature of the problem was—and that he would not be vacationing with his family the rest of this week.
“Very urgent, Klaus. Only you can help,” Goncharov urged.
Klaus sighed. “Pick me up at ten. I’ll be packed.”
“Perhaps you should also…”
“I’ll make the necessary calls, Mikhail, And I’ll see you in the morning.“
“Goodbye, my friend. And I am sorry.”
Klaus keyed off the link. He looked at Gertrud’s face, saw his wife’s pretty features knitted with disappointment and suppressed anger, and he could think of nothing to say.
Something in his expression softened hers. “Next time, liebchen, you must not tell the number to anyone.”
“Agreed, dearest.” Klaus glanced toward the telescope’s screen, at his two sons engaged in enthusiastic debate over the fantastic capabilities of the alien ship that the little telescope was faithfully tracking.
He turned back to his wife. “Next time.”
 
But there was to be no next time for Klaus in this world. Not by any fault of the alien ship. For when the alien spacecraft finally sped past the Earth, Klaus was underwater in one of his construction firm’s deep-sea submersibles, far down in a subterranean canyon that opened from the mouth of Trincomalee harbor in eastern Sri Lanka. He was trying to diagnose the damage to a deep water project his company had spent many years and many hundreds of thousands of new dollars building there, and which on the eve of its official inauguration had spectacularly malfunctioned.
The alien ship had come within a few tens of thousands of kilometers of Barth but never slowed in its passage of the heavens. Whereupon those “experts” in alien affairs confidently predicted that the ship, once past Earth, would aim itself toward the constellation Crux in the southern skies. For it had long been supposed—and personalities such as Sir Randolph Mays had well publicized—that the home star of Culture X was in Crux.
The ship confounded them. Seen from Earth, it disappeared in bright daylight. It had dived straight at the sun. Within half a day it was licked by solar prominences; a few minutes later it had passed unscathed through the sun’s searing outer layers. Using the sun’s mighty gravitational field to adjust its course, it accelerated again in a brilliant burst of fire that stretched across the heavens like a thread of molten glass. It shot out of the solar system, heading into the northern skies on a hyperbolic trajectory that was aimed—
—at nothing.
Or at least at no target known to the astronomers of Earth. For nine days, the enormous radio antennas at Farside Base on the moon tracked the ship as it continued to accelerate at ten times the force of gravity on Earth, until it achieved over ninety-five percent of the speed of light. What conceivable power source could have propelled the enormous ship to velocities hitherto observed only in subatomic-particle accelerators? Where did it derive the fuel and reaction mass for this incredible feat?
The theorists had no answers to these practical questions. What they could observe agreed with the expectations of relativity: the wavelength of light reflected from the ship shifted markedly toward the red end of the spectrum, and its receding image grew redder and dimmer. Nevertheless, that image was easy to follow with Farside’s immense telescopes. This they did for almost four years.
Then, suddenly, the ship seemed to come to a halt in space. It grew redder still, and darker, never moving…
 
Years—whole decades—passed on Earth while the barely visible alien ship hung motionless in the sky. Relatives and colleagues of Professor Forster and his companions grew old and died. The skies of Earth grew ever fouler, its land more eroded and barren, its seas more choked with oil, until the whole planet trembled on the verge of a global dying and only the precarious space stations and settlements on the moon and Mars and in the Mainbelt—a few hundreds of thousands of souls—could hope to survive the self-strangulation of the birthplace of their kind.
Long before this unhappy end, even before the alien apparition had departed the daylit skies of Earth, Klaus Muller had disappeared—lost in the depths of the Indian Ocean trying to fix what would have been the Earth’s first large-scale hydrothermal plant. From that valiant environmental effort the Swiss engineer never returned…
 
“Or so it might have been,” said Professor J. Q. R. Forster, his bright eyes gleaming with mischief. He watched the firelight glinting in his glass and swirled the smoky Scotch whisky, then took a slow, appreciative sip. “In the likeliest of all outcomes. ”
“How do we know it won’t happen still?” whispered the tall man by the fire, his voice like the rattle of surf on a beach of storm. “Maybe not all the details you’ve put in for us, Faster, but the broad outlines.”
“Kip’s right.” The woman among the four of them brusquely nodded her head. “Nothing leads me to hope we cm prevent the worst of all possible worlds resulting from this debacle.”
“But Ari, one might as well say we can do nothing to prevent the best of all possible worlds.” Jozsef Nagy was as earnestly optimistic as his wife was dour.
“We’ll do what we always have. Our best.” Forster cocked an amused eyebrow and studied the others, not unsympathetically. “One thing we can know. There are at least as many outcomes as there are new stars in the sky outside those windows.”
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The mansion is made of basalt and granite; it stands on a high tor above the Hudson River. In the past it was a busy place. Now its long corridors and paneled halls are empty, its furniture taken away, its pantries and cupboards and shelves stripped of their contents. The wide lawns that surround the grand old house have grown wild and rank, and weeds have invaded from the neighboring woodlands.
It is evening, early winter; the hazy sky shines with a scattering of familiar stars. Among the known stars are dozens of strange new ones, much brighter, trailing columns of fire like comets. And like comets, the gleaming newcomers seem to quest after the sun, recently set.
Through the tall French doors of the old house, overlooking the lawn, a ruddy light suddenly flares and fades away, then flares again. Inside, in the library, oak logs blaze in the stone fireplace. The man named Kip—whom most people address as Commander—leans his tall frame over the fire, letting its warmth play over his weathered skin; glittering flames are reflected in his cold blue eyes.
There are no chairs in the empty place, but there are enough rolled-up Oriental carpets and pillows of exotic origin—camel bags, embossed leather poufs—to allow the little assembly to sprawl and make themselves comfortable. Ari sits regally on a Persian rag spread haphazardly on the floor near the fireplace, propped against mounds of pillows. There are enough refreshments on the silver tray in the center of their circle to make the evening congenial.
“More tea. Ari?” Jozsef is the oldest of them; his middle-European accent is heavy.
Ari nods briefly, swiping at her short gray hair—a habitual gesture from an earlier era, when her straight hair was long and glossy black and fell across her eyes. She lets her woolen shawl loosen around her shoulders—the heat from the fireplace is finally reaching into the musty places of the room—and takes the freshly filled cup on its saucer.
“Professor?”
“You have taken good care of me already.” Forster seems much younger than the others—until, seen close up, his wrinkled and sunburnt skin reveals itself, stretched tightly over his facial bones. He takes the thick glass with a brisk nod.
“Anything for you, Kip?”
The commander shakes his head. Jozsef pours himself a cup of black tea and cradles it, leaning back against a cylinder of rolled-up carpet, reclining like a Bedouin sheik in his tent. “It will be sad to bid goodbye to this house. It has served us well. But it is joyful to know Salamander’s work is complete. I hope that when we are through here this evening, we will have left a record that will serve future generations.” He raises his cup a few millimeters, an economical gesture. “To the truth.”
The others acknowledge him with stares and silent nods. Ari sips her tea critically, making a face. Forster sips from his whiskey glass and rolls the liquid on his tongue, then swallows. He seems lost in thought.
“You were saying, Professor…?”
Forster looks up as if reminding himself where he is. “Ah. Possibilities… But what I’m about to tell you now is not conjecture—or not wholly. It is based upon my personal experiences, upon records, upon my talks with the others.”
“No more fiction about the future, then,” Ari says tartly.
“Some of what I have to say is, I admit, guesswork. But then I am a xeno-archaeologist, accustomed to operating in the realm of uncertainty.” Forster sets his glass on the thick-woven carpet. “Guesswork has proved essential with regard to the actions of the one we call Nemo.”
“We know about Nemo,” says the commander from the fireplace. “We’ve run analyses on all the surviving works of the Knowledge. We’ve reconstructed what he did.”
Ari gives him a dark look. “And all still guesswork, Kip. As the professor says.”
“Some things we know,” the commander says, his words husky, his voice barely audible.
No one contradicts him. The fire crackles and leaps in the fireplace; orange light dances on the coffered ceiling and probes the empty bookshelves.
The young-old man who is Professor J. Q. R. Forster resumes his tale. “So… We found ourselves caught up by the alien vessel, which had come to life and now imposed upon us its own imperatives. There was no argument. There could be none. We must conform—and quickly—or die…”
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The pressure lock was a blister on the world-ship’s perfect diamond skin. Inside, it was a weirdly beautiful place, full of intricate and colorful things that seemed at once alive and machinelike, an alien tide pool at low tide—
—except that its floor was, just now, not so much a floor as an encrusted vertical wall parallel to the axis of the world-ship’s crushing acceleration. More than a kilometer across, designed to accomodate spacecraft up to the size of small asteroids, the lock’s aching emptiness diminished the only vessel it contained, our rugged little converted Jupiter tug Michael Ventris held fast by a knot of metallic tentacles—a small fish paralyzed by a gigantic anemone.
Without warning, acceleration ceased; suddenly the world-ship and everything it contained was weightless, falling freely toward the sun. Inside the Ventris, we began unbuckling ourselves from our couches. But the sudden onset of acceleration at Jupiter had caught some of the crew off guard, crushing them to the padded floors; now they strove to stop themselves from drifting away from the decks.
Josepha Walsh was our pilot—red-haired, slender to the point of skinniness, a youthful fifteen-year veteran of the Board of Space Control. “Let me hear from you, people.” She keyed the commlink and flicked switched on the videoplate monitors. “What’s the situation in the wardroom? Tony? Angus?”
“Well… I could heartily recommend lying flat on the floor for ten minutes at ten gees,” came back our engineer Angus McNeil’s drawl, his round face drifting into view on the monitor link from the wardroom, “for anyone whose spine needs straightening.”
“Right. Would have been a very nice rest. Captain,” chimed in the cheerful voice of Tony Groves, our navigator, “had I not been trying to support this damned flowerpot that fell on my midsection.”
“That flowerpot’s your helmet,” said McNeil.
“D’you say so?” said Groves, pretending astonishment.
“What about our guest?” the captain asked.
There was a pause before Groves filled the silence. “Sir Randolph seems to have run out of the necessary hot air to make another speech at the moment. But he is in fact breathing.”
“Pity,” someone said—McNeil?
“Marianne, are you all right?” asked Captain Walsh.
“I… I’m all right,” the young woman replied. Along with Sir Randolph, Marianne Mitchell was the other involuntary guest, and, although she was doing her best not to reveal her fear, she was unable to hide her utter weariness.
“We’re both all right,” volunteered my assistant Bill Hawkins, whose acceleration couch was beside Marianne’s on the crew deck. He had appointed himself her protector, but clearly he was as weary and frightened as she. “What happens now?”
“We’ll get to that when we have more information, Bill.” Walsh looked around the flight deck at the glowing console lights, the flatscreens, the surrounding windows that looked out on the huge lock outside. She ran a hand through her brush-cut bronze hair, A gesture of relief, and then gave me an appraising stare. “You seem to have held up well. Professor.”
“Thank you, Captain,” I said, no doubt with a sigh, making no effort to move from my couch, I was, after all, despite my appearance, the oldest of the group. “But I do hope that sort of acceleration isn’t going to become routine.”
“Same here. I’ve pulled worse in cutters, but they’re built for it,” Walsh said. “Apparently our tug’s no worse for wear, though. Confirm that, computer?”
“All systems standing by and functioning nominally,” said the bland, faintly Chinese-accented voice of the Ventris’s master computer.
“Rather warm in here, wouldn’t you say?” I complained.
“Can’t help that just yet.” The hatches were still open to the outside air, saving onboard oxygen. It was hot inside, and humid.
Blake Redfield, whom I’d hired as my other assistant, had gotten free of his harness in the borrowed engineer’s couch. “I’ll see if there’s anything I can do below.”
“Check on Mays, will you? I don’t want any more trouble with him,” said Walsh.
Redfield grunted. “Best bet would be to put him in deep sleep and store him in the hold.”
“His compartment will have to do for now. Just make sure he hasn’t got a crowbar in there with him.”
Redfield nodded and pulled himself down through the open hatch, into the ship’s main corridor.
“Hello, Ventris. Everyone all right?” It was a woman’s voice on the commlink speakers. Inspector Ellen Troy’s, strangely distorted with hollow echoes. Though we had previously had time to accustom ourselves to the knowledge that she was talking underwater, we were far from taking the sound of her for granted.
“All still alive, Ellen.”
“Good. More news from this end. Ventris is to separate from the world-ship before our next acceleration. You’ll be put on trajectory to a Mainbelt settlement. Better get started on it right now, Jo.”
“What?” That energized me at last. I clawed at my harness. “What was that, Troy?”
“That’s … good news,” said the captain.
“What’s to become of the alien vessel?” I demanded.
“What will become of you, Ellen?” Walsh demanded.
“I don’t know where this thing is headed,” said Troy over the commlink. “But wherever it is. I’m riding with it.”
“I insist upon accompanying you,” I protested.
“I’m not sure that’s possible. Professor.”
“Why not? The air inside the lock is perfectly breathable. The water is drinkable, the foodstuffs edible. Surely the alien can…”
“I’ll ask.”
“I insist upon speaking directly with the alien. You know as well as I that…”
Again she interrupted me. “I’ll convey that request and get back to you as soon as I can, sir. Jo, prepare to launch. You only get one chance.”
 
Forster looks up from his nest of cushions on the rug opposite Ari and Jozsef, addressing his remark to the commander. “Later, we learned what Nemo was thinking and doing in the minutes that followed. It was hardly the first time we’d disastrously underrated the man…”
Moments after we’d come out of acceleration, McNeil had carried Randolph Mays—still bundled in his spacesuit, limp as a sack of laundry—to his sleeping compartment and locked him in. Redfield told me he tested the door a minute later; otherwise, Mays was alone and forgotten. He struggled out of his suit and pushed it into a corner of what had been designed as a two-person cabin; his spacesuit was bulky enough to make up the difference.
Ducking his head under the negative-pressure hood of the personal hygiene unit, he rubbed water on his face; I picture him letting himself smile with the pleasure of it, then prolonging the luxury by running a chemosonic shaver over the wiry gray whiskers which had sprouted on his chin since our precipitate departure from Jupiter orbit. Not half an hour earlier, he’d been a dead man. He’d been sure of it.
Surely he must have spent a long time studying his face in the mirror. It was a big, square, deeply seamed face, thick-browed, with a wide mouth and bunched muscles at the hinges of the powerful jaws. A predatory face. But a distinguished face. He’d worn this face long enough—well, almost long enough—to get used to it.
When he got tired of staring at himself he lay down on his bunk and stared at the gray metal bulkhead. For Sir Randolph Mays—the name he bore in his current manifestation—had nowhere to go and no reason to go anywhere.
“Randolph Mays,” “Jacques Lequeu,” “William Laird,” just plain “Bill”—he was a plastic man who had appeared repeatedly over the years, revealing himself as a leader in the affairs of the now-defunct Free Spirit, the milleniums-old secret society that had long predicted the reappearance of the aliens. Who was he in reality? No one knew.
He’d plotted to kill us all, every member of our expedition, and he’d come uncomfortably close to succeeding. But he knew that none of us could seriously entertain the notion of doing to him what he’d tried to do to us. That none of us would want to waste time being his jailer. That after some discussion we’d come to the conclusion that since he had no conceivable further motive for killing us and nowhere to ran to if he did, we would simply try to maintain reasonable caution in is presence—probably by telling the computer to keep track of his whereabouts, and by never allowing him outside the crew area alone, and of course by keeping the medicine cabinet with its therapeutic poisons locked up, and so forth and so on—and otherwise we would ignore him.
Coventry has no physical dimensions, but it is a tangible place nonetheless. No one would talk to Mays. When we sat down to eat, there would be no place in our circle for him. If he came into a room, everyone else would leave it—or if that was inconvenient, we would talk and look through him as if he didn’t exist.
Nemo, Troy had called him, A man without a name is no man at all. Before long even that label would seem superfluous, as I’m sure he knew. Persuaded by our self-altered perceptions, the crew of the Ventris would forget about him. We would pretend he didn’t exist, and soon we would believe it.
Advantage his. He’d spent more years of his life in solitary meditation than any of us could imagine.
He meditated now upon the immediate future. Nothing in the Knowledge—which the Free Spirit had worked (and often murdered) to preserve—had prepared him for what was happening, much less what was yet to come. Except for an insignificant difference in numbers, he and his enemies were evenly matched.
Only possession of the Michael Ventris gave us an edge. So … how does one disable a spaceship?
Really, the possibilities were endless, although pragmatism imposed a few restraints. Most vulnerable were the engines and fuel tanks—but it was not likely he’d be able to get outside the crew module without alerting his captors. We would ignore him, see through him, only while he was somewhere in sight. Like a rattlesnake on a rock, he’d be camouflaged only so long as he didn’t move. For the same reason the hardware of the ship’s maneuvering systems, life support systems, and radiation shield were protected; getting at them required going outside.
From inside he could blow a hole through the wall of the pressure vessel which was the crew module. He’d have to get his hands on explosives, which were in the equipment bays with the other tools—which still meant going outside. In a pinch he could attack the control consoles barehanded. No doubt we’d be able to stop him before he did much damage.
Which left software. Appropriately named. As it was for all complex systems, software was the soft underbelly of the Michael Ventris.
I see Nemo grinning to himself then, stretching thin lips over voracious square teeth. In the solitude of his sleeping compartment he spoke aloud. “Computer, I’d like to read. Please display the catalogue.”
“Do you have a preferred category?” the computer asked in its politely neutral voice.
“Poetry, I think,” said Nemo. “Epic poetry.”
Then the light on the videoplate monitor in the bulkhead blinked redly, and the freckled face of our pilot gazed in at him coolly. “Mays, we’re preparing for an immediate launch. Put your suit on and strap yourself down.”
“I hear you. Captain Walsh.”
“Do it.”
He put on his suit—all but the gloves. He had work to do on the computer, quietly, without talking, using the keyboard.
 
The rest of us were at our regular launch stations, Groves in the navigator’s couch on the flight deck beside Walsh, McNeil at his station behind them. Those not needed to direct the ship’s operations were in their couches below, except for me, I stayed where I was, on one side of the deck, nervously eyeing the chronometers. I pulled my portable synthesizing translator from the flap of my suit and began speaking rapidly, filling its memory. I was frantic to get off the Ventris before it left the alien ship, and I had a single chance, at best, to plead my case.
The pre-count began. We were visible to one another on the tiny commlink videoplates. The men’s faces were shadowed with whiskers; all of us were tired and sweat-stained.
Groves stared at his readouts thoughtfully, his dark brows knitting at the bridge of his fine straight nose. “Not to step on any toes, but at first glance it doesn’t seem we’ve got the delta-vees to make it to any of the Mainbelt settlements. My charts show we’re moving at forty kps retrograde.”
“You’re not steppin’ on my toes, if that’s who you’re referrin’ to,” said McNeil, whose brogue tended to thicken when he was in a contrary mood. He tapped the visual display in front of him. “Consumables are just about consistent with regainin’ Ganymede from Amalthea orbit. We’ve drawn down heavily in past days. H-two, LOX—not to mention food, that sort of thing.”
The commlink speaker sounded with the weird ringing of Troy’s underwater voice. “All right, a little better data to give you. Your launch window comes up in just under ten minutes.”
Walsh said, “Some concern here, Ellen. Consensus is that we don’t have the consumables.”
At that moment the Ventris was rocked gently in the cradle of the world-ship’s mechanical tentacles. We could hear the grappling of automatic couplings and the venting of gases.
Troy’s voice continued, “Thowintha assures me that Ventris will be fully supplied before departure with liquid hydrogen and oxygen, food, fresh water … all necessary consumables.”
“That appears to be happening now,” said Walsh, watching the gauges. “We’re taking on fuel.”
“And ver’ nice of him, Ellen,” said McNeil, “…or of it, or whatever … but I’m wonderin’ whether the alien’s notion of food is similar to our own.”
A series of shrieks, whistles, clicks, and booms threatened to overload the speakers. When it subsided, Troy said, “Thowintha says that what is needed will be provided.” She added, amused, “Hope you like sea food.”
“What of my demand. Inspector Troy?” I shouted, addressing my question to the blank videoplate where Troy’s face would have been on a normal transmission. “I must be allowed to speak to Thowintha. Immediately.”
“I’m sorry, sir, but I can get no acknowledgment from Thowintha yet,” the invisible woman replied.
I had done my best to control my temper, but I was losing the battle. I could feel my features reddening. Furiously, I tapped at the keys of my translator. Troy was not the only one who could speak the language of Culture X.
The pilot and navigator and engineer watched the changing graphics on their consoles.
Outside, automatic hoses bulged and writhed.
Walsh said, “Before we launch, I think the professor would agree that what we signed on for, we accomplished.…”
“I didn’t sign on for anything,” said Marianne Mitchell, whose green eyes were bright and unblinking in the pale monitor that showed her face. “I just want to go home.”
“That’s where we’re headed, Marianne,” Walsh said gently.
Hawkins felt the need to come to her defense. “Some people may think there’s a reason to…” The talkative young postdoc stopped himself in midsentence, I think because whatever question he’d been about to answer, nobody had asked. He swiped at the lock of fine blond hair that had floated into his eyes. “Well, I’m coming with Marianne, that’s all.”
Obviously he was; his non sequitur got no reply. Outside the hull, the hoses uncoupled and retracted in unison—we could see them on the videoplate, like an octopus ballet.
“Ellen, do you read me?” Walsh asked, but got no reply.
“Inspector Troy!” I cried out desperately, but the commlink remained silent. “I want Thowintha to hear this.” I held up the translator, which began to emit clicks and spats and booms, a good simulation of the alien speech, I thought, but for the puny resonance of the synthesizer’s tiny speakers,
“Seal all exterior hatches and locks,” Walsh ordered, over the din I was making.
Her magnificent coolness failed to impress me as it should have. “But Captain Walsh…!” I protested—shouting at her, I fear.
“Sorry, Professor. Looks like you’re coming with us. Why don’t you help us out and turn that thing off?”
Troy came back on the commlink. “Your message has been received, Professor.”
I clicked off the synthesizer. “Yes? And?”
“Thowintha says the world-ship is about to undergo accelerations that … mm … make the one we just went through look puny. You couldn’t survive. No unmodified human could. You must go with the others, sir.”
The Ventris’s computer said, “All exterior hatches and locks are secured. Michael Ventris is sealed and pressurized.”
“Our tanks are full, we’re powered up and ready to launch on a one minute count,” said Walsh. “Copy that, Ellen?“
“Copy you’re ready to go,” Troy said.
Then McNeil jerked in his chair as if stung. “Captain, look at that. We’ve a significant mass anomaly!”
“Go ahead,” she said.
“Showing deficit after resupply of … of sixty-seven kilograms. In the crew module.”
“Somebody’s missing,” said Walsh. She searched the monitor screens one by one. Groves, McNeil, and I were on the deck with her; Mitchell and Hawkins were in their couches on the utility deck; Mays was in plain view, having strapped himself to the couch in what had become his private sleeping compartment. “Where’s Blake?”
To our surprise, it was Inspector Troy who answered. “Blake’s with me.”
The blood raced to my scalp so fast that I could feel my skin blazing under my restored hair. “You deceived me, Troy,” I said, sure that she had conspired to keep me from the crowning achievement of my life. “All of this is intended…”
“Sir, I said no unmodified human could survive the coming course change. It was Thowintha’s assessment that you personally could not have survived the necessary modification—however much you might wish to believe otherwise. I am sincerely sorry, sir.”
I went a little crazy then, and slapped at my harness release. “It’s not too late for me yet, to see…”
Troy said, “Please start your count. Captain Walsh. The pressure lock is opening.”
Displayed on the flight deck flatscreen, the diffuse blue glow which filled the enormous empty space beneath the dome had dimmed; a black well had opened in the center of the dome and was spiraling outward; the pattern of starry lights which decorated the concave ceiling was fading out, to be replaced by other, dimmer lights—the real stars, shining through the vanishing gossamer stuff of the lock.
“Thirty seconds and counting,” said the computer.
There was another light in the sky, its source invisible from the Ventris. But through the flight-deck windows we could see a blazing oval moving like a theatrical spotlight across the filigreed wall of the vault, as the sun sent a slanting bar of what seemed to our dark-adapted eyes like fierce illumination through the lock’s widening aperture.
“The whole world-ship is rolling like crazy,” Walsh said.
Half out of my couch, I struggled to get back into it, knowing I was too late. The others were too busy to notice me or see my hot tears.
“Ten seconds,” said the computer. “Nine. Eight. Seven
The Ventris began to move at an angle to the ship, borne aloft on the same unfurling tentacles that previously had locked it firmly in place. Stretching—seemingly without limit—the delicate metallic tendrils lifted the tug lightly through the hole in the roof into the blazing light of the sun above.
“Now we’re accelerating away from it,” said Groves.
The tendrils had curved back upon themselves, coiling themselves like a spring. To some cosmic observer watching this scene from afar, it would seem that the huge shining ellipsoid had budded, emitting an almost invisibly tiny polyp from a cyst on its side.
McNeil said, “The world-ship … it’s throwing us!”
With a snap like a slingshot, we were hurled into space.
“…Three. Two. One.”
A solid boom, massive and comforting to those of us on the flight deck, thundered through the Ventris as our main rocket engines fired—
—followed almost instantly by a sharp, crackling cough. To me it felt and sounded as if somebody had just dropped a piano on the roof.
Stars were suddenly streaking across the real sky outside the windows and jiggling crazily across the image of the sky on the flight deck’s flatscreen; the Ventris was out of control, tumbling in a violent, spiraling spin. I had gotten my harness fastened barely in time.
“Number two main engine misfire,” McNeil said. Most of his bulk, like mine, was thrown upside down against his harness, and all trace of Scottish accent gone from his expressionless voice.
Alarm sirens were howling, red lights were flashing on all consoles.
“Auto-shutdown one and three,” Walsh said quietly and without hurry, as if this sort of thing happened every other day or so. “MS to auto-stabilize.”
“One and three to auto-shutdown. MS to auto-stabilize,” McNeil confirmed.
“Computer, status please—first approximation, in order of criticality.”
“Life support systems nominal. Auxiliary power systems nominal. Maneuvering systems nominal. Fuel stores nominal. Other consumables nominal. Main propulsion system condition red. Number two engine out of commission. Number two engine H-two pumps out of commission. No fire… No danger of fire.”
“Computer, carry on.”
“Present position and velocity not computable from available data. Internal accelerational forces misaligned by…”
“That’s enough, computer.” Walsh shot a crooked glance at Groves. “Any guesses on a heading?”
“We should be in a lot of trouble,” Groves replied.
“Well, are we?”
“I think not, Jo.” He indicated a threadlike pattern of light unraveling on the navigation flatscreen. “Looks like the world-ship is about to…”
There was a bruising jerk—
“…grab us back.”
—the first of several jerks that repeatedly hurled us against our harnesses. I groaned woefully, suddenly concerned with keeping my dinner down. Outside the windows, stars stopped spiraling and started bouncing. Then, abruptly, they settled into a smooth wheeling pattern.
“Look!” Groves pointed excitedly out the flight-deck window. A hard-edged plain of diamond-bright metal had appeared, cleaving the heavens, to spread itself solidly beneath us. The sun and stars were doubled in its polished depths.
“What’s happening?” I asked, sounding pitiful.
The Ventris was so close to it that the world-ship filled our sky; in its perfect diamond-like surface we could see the reflection of our own tiny vessel against the panoply of the wheeling universe.
 
“Later,” Forster tells his listeners, “I learned of the words—remarkably few words—that passed between Troy and the alien just then…”
 
Do you wish the human beings to survive? Thowintha asked her without preamble. Whether she did or didn’t—whether the other humans lived or died—seemed a matter of indifference to the alien. If they are to survive, they must be made to conform to the living world.
Water transmits sound much better than air; although Thowintha was far off and invisible, Troy heard the alien’s words as if they came from beside her. How shall they be made to conform? she called into the dark waters.
They must conform as you do now. As your companion will. They must live within the waters.
How are we to make water-breathers of them? she demanded. You said the professor could not be modified. And now there is no time.
We have other means to saw them, besides modification. You must persuade your fellow human beings of the necessity. From what you have told us, this will be a great obstacle.
Why do you say so?
Because you are—what do you call yourselves?—‘individuals’.
That will not be an obstacle, Troy said firmly.
What the alien did not understand is that individuals have an instinct for survival far more intense than that of beings who regard themselves as merely the organs and limbs of a collective body.
For when Troy came to us and said, to live you must let us drown you, we quickly replied, let us drown.
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“Like the egg it resembled, the huge spheroid of the alien world-ship was filled with warm fluid,” Forster continues, “a broth of saltwater, thick with life…”
 
Water is virtually incompressible. Creatures who live in water, having their tissues and hollow spaces filled with water, are unbothered by accelerations that would crush an air-breathing human. Wholly submerged in dark water, our lungs and other hollow places flooded with water, our tissues and organs infiltrated by microtubules that bathed us in water-borne oxygen and cleansed us of impurities and bubbled all corrupting influences away, our seven naked bodies swayed in a kelp-like forest. We seemed to swell like pods from the pulsing transparent tubes and veined leafy ribbons that bore us.
We slept for half a year. We might have slept that way for eternity, dreaming…
As for myself, a professor of xeno-archaeology, late of King’s College, University of London, I dreamed what I believed—that I had brought myself and the others with me to the culmination of my life’s work, pursuing the traces of vanished Culture X. Scenes of my lifelong chase replayed themselves vividly, from my first amazed boyhood encounter with reproductions of the dusty and enigmatic fossils of Venus, to my discovery, on the hellish surface of that very world, of the extraordinary Venusian tablets, twice the cause of my near-death—from which, the first time, Ellen Troy had saved me at great risk to her own life—and finally to what I was sure would be my triumph in orbit around Jupiter. And although the future hid itself, even in dreams, a warm confidence now suffused my expectations. I had gotten what I wanted after all, and surely the end of our journey would be the alien homeworld in Crux, a planet never touched by humanity revealing itself in all its majesty and unimaginable strangeness. I dreamed, and at the edges of my musing consciousness, alien masses flocked like choirs of angels…
 
Ari interrupts Forster’s musings. “What of the others?”
The professor eyes her. “Later—much later, we were to have longer than we could have then imagined to come to know one another, to learn one another’s deepest thoughts. My friends never forget what they dreamed then, or thereafter. This is a little of what they told me…”
 
In her sleep, Josepha Walsh told me, she inhabited an underworld more congenial by far than the darkness in which her body was actually submerged, a world of sky-blue waters and glowing reefs and squadrons of fishes as bright and energetic as fireworks—a glorious underworld like that which lay beneath the Caribbean reefs of her girlhood. Shining brown gods came striding across the sandy seafloor, wreathed in smiles and flowers. One of them became her lover, before she lost him. But she was sure, in her dreams, that someday, somewhere, she would find him again…
Awake, Tony Groves was a lively elf; drowned and dreaming, melancholy overcame him. His pale mother flitted at the outskirts of a dark urban dreamscape; his tradesman father, mostly absent when Tony was growing up and in reality now long dead, was ever-present, taking more of an interest in the boy than he’d ever shown in life, but expressing himself, even here, only by nagging: was young Tony prepared for his maths test? Would he pass the swimming examinations that so terrorized him? And just what ideas had Tony been putting into his younger brother’s head, to make the lad decide against seminary? Precisely why was Tony so … perverse … so inadequate…?
Angus McNeil wasted little of his dreamtime on his childhood, his damp and brown-hued Scottish boyhood. He lived in fiery fantasies of planetfall. Awake, McNeil was a private man, like most of the men and women who spent the bulk of their lives aboard the working ships of the solar system. Only a few professional spacefarers have families in the regular way; the others make do instead with a shifting network of seldom-seen friends and occasional lovers. Ascetic of necessity, accruing hefty credits but with no place to spend them in space, McNeil indulged his considerable appetites between cruises. He was a voracious reader of books, old and new. He wanted knowledge, of whatever kind, whatever its source. But in his dreams he was not a reader. In his dreams tom-toms pattered, ouds moaned, houris whirled, and sweet wine flowed…
Marianne Mitchell had read much in her peripatetic college career but never since childhood anything in the way of fantasy. Her wildest nightmares before this fell far short of the true situation. Now she dreamed desperately of normalcy. She was back in a college classroom, or she was back in her dormitory room, or in her mother’s Park Avenue apartment in Manhattan, or wandering the corridors of the Metropolitan Museum—which in her dreams, curiously, was hung only with representations of alien life forms—or she was perched high on the rail of a close-hauled ketch, tossing her luxuriant hair in the breezes of Long Island Sound. Young men crowded these halls of memory; it was with irritation that she recognized Bill Hawkins’s sincere English good looks among the anonymous suitors who approached her almost everywhere she turned. But another face confronted her whenever she turned away from Bill, and Nemo’s leer set her to screaming inside…
On Amalthea, young Bill Hawkins had dreamed of oak-paneled lecture halls gleaming waxy gleams, of scholarly philological triumphs; then he had been caught up in the real-life excitement of our first explorations of the alien vessel. Now he dreamed of dark-haired, green-eyed Marianne, of the wooing and winning and losing of her, in endless variations upon his own recent past. Bill had learned that nothing binds a wanting but indecisive man’s longing like the realization that the woman once within his grasp has lost her patience, has decided to get on without him…
Who can say what Nemo dreamed? Surely the man so recently known to us as Sir Randolph Mays was more accustomed than we knew to the nature of the drifting consciousness which trapped us all. I think his “dreams” would have startled us, anchored as they were in specific memories and pointing to hard-edged (if then only potential) alternative futures.
We do know that more than once in the eternal night that threatened to dissolve their very flesh, Nemo’s eyelids rolled back and his pale eyes, hard as pearls, gazed implacably upon our drifting bodies…
We know it because every day another human came to visit us, although we were oblivious to her. She swam freely and consciously in the rippling half-light among the swaying bodies of the drowned. Her slender body was as hard-muscled and lithe as a dancer’s; her short blond hair swayed gracefully as she swam, as if each strand of it were alive. She was more at home in the water than anyone else of her species could have been. The slits beneath her collar bone gaped to accept the inrush of water, and the petal-like gills between her ribs fluttered as water flowed through her. Her bare limbs undulated rhythmically as she swam.
At first only she experienced the days that passed—experienced them in the present tense; at first she was alone, free (and condemned) to explore the vast watery realm of the alien ship by herself. Occasionally, at unscheduled moments, at times that seemed without rhythm, she found herself in the company of the only other waking sentient creature who inhabited that endless volume of water—as she did on the very first day.
 
“They talked that first day, and Ellen Troy—your daughter, Linda—recounted their conversation to me much later,” Forster explains. “And so it was that I learned her secret name…”
 
Seen at a distance, the enormous animal swimming ahead of her might have been a giant squid from the oceans of Earth, although a closer look revealed many differences; the resemblance was accidental but not random, for organisms adapted to speed in the water tend to assume the same torpedo-like shape no matter what their evolutionary history. She pursued the silvery-gray, many-tentacled creature as swiftly as she could, tracking the alien by its odor in the water, taking the water through her mouth and nostrils, analyzing its rich and intricate chemical nature at a level that verged on consciousness and that she could call to consciousness whenever she willed it.
For years my parents conducted what came to be known as the SPecified Aptitude Resource Training and Assessment project—SPARTA for short. Later the Free Spirit tried to destroy my memory. I forgot my name for a while, but I remembered something of my upbringing. So I called myself Sparta.
The alien adjusted itself to her speed in the water. What purpose had they, these … your parents? The creature’s question streamed out behind it as if in a string of ringing bubbles as it moved easily through the life-encrusted corridors, hardly rippling its propulsive fins. The waters through which they swam, she following in its wake, teemed with glowing, multicolored life.
Whatever “Thowintha”—a corrupt and approximate rendering of a name whose sounds consisted of bubbling hisses and resonant thuds—was doing could apparently be done in a leisurely fashion. At least for the moment, the alien (Sparta—as she always thought of herself—had as yet received no hint of the creature’s reproductive systems, or its place or orientation within those systems, and considered him’er neither a he nor a she) had no tasks more important than the one sh’he and Sparta were engaged in now, the exchange of stories.
Sparta blew bubbles and spat clicks. There is a prejudice in our culture that ranks individuals according to a single measure of intelligence. My parents wished to disprove that prejudice.
Such an idea is beyond our comprehension.
There is much about us you do not comprehend. She smiled inwardly at the thought. We have trouble comprehending ourselves.
They spoke in the language that humans (chiefly myself) had reconstructed from a few ancient artifacts, which I had labeled that of Culture X. Granted, my reconstruction was far from perfect. But Sparta was learning Thowintha’s true language rapidly, limited in her attempts to reproduce it only by her physique: her body was a fourth the volume of the alien’s and her clicks and booms and squeaks were feeble by comparison.
Nevertheless, the creature seemed to comprehend her watery words. Whether sh’he and Sparta fully understood each other’s meaning was another question, one that might take both their lifetimes to answer.
To begin with, Sparta suspected that Thowintha did not have a firm grasp of the notion of individuality. For her part, Sparta certainly did not fully understand what Thowintha meant when sh’he said, We are the living world. To Sparta’s eye, Thowintha was a single body, but sh’he referred to his’erself only in the plural and, moreover, seemed to regard his’erself as somehow actually a part of the world-ship. But by “we” Thowintha apparently meant more than the ship itself. Thowintha assumed unity with those who had built it, now absent and long dead—or perhaps asleep somewhere in its depths, as Thowintha had slept for unknown ages. There were no others of his’er kind in evidence in the vast ship, whose volume exceeded thirty-five trillion cubic meters.
While Thowintha answered Sparta’s questions on these subjects without reservation, the answers often made little sense.
The alien quivered and emitted an intermittent stream of bubbles. Your … parents. They succeeded in healing this aberrant mode of thought?
The aberrance persists among all but a few of us, as it has for centuries. An amused stream of bubbles flowed from Sparta’s nose. Perhaps you think us mad.
Thowintha suddenly darted ahead with strong beats of his’er fins, vanishing into a green-glowing corridor.
Sparta swam doggedly after, wondering what urgent business had suddenly arisen—or if the conversation had made the alien uncomfortable.
They were swimming inside the enormous structure-within-a-structure that we had called, because of its many murals and sculptural representations of familiar but unknown life forms (actually Mays had called it this, and his name stuck), “The Temple of Art.” One such work of art had turned out not to be a piece of sculpture at all; it had been Thowintha his’erself, who had rested in perfect stasis for who knew how many milleniums. As yet none of the other pieces in the so-called Temple of Art had come to life, but Sparta regarded everything around her with wary respect.
As for the Temple, it was no temple at all, and its relationship to art was obscure; it was, as nearly as Sparta could determine, the bridge, the area from which Thowintha in some way that was unclear to her participated in the operation of the world-ship.
The maze of narrow intersecting corridors opened into a cavernous hall whose filigreed walls radiated shades of dark purple and blue. Sparta knew the place; she knew that the innumerable bright glowing patches on the shadow-clotted walls—walls that reached higher than any Earthly cathedral—represented the stars as seen from the ship’s orientation in space, which moved as if projected on a planetarium’s dome. These stars were not projections, however; each glowing patch was alive, a colony of some phosphorescent planktonic organism, and the physical movement of the whole ensemble of living light was somehow coordinated to the precise motion of the ship.
Thowintha hung suspended in the middle of this bowl of heaven, in water that swarmed with glittering, galaxies of other life, ctenophores and transparent shrimp and swarms of tiny jellyfish that pulsed with neon colors, pink and purple and green. A shimmering sound as of underwater bells issued from the alien’s siphons; the living stars on the walls dimmed and rearranged themselves. When they reappeared, moments later, the relationships among them were similar, but the orientation seemed skewed.
Look at the heavens, said Thowintha.
Above her, in the highest reaches of the shadowy planetarium, the star map had assumed a peculiarly contracted quality, as if the whole sphere of constellations had been squeezed into a narrow circle. I see it. What is it?
This is the next stage of our journey.
Where is our destination? Sparta asked.
There where you see it, above you, replied Thowintha unhelpfully.
Sparta saw only the crowded constellations of Barth’s northern sky. If the center of the planetarium dome were to be taken as the aim-point of the world-ship—a not unlikely assumption—then the ship’s destination was somewhere in the constellation Gemini, near the plane of the Galaxy.
What is the name of that place?
It is a non-place. There followed a staccato series Sparta could not decipher.
Sparta lapsed into trance. In the milliseconds that passed, she evaluated the implications of the peculiarly contracted star pattern on the ceiling far overhead. It was instantly clear: this was the forward view of a spacecraft traveling at nearly the speed of light. In the next few hours the world-ship was to undergo far greater accelerations than those it had needed to leave Jupiter’s orbit.
Sparta came out of the trance that had passed so quickly no one would have noticed. So that is why we drowned them.
That is why.
 
Thus the ark that carried us all continued its headlong dive into the sun. Inside the photosphere, stealing some of the sun’s gravitational energy, the world-ship whipped itself up and away from the solar system and, minutes later, engaged its own awesome engines. For nine days the world-ship accelerated at forty times the gravitational acceleration normal to Earth. Then acceleration stopped. We fled through empty space, weightless.
 
Now our abandoned tug was secure again in its nest of half-living machines, a small and awkwardly shaped human artifact intruding upon the ethereal blue hemisphere of the enormous lock. Sparta guided herself along one of its landing struts, pulling herself easily toward the equipment bay airlock, which stood open.
Inside the ship she moved deliberately, working her way up from the life support deck, past the sleeping compartments, through the common areas, toward the flight deck. With every extraordinary sense at her command she probed the Ventris’s space-worthiness, seeking the malfunction that had prevented its escape. Earlier, there had been no time to search, but it should not take long to find the cause. She knew at least as many ways to sabotage a spaceship as the man called Nemo.
Reason and intuition suggested she waste little time on hardware. On the flight deck she kicked in full system power from the ship’s capacitors. From beneath her fingernails, conducting polymer FIN spines slid like cat’s claws; she slipped them into the handiest set of IO ports and lapsed into trance.
For a second or two her consciousness was wholly inside the computer; she swam in the datastream as easily as she swam in the world-ship’s waters, although (being only a tug’s memory) this was a much smaller pool. A rank odor rose instantly in the code, and she followed the sour current to its source.
In the last minutes before the Ventris had been abandoned, someone had accessed the computer’s central nets through the library program. Unlike Sparta, Nemo had no PIN spines under his fingernails to slide out and allow direct computer interface. What he had was an ancient and sly sophistication. He knew how to infect a system through its outlying terminals, introducing a worm through quotidian traffic—in the course of ordering a meal, or summoning a bookfile from the library, or adjusting the temperature and humidity of his solitary sleeping compartment.
A bookfile had given him access. In minutes he had been able to fashion a worm from borrowed chunks of other programs, a worm that would assemble itself when the main engine countdown sequence was initiated, a worm designed to eat up sensor feedback from the engines.
Seconds after launch, the number two motor had started to overheat. Its fuel and coolant pumps had shut down. The launch had aborted.
Sparta examined the clever worm, rolling it over, dissecting it from end to end. She left it in place. Less than two seconds after she had dropped into trance, she resurfaced into real-time consciousness and pulled her spines out of the ports.
 
Among all life forms disease is unavoidable. Best to excise the diseased organs.
Most of us do not think that way. Most of us are reluctant to kill those who disagree with us.
We have noticed. Still it is better to cut off the diseased feeler. Another will grow in its place.
We are not made like you. Besides, another would not be the same.
Thowintha was silent a moment, before emitting an emphatic series of sharp clicks and hollow booms. Denial of sameness is a heavy burden.
For whom?
For us and you. For the living world.
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The second day of our weightlessness passed.
Sparta gazed upon the body of the man she loved. He floated entangled in gossamer veins of pulsing fluid … entwined by suckered tentacles … sliced open by glass-edged knives. Dark blood drifted from him in veils, to be absorbed in the luminous mucous that throbbed in the waters around them both.
Then, with exquisite care, the thousand instruments of Blake Redfield's transformation detached themselves from his body and retracted, while Sparta watched in fascination. The world-ship’s machines, half alive, possessed of their own intelligence, had performed his surgery with less trauma and much less fuss than the Earthly surgeons who’d done the same job on her.
Sparta watched him fondly. She’d been away from him for most of the past year, had seen him only intermittently before that; now, when she was with him—and especially when he didn’t know she was watching—she had a tendency to become fascinated by his freckled (and after ten days without a shave, auburn-bewhiskered) half-Chinese, half-Irish face. Handsome, in her eyes. Wonderfully so.
Already a strong swimmer, bigger than she was and with heavier muscles, he had been modified by experts. Now he was like her. For although she’d designed her own reconstructive surgery, it had been done uncannily well; with her lithe quickness they would be underwater equals.
As she watched, the crimson intakes beneath his collarbones opened, taking water into the passages beside his lungs, where the muscles of his thorax forced it out again through the slits between his ribs.
At the same moment his eyes opened, He closed them again immediately, then blinked stupidly, as if trying to clear his vision. She knew what he was experiencing; the darkness around him was filled with colored lights that formed no coherent picture for human eyes.
“Aigan’dzeeyou.”
“But I can see you.”
“Aizongfunnee.” Bubbles streamed from his mouth; his vocal chords hummed with air from lungs that borrowed it by oxygen exchange with his new gills. He could not understand his own words, much less hers; his effort to speak produced nothing but gong-like ringing in his ears.
“Not funny. You sound wonderful.”
For a moment he said nothing, only peering goggle-eyed into the gloom.
“Zell…” He paused to listen to the sound of his words. “Hhelll … not earring.”
“You’ll get used to it. The brain is a plastic organ.”
“Yah?” He assayed a ghastly grin. “‘Peshly mine.” He strained to focus on her; she was a blurry shape in the darkness, “I wonderrr … owww … mean, hhhhow thaiver…”
“How they ever what?”
“‘Skovered starz. Figurowwgravtee.’ Vended spaisshhhips.”
“They have eyes, but vision is not their primary way of understanding the world.” Sparta paused. “Did you understand me?”
He nodded. “Libbit.”
“Information space is big, a lot bigger than the little slice of the spectrum that registers on our retinas.”
“Sohh you tole me.”
She smiled. “So don’t be a perceptual chauvinist.”
“Easy for you to say,” Blake mumbled. It came out as a string of low-pitched echoing rumbles, accented by a tingling fizz. Already he was hearing better, and forming words that were easier for both of them to understand.
He drew in a deep draught and, with conscious effort, expelled it forcefully through his gills. The skin flaps covering his gills were rosy at the edges with healing flesh; they stung in the salt water. He felt tender and vulnerable. He held his arms awkwardly away from his sides, shy of brushing against the new organs, moving them only when he started to sink in the water.
Sparta sympathized with his discomfort but said nothing. In a day or two he would love his freedom to move in the water, as she did. Air would come to seem a thin and unsupportive medium.
 
They had a world to play in, and months to play in it. She taught him all her tricks—how to use the oxygen in his lungs, borrowed from his bloodstream where his gills had captured it, to control his buoyancy; how to consciously control the CO2 level in his bloodstream; how to use a mix of gases, to produce the full range of clicks and resonances needed to speak the language of so-called Culture X in its original, underwater form. And she taught him what he considered her best trick: how to excrete from his modified salivary glands a mucous that could form a tough membrane over his entire body—mirror-bright mucous, like mother of pearl or the reflector eyes of clams, and vanishingly thin, tough enough to function as a pressure suit in vacuum, reflective enough to protect against wild swings in temperature. He amused himself by blowing silver mucous bubbles as big as basketballs, so strong they could hold compressed air.
Together, they explored the deep.
Thowintha had told her the route to the very center of the ship, taking an hour or more simply to describe it, never repeating him’erself, somehow confident that Sparta would remember it. Aided by her “soul’s eye,” the dense knot of artificial tissue implanted beneath her forehead, she did remember it. Perfectly.
They descended slowly through the shells of the ship, following winding pathways that might have seemed accidents of nature, their arrangement no more rational than the tunnels of an ants’ nest. All around them the translucent walls glowed prettily blue, giving the water the color of a clear tropical sea on Earth some eight or ten meters below the surface. Larger chambers opened beside and above them, their interiors barely glimpsed; stalactites of gleaming filigreed metal hung from the ceilings of the long galleries, or stood straight out from the walls. Streams of tiny glittering bubbles rose everywhere and looped about almost aimlessly, seeking the most minute pressure and temperature differences. The bubble-streams were reminiscent of an aquarium’s aerators; quite possibly they had the same function.
The dive was long, but they were in no hurry. The first ten vertical kilometers took them almost six hours of ceaseless swimming. Occasionally they refreshed themselves by pursuing the darting fish; what they could catch, they could eat. That was the way this world was.
Light and pressure did not change with depth; the scenery changed so constantly, however, that it could have run together into a featureless smear in minds less focused than theirs.
Once they swam out into a seemingly bottomless chasm whose walls glittered with living jewels, where wreathed cables of half-living stuff hung like garlands or twisted ceaselessly above the watery void. Everywhere they were surrounded by life, shoals of silvery fish and fingerling squid darting about, veils of plankton hanging almost motionless, silently tearing and then reknitting themselves in the clear water. They caught sight of larger creatures below, moving slowly through shadowy crevasses, not of Thowintha’s kind. They swam smoothly across the chasm and entered another winding cave.
From time to time they came to a wall or a smooth floor which grew transparent and dissolved before them—-until a brief surge of current would carry them effortlessly through what moments before had been a solid barrier. These were pressure locks, and it was soon evident (as Sparta had suspected from the expedition’s previous explorations) that the water pressure inside the world-ship varied little from level to level. It was a huge ship but a small world, and its self-gravity was minuscule; pressure was regulated much as the cells of the human body regulate pressure, by constantly adjusting the molecular structure of their containing walls.
Only the sounds changed, and those gradually. In the upper levels of the ship the water had been filled with the insect-like chitter and skirl of countless organisms, punctuated by the occasional bark of a fish or the click of closing shells or claws. Barely audible beneath this mostly soprano chorus there beat a dark, low tone, like that of a giant heart.
As they went deeper, the frantic natterings of life grew less insistent. The dark heartbeat increased.
Below twelve kilometers, the nature of the view changed, subtly at first and then—with their passage through a final domed pressure lock—abruptly: all lifelike forms, whether sculptural or real, had vanished, left behind in the upper regions, to be replaced on every side by mirror-bright columns, narrow and cylindrical, and wire-fine catenary arches of diamond stuff like that which formed the world-ship’s flawless outer hull.
The water in this innermost chamber was perfectly clear, undiffused by organic matter and unstirred by swaying towers of bubbles. Perhaps a kilometer below where Blake and Sparta hovered, breathing in slow pulsations, the shining radial shafts of the columns converged steeply upon something bright and spherical, throbbing with light in the depths.
They forced bubble-rushes of oxygen from their lungs where, having borrowed it from their gills, they had stored it. Slowly they began to sink.
Sparta listened.
The water boomed with the throbbing of the thing at the heart of the ship. They saw it plainly now. It looked like a sea urchin, tiny, but with very long spines.
The taste of the water that flowed through Sparta’s throat and gills brought nothing unusual, beyond the astringency of a higher concentration of dissolved oxygen. She detected no gamma radiation, no neutrons.
After several minutes of passive sinking she and Blake floated a few meters away from the apparent outline of the pulsing light, which seemed wholly without inner substance or structure. No physical object was visible at the origin of the luminous sphere. Even the light itself seemed to recede as they drew closer to it—surely that was a function of their pupils’ adjustment to its brightness.
The diamond “columns” that radiated in every direction were not columns at all, but slender cones which sprouted from one another in tapering branches until a mere score of hair-fine filaments slimmed virtually to invisibility upon entering the globe of light. The pattern was reminiscent of arborized neurons.
They swam as close as they could, until the diamond reticule barred them from approaching any closer.
“It’s taking energy from the vacuum,” she said,
“It’s a captured singularity,” Blake said in wonder.
“A singularity,” she agreed. “But captured? Or created?”
 
They found Thowintha inside the Temple bridge. The living stars on the high vault had assumed a tight, highly resolved pattern, concentric rings of red and blue light. We are near, sh’he said.
Near our destination?
Another burst of indecipherable sounds from the alien.
We do not understand you, Sparta said.
Do you understand the concept of small ice-bodies?
Sparta looked at Blake. He formed a silent word: “Comets.”
We think perhaps you mean what we call “comets,” she said.
An old word: originally it meant ‘hairies,’ Blake added.
Thowintha emitted a plosive noise they thought might indicate amusement—if indeed Thowintha was capable of being amused. ‘Hair’ is not a common characteristic among us, said the alien. What we call small ice-bodies, you call comets. This place we name Ahsenveriacha—Whirlpool in the classical speech.
Whirlpool? Sparta repeated.
“Nemesis,” Blake said to her.
It was a name not heard recently. In the late 20th century physicists and astronomers had hypothesized that the sun was one member of a binary star system—that like many stars in the universe it had a companion star. Supposedly this small companion had an eccentric orbit and periodically perturbed the cloud of comets surrounding the solar system, causing some of them to fall inward toward the terrestrial planets and a few even to collide with those planets. But the supposed companion star, dubbed Nemesis, had never been found, and the hypothesis had been abandoned.
What sort of thing is Whirlpool? Sparta asked.
No thing. A singular region of time and space.
A singularity! Blake said.
A black hole? Sparta asked Blake.
“If the sun’s companion had collapsed into a black hole before anyone started looking”—Blake paused, excited—“that would certainly explain why they never found it.”
Black hole. Thowintha’s percussive sounds expressed appreciation. A fine description.
But why is this place our destination? Sparta asked.
This …
black
hole …
 is
of
the kind that rotates rapidly, giving access to other regions of time and space. We must return to it to reorient ourselves in the universe.
Reorient ourselves? Blake asked. Then our final destination is not predetermined?
We have choices, Thowintha said simply.
Apparently they were limited choices, however. Thowintha’s explanation was far from explicit, but Sparta and Blake gathered that decisions coded milleniums ago in the genome of the living world-ship were now expressed in its nervous system. When the ship, temporarily inhabiting the orbit of the false moon Amalthea, had emerged from its protective mantle of ice, it had searched the skies for a pre-programmed target and, having found it lying sunward, had set off straightaway. Even Thowintha, the voice of the ship, was seemingly helpless to alter its path until the final stages of their outward journey.
A few years earlier or later in Jupiter’s orbital progression, Whirlpool—Nemesis—would have lain in a different direction from the world-ship’s starting point; crushing accelerations would have been needed instantaneously, to free the ship from the grip of the solar system. Instead the sun’s pull was an asset, and thus the humans were given a few short days in which to prepare themselves. Only the accidental particulars of time and place had saved their lives.
Thus spoke Thowintha, and they believed everything sh’he said.
 
“A singularity in the heart of the ship, a singularity in space … controlling us like a rock on a string,” Blake said later, when they were alone. “In a universe like this, I’m not sure I know what it means to have a choice.”
 
One moment the world-ship was falling toward an invisible place in the sky. The next moment the sky was ablaze with rainbows.
And a moment after that, a sun burst in the heavens…
What sun is that? Sparta asked, watching in awe. The living constellations on the ceiling of the Temple bridge had almost instantaneously rearranged themselves, representing the new view of the heavens; the glowing patch of organisms that represented the new sun made a disk so sharp-edged, so yellow-hot, that it seemed to Sparta almost as if she were seeing it in reality.
We call it Enwiyess, which in the classical language means, approximately. Plain Yellow. And we give it a number to distinguish it from the many millions of others of its kind. Thowintha emitted the watery burble that might have been a laugh. You call it the sun.
The sun?
Our sun? Blake gushed bubbles of amazement.
Yes.
We left our sun at least two light-years behind us, Blake protested. Those constellations aren’t the same as our sky.
Whirlpool warps space and time. We have emerged in a region of space-time three billion years earlier than we left. The star patterns were different then.
Three billion years … earlier? Sparta waved her arms in a graceful if unconscious imitation of Thowintha’s tentacles, a gesture which to all of them indicated puzzlement.
You haw a clock which tells you this? Blake asked.
Thowintha waved feelers at the vault of the Temple. There is our clock. We know—we remember—where and when we are. The huge creature turned toward them; its tentacles rising like a ballerina’s skirt. You may waken the humans from their sleep.
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Jo Walsh blinked water from her eyelashes and sneezed again.
“Are you cold?” Troy asked.
Dough, I’b olig, Walsh said nasally. Ed’s
fuddawadda.
I watched this exchange, half conscious, from my own corner of the Ventris’s smelly wardroom. It wasn’t just warm in here, it was downright hot; the water beaded on our bare skins, and we felt as if we were in a steam bath.
Walsh snagged a restraint on the padded wall, pushed her hair out of her eyes, and vigorously shook her head, banging the palm of her free hand against her ear. Hade wadda id by ees, she said. Bakes
be dizzy. She pulled her palm away from her ear with an audible pop. “That’s better.” She looked around, saw me, and gave me a sickly smile. “Where are the others?”
“Getting into their clothes,” Troy said. “Claim they need the pockets.”
On the far side of the room, Tony Groves was coming awake. He was pale as a fish, and looked half dead; six months’ growth of beard curled on his chest. “Guess I’ll be off to find some pockets for myself,” he said, intending it lightly, but he seemed desperate to escape our attention. Troy’s touch on his shoulder seemed to restore his calm. “I’m okay now, thank you very much,” he said as Troy tried to help him steer toward the corridor.
To go about naked is not an occasion for offense in this century, of course, although to furless, tool-obsessed humans, clothes are more than a convention, they are a necessary convenience. No doubt the longer Troy lived in the water, the less she missed them. She crouched in front of Walsh again, comfortable in her skin.
“Nemo?” Walsh asked.
“He’s safe where he is.”
“How long were we underwater? It seems like about ten minutes since you put us to sleep.”
“Nine days of acceleration at forty gees. Six months coasting. Nine days of deceleration, at forty gees again.”
Walsh stopped sponging. “Mary, Mother of God.”
Troy raised an amused eyebrow. Jo Walsh, religious?
“Where did the power come from?” Walsh asked. “Where did the reaction mass come from?”
“The motive force is invisible.”
“How does it work? What does the alien say?”
“Sh’he can’t explain. Sh’he claims sh’he’s not what sh’he calls a tool-grower. Sh’he’s a, uh, a map-reader.”
By then I was far enough out of my muzzy confusion to exclaim, “Let’s have a look.” Troy looked at me warily, but I plunged on. “We could take the Manta down. Even if we can’t see this phenomenon, we might very well pick up some clues. We hardly scratched the surface of this world-ship, in the time we had. We never got really deep inside it. Does Thowintha object to our having a closer look?”
Troy held up a hand, halting my rushing speech. “Blake and I have already looked, Professor. There was nothing.”
“You already…?” I stopped myself, realizing I was still too weak for anger.
“Nothing there except a bright light.”
“Nothing!”
The captain took up my cause. “What is the protocol here?” she demanded of Troy. “I mean, I can’t figure out if we’re guests or prisoners. Or just barnacles on the back of a whale.”
“We are Designates,” Troy said.
Walsh didn’t hesitate. “You are a Designate, maybe. You can live down there, go anywhere you want. Which doesn’t answer my question.”
“Sorry, Jo, I can’t do better at the moment.”
“Six months! We must have hit ninety-nine percent of lightspeed. Which implies…” She thought a few seconds. “Four years from Earth, at least. Including redshift.”
“The Lorentz equations seem to be on the tip of your tongue.”
“I’m a pilot.”
“It’s a bit more than four years,” Troy said. “You see, we’ve passed through a black hole.”
Walsh and I exchanged incredulous looks. “I suppose I should have asked before,” she began—
—but I was quicker. “Where are we?”
Troy’s breath caught and the word came out almost as a sigh. “We’re at Venus.”
 
Within the hour the expedition had gathered in the tug’s wardroom to hear what Troy had to tell us. Heat and sonic massage had resurrected us from the pasty wrinkles into which we’d slumped. We men had shaved our cheeks and chins of our Rip Van Winkle beards; the women had spent some minutes brightening their eyes and lips. Troy, her skin stretched taut over long muscles, so white it was almost translucent, seemed content as she was.
“Where’s what’s-his-name?” Hawkins muttered, to no one in particular.
“Blake’s in the world-ship, if that’s who you mean.”
“Not him…”
“So’s Nemo. But not free to move around. I didn’t wake him up,” said Troy. “You people have to decide what’s to be done. He sabotaged the ship’s launch sequence—very skillfully, very quickly, in just the few minutes he was left without direct supervision.”
“Quite a feat,” said Groves.
“I left his handiwork in place in the computer, if anyone wants a look,” Troy said.
“I don’t need convincing,” said Marianne Mitchell. “If I’ve got a vote, we should leave him down there for good.” From the silence, it was plain no one disagreed with her.
“Damage reparable?” asked Angus McNeil quietly. The engineer was more concerned about the integrity of his ship than about the fate of their unwanted guest.
“Again—you’ll have to judge,” said Troy. “I can erase the worm. It’s up to you people to put the ship back into commission. The world-ship’s machines may be able to help, if you can communicate your needs.”
“Tony and I’ll have a look.”
I spoke up then. “This assumes the Ventris is still of some use to us. But is that a reasonable assumption, Inspector Troy?”
“Just now I can’t see very far into the future, Professor,” she said, giving me a look that implied more than her words. “Since we last talked, the world-ship has traveled two light years from the sun in the direction of the constellation Gemini. It reached almost ninety-nine percent of light speed before it entered a spinning black hole, apparently the remains of a binary companion to our sun. We came out of it—Thowintha calls it the Whirlpool—practically right back where we started, a couple of light months from our own sun. A few more hours and we’ll be in a parking orbit around Venus.”
“Then perhaps there’s no need to repair the Ventris. Surely the world-ship can simply transfer us to Port Hesperus.”
Troy took a deep breath of the air that must have seemed very thin to her; her gills flared involuntarily. “The catch is that the time—or date, or however you wish to express it—is a few billion years earlier than when we left.”
Marianne gasped; Hawkins said “Lord, now what do we do?”
“Thowintha hasn’t told us what to expect,” Troy said firmly. “Maybe sh’he doesn’t know. But from some hints sh’he’s dropped, I don’t think we’re alone here.”
“Could it be… Culture X?” For I had suddenly seen the possibilities, and leapt so far to a conclusion that I startled even myself. “Surely it’s possible! We may have been brought into the past to see Culture X at work. Perhaps we are to be permitted to observe the, uh, terraforming of Venus. If terraforming is the word for it.”
“If Culture X is the word for them,” said Hawkins, speaking with unusual unpleasantness. He gave me a withering look, as if to suggest that I was the one who’d gotten us all into this fix—which I suppose I had.
His unpleasantness was echoed by Ms. Mitchell’s heat. “I don’t think permitted is the word I’d use for any of this.”
I took their criticism, forcing myself to bear it in silence. I was no longer in charge of their fates.
“What do they call themselves?” McNeil asked mildly.
“They call themselves we,” said Troy. “Just we.”
“We can’t go on calling them Culture X,” Hawkins retorted, thinking to needle me for having proposed the term many years earlier, “We’re not dealing with artifacts, we’re dealing with live creatures. One live creature, anyway.”
At that, Groves spoke up brightly. “Ever since the Ambassador came to life, I’ve thought of him as an Amalthean.”
“That’s the way I think of her, too,” said Walsh.
“It, I mean,” said Groves.
“Very good,” I said. “Amaltheans they are.”
We talked a while longer, until everyone had asked their questions—What was the alien like? What was inside the world-ship? How did we know we were three billion years in the past?—but only confirmed that the most pressing questions were unanswerable.
It seemed to me that, remarkably fresh as they were after their ordeal, my friends had lost the edgy, prideful carriage natural to them at Jupiter. The ego quirks, the small competitions that had arisen on the expedition to Amalthea were rapidly giving way to private concerns. For one thing, the alien clearly had no need of our professional skills. Thowintha was keeping us alive for purposes of its own. Or simply from indifference.
No goal or objective, no matter how difficult or far in the future, would by its achievement put an end to our adventure. Only death would do that. We had already taken on the stolid look of wagon-train pioneers heading into unexplored country, hoping we would find a place for ourselves, but knowing we would recognize it only when we came to it, if we ever did.
Finally, after one interminable pause, McNeil had the last word: “Now that that’s out of the way, what’s for dinner?”
We laughed, more from relief than amusement. And dinner wasn’t long in coming. Shrimp and squid and seaweed tasted fine to a crew that had been fed intravenously for months.
I only regretted that we were still inside our cramped spacecraft, with no way to see what lay beyond the gleaming hull that enclosed us.
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“Long afterward, I learned what was outside the ship,” Forster tells his listeners. “I had described to me what none of us could see…”
 
The diamond moon, our mirrored world-ship, was falling smoothly toward the sun’s own mirror, bright Venus. But as it fell, it left behind it other lights in the sky, startlingly near, glowing streamers that hung in the star-mottled night like battle flags aimed at the sun.
The night was full of comets.
The mighty exhaust flared briefly, and the world-ship lost orbital speed, steeply descending toward the planet’s cloud tops. Those of us aboard Ventris would have been startled at the sight of these clouds. Although they were as high and dense as the clouds of our later epoch, these clouds were not the sulfur-yellow color of industrial smoke, but the bright, steel-edged blue of water vapor.
The thirty-kilometer-long world-ship sank into them, diminishing slowly in relative size and brightness against the disk of the planet, until at last it was swallowed in the mist.
 
Green, a thousand shades of green—the green of hard shiny leaves and of feathery fern fronds bejewelled with moisture, and textured green that dully glistened, hanging like bolts of green brocade down the faces of red-black cliffs…
A millions years and more of hard, steady winds and unceasing rains had carved these basaltic crags into knife-edged scallops of rock, standing a thousand meters out of the implacable surf of a seething gray-green sea.
The misty sky was black with swirling bird-things, like a sprinkle of ink drops on thick white paper; the cliff tops were smeared chalky white where the creatures nested. Reefs encircled the shore, and in coves at the base of the cliffs, edging beaches of red-gold sand, pliant trees like coconut palms bent smoothly under the burden of the hot wind. The cliffs stretched away to the east and west for hundreds of kilometers. White waterfalls fell from them into the shallow green sea, falling with the rain into water that was ceaselessly bubbling, whipped with foam. The oceans of Venus, almost a hundred degrees Centigrade at the surface, were on the very edge of boiling.
Although there were the things like birds to look upon what happened then, there were no sentient creatures to see through the kilometers of steaming, rain-swept air. The million eyes of the circling birdlike creatures, unthinking scraps of life, only registered a shape, coming out of the cloud-roof—
—a huge diamond shield, a perfect convex mirror reflecting a green world of wavetops and clifftops, of wet vegetation and curving reefs—and of tens of thousands of inky marks darting about the white sky, screaming, circling the cliffs and skimming the steaming waves…
The immense apparition thundered out of the cloud-bellies and settled seething into the sea on columns of bright flame. Matching columns of roaring steam rose to hide it, before they were dissipated in the wind. Frothing green surf crashed against the mirror wall; a sucking maelstrom swirled around its flanks as it slumped to a grinding halt. It had sunk as far as it would go.
Thirty kilometers long on its major axis, not much less even when lying on its side as it was now, the world-ship had settled into one of the deepest chasms in the oceans of Venus, which were nowhere more than two kilometers deep. The bright skin of the great ship soared outward, cantilever-like, curving upward into the clouds of the lower atmosphere, far exceeding the height of the nearest cliffs. Rain ran down its sides and fell in veils to the shadowed waters beneath. Hot primeval seas rolled in unchecked ranks of spume around it, flowing toward the breaking shore.
 
Forster pauses in his recitation. “Meanwhile, deep in the interior of the world-ship,” he presently resumes, “other momentous events were unfolding, hidden from us…”
 
“Something seems to be happening up there,” said Blake, his words ringing through the waters of the Temple vault.
Sparta, swimming into the deserted bridge behind him, followed his gaze. On the intricate surface of the vault, the star map had vanished. Clusters of light were coalescing; unlike the livid celestial displays she’d seen before, these clusters were multicolored, the colors almost hot, throbbing in neon hues like the living creatures that inhabited the internal waters.
As if stimulated by her thought, the Water within the bridge suddenly trembled and swirled with colors in three dimensions. Creatures that for six months had drifted casually through all the watery spaces of the ship, even allowing themselves to be caught and eaten, were now galvanized into frantic but coordinated activity; squadrons of squids and schools of fish flashed blue and orange and whirled away in tight formations, dispersing like single organisms to the right and left, up and down. Clouds of glowing plankton and blushing jellyfish pulsed in intricate watery abstractions.
Suddenly Thowintha appeared in the cathedral-like heights and swam downward toward where Blake and Sparta hovered. Sparta had never seen the alien move so fast—Thowintha was an underwater rocket, and his’er mantle, which had not changed its shade of pearly gray since we humans had first encountered him’er, now radiated a kind of mottled blood-orange.
As the huge creature darted past them, sh’he emitted a burst of sound: We are coming to question ourselves as to the right course.
Seconds later sh’he exited through one of the narrow passages at the base of the vault, leaving them rocking in his’er turbulent wake.
Blake looked goggle-eyed at Sparta. “We?”
“In this case, maybe ‘we’ means ‘they’,” she replied. Overhead, on the surface of the vault, the multicolored clusters had brightened to aggressive hues, forming an unbroken circle below the ring that represented the exterior water line. “We’d better find out what’s happening.”
They swam a winding path down through the world-ship’s labyrinth of corridors, reaching the outside sea level, going deeper still. Sparta led the pursuit; they were already far behind the racing alien, but Thowintha’s aroma lingered in the water, a trail she followed easily.
It was a long swim to the nearest lock. When they reached it, its great dome was already opening to the sea outside. Coming upon the scene, the two humans paused, keeping to the shadows, floating motionless a hundred meters behind Thowintha. What they saw amazed them.
Centered in the aperture, the alien was a silhouette framed against green water. Clouds of lesser animals swirled like flashing fireflies around him’er, darting to and fro in nervous formation. Outside the ship, from far above where the surface of the Venusian sea seethed and bubbled, a mottled green light sifted through the clear, cool waters beneath the waves to fall upon a horde of tentacled sea creatures, some smaller than Thowintha, some enormously larger—bigger than the giant squids of Earth, as big as small whales—but all made to the same basic plan: hooded and gilled, bright-eyed, many-armed, streamlined.
Colors ceaselessly swirled across the flesh of their mantles, rich hues of pink and purple, bright with bioluminescence. Patterns formed and dissolved there, teasing the eye to imagine coherent images which were gone too quickly to identify, if in fact they were images at all. Their clumps of tentacles coiled and uncoiled in some enigmatic ballet.
All of them seemed to be sounding off at once. A choir of pipe-organ thunders and sleigh-bell glissandos made the waters ring—so loudly that Sparta could visualize the standing waveforms of the harmonious symphony projected as rippling shadows on the sandy ocean floor below.
“I thought I knew the lingo,” Blake said, expelling bubbles from his chest, “but I’m missing most of this.”
At the sound of his words the alien symphony abruptly ceased. Every slotted yellow eye in the crowd suddenly swiveled in its hooded flesh to peer at Blake and Sparta. Blake’s outburst had revealed their presence to the alien horde.
Mantles darkened from red to deep purple; in one voice they demanded, Who are these?
Thowintha replied. Guests, come to share our counsel.
Instantly the chorus began again, louder, once more incoherent to the “guests.” Sparta, who’d had more practice with the language than Blake, caught a few words in addition to common nouns and standard verb forms (we come, we do, we make, we are), words such as coordinates, alternates, interference, waveform, collapse, frustration, violation, probability…
Blake’s mouth formed a bubble: “Ellen…”
She held a finger to her lips to shush him.
Thowintha again added his’er voice to the chorus; this time sh’he was as incomprehensible as the rest, and as loud as any of them. As harmonious as the racket sounded, a powerful undercurrent of conflict was unmistakable. There was a movement in the horde of swimming creatures, and the flanks of the formation closed in, thickening to form a living pocket in front of the lock. All view of the waters beyond the writhing crowd was cut off.
Blake shot a worried glance at Sparta. They had only a few seconds to wait. Thowintha suddenly turned a startling shade of blue. With a heave of his’er mantle and a spasm of his’er tentacles, sh’he move aside; the tiny squid and shrimp that had been darting frantically about behind him’er in the amphitheatral space swirled away in delicate spirals, like sparks from a burnt-out Catherine wheel.
Outside the lock, the center of the close-packed school of aliens swelled gracefully open, like the diaphragm of a camera lens, into a circle framing the ocean beyond.
Come with us, sang the choir.
Blake glanced questioningly toward Thowintha, uncertain if their alien had joined in the thunderous command. Sensing their concern, Thowintha delicately lifted his’er tentacles. We are in agreement, sh’he said, and like a bass line, a harmonious chord simultaneously sounded from the choir outside.
When shall we return to you? Blake wondered if he sounded as forlorn as he felt.
You are not leaving us, said Thowintha. Again his’er words were reinforced by the chorus outside, in mysterious, instantaneous communication.
The two pale humans, each possessed of only four rather stiffly jointed “tentacles” not ideally suited to swimming, struggled through the water into the midst of the alien host.
Blake allowed himself a nervous inward smile. The scene had suddenly put him in mind of one of those baroque ceiling paintings filled with cherubim and seraphim and ascending saints swaddled in pink and blue satin.
 
“Blake had no way of knowing that I had dreamed of just such clouds of angelic aliens,” Forster says with a smile. “Neptune’s apotheosis. But of course I had imagined them in quite a different sort of heaven.”
 
She and he floated together, their hands just touching, as the encircling school of aliens guided them lightly through the clear currents with a thousand strokes of their tentacles—like tiny tongues licking their bare skin. Although they were surrounded by the wriggling creatures, the aliens had thoughtfully left the view ahead unobstructed; Sparta and Blake could see an approaching settlement, which was big enough, perhaps, to be an entire city.
It was a city of coral caves, dark arches in the white carbonate cliffs—deep old coral reefs peppered with caves and garlanded with living stuff. Only here and there did a bit of silvery metal extrude to sway in the currents—a wide parabolic net, perhaps, with the shape of a radio antenna but the apparent mass of a spider’s web, or a set of ribbon-thin spires like corroded stalagmites, reaching for the surface high above. To Blake it resembled nothing so much as a ruined city he’d once seen in an isolated canyon in Greece, a monkish Byzantine city eroded to rows of collapsed vaults in the limestone hillsides, one stratum upon another.
But this was a living settlement, teeming with glowing busy creatures who moved in six directions at once and filled all the space between the coral canyon walls; like Arabs, these seemed not to mind rubbing up against each other, perhaps even found reassurance in doing so. Occasionally a vessel of odd design floated through the living mass—some were small bright spheres like bubbles; others were larger, and could have been mistaken for organisms themselves.
“Is this what you expected from Neptune’s palace?” Sparta’s words were bells in the water.
“Nope. No mermaids about.” Blake eyed her mischievously. “Present company excepted.”
Her laugh was a strand of purling bubbles.
Sparta and Blake came as ambassadors from a foreign land, grandly escorted. Or so they imagined. Except for their escorts, however, none in the crowd of sea creatures took notice of them.
“They don’t seem very surprised to see us,” Blake said.
“It’s almost as if we’d been expected all along.”
“They may think we understand more than we do.” She filled her lungs with borrowed air. Tell us what we are seeing, she bellowed, addressing no one in particular. Describe the purposes of these structures, these machines.
There was momentary silence, as if the aliens were again surprised to hear the humans speak. Then in one voice they said, What you sense is real.
Blake and Sparta waited, but that was all the aliens had to say before again taking up their worldless chant. Clearly they had not understood Sparta’s question, or not as she had intended.
Or perhaps they did not want to be bothered answering. For instead of leading the humans to some grand hall or chamber, they swam right through and over the alien “city” and on into the empty waters beyond. What Sparta and Blake had taken for a center of civilization was merely an outpost en route to their destination.
The sea bottom dropped away; what had been a rippling sandy floor changed to a featureless slope of rocks and black mud that fell off steeply into opaque depths. The waters grew cool and dark and empty, but for strange winged fish that now and again slipped by on solitary errands of their own. Sparta and Blake, despite continual boosts from helping tentacles, had to make increasing efforts to keep up with the alien convoy; their chests heaved with the strain.
The group around them had grown silent except for a sort of low-toned, wordless chant, but there was a sound in the water that gradually resolved into a rich symphonic chorus, prodigious in its range of frequencies, from throbbing bass to shimmering treble. The sound ebbed and flowed, trailing long strands of melody; whether the dynamic was internal or due merely to the shift of the currents, it was impossible to tell. Not knowing its source, the humans had no way of knowing if it came from just beyond their vision or from far on the other side of the planet, a distant sound carried like the songs of Earth’s great whales through thousands of leagues of ocean.
Sparta looked at Blake, who was rapidly growing too tired to speak. There were words in the chorus, most of them incomprehensible, but recognizable as sentences nevertheless. More than one song was being sung; there seemed to be several melodic lines antiphonally intertwined.
Blake was exhausted and on the point of calling for rest when she touched his shoulder and pointed. There was movement in the waters ahead—a writhing, coruscating mass, a sphere of struggling life as dense and bright as sardines in a net. Each “sardine” was a colorful, tentacled alien.
The strange apparition was vast in size—a life-sphere like a human egg cell coated with a million glittering sperm. And their convoy was like a spaceship of flesh—about to land on a planet of flesh.
Just before they struck it, the “planet” split open beneath them. They were inside an immense sphere of water, its shell a mass of pulsing life, ringing with song as loudly as the inside of a bronze bell.
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For so many hours that Blake and Sparta had lost track of time, they had been captives inside the sphere of choiring aliens. In all likelihood the aliens were themselves unaware of their guests’ discomfort; it was certain that their sense of time was very different from that of the humans.
Very little seemed to have happened, despite the constant writhing of bodies and the ceaseless, ever modulating song. There had, for a time, been a display of imagery in the center of the watery sphere: veils of color and moving strings of colored lights racing hither and yon and formations of tiny colorful polyps dancing in precise but, to the human observers, wholly meaningless geometric arrangements. All this could have been the alien equivalent of a water ballet or a viddie comedy or visual aids for a sales pitch. As much as they tried to pay attention, Blake and Sparta could understand no more than scattered words and phrases of the conference that went on all around them. This was not the vocabulary of Culture X as they had learned it, and even the words and phrases they recognized sounded strange in their ears.
Finally Sparta stopped struggling to understand; she lapsed into a dreaming trance…
In trance, the few words she had understood were added to every other environmental clue that had impinged upon her consciousness. She did not hurry this trance; this was not a computation—not merely a computation—but a search for a deeper understanding…
She awoke.
She waited for a moment’s pause in the ebb and flow of sound that vibrated the waters all around them. Then, pushing the sounds out of herself with all the energy she could muster, she said. Forgive us and hear us.
Blake watched her, mystified.
The aliens fell silent. Then, in a single voice together they sang. We hear the guests.
Honored hosts, we are your future, against which you must test all that you do and decide here, Sparta said. We do not, we cannot, threaten you. But you must help us to understand. Only in that way can we help you to understand.
As if something like this had been expected, her words—to them, they must have been very quiet words, although she was exerting herself to the limit of her strength—were quickly taken up by the swimming creatures and repeated and amplified.
There followed another momentary hesitation, while her paraphrased remarks echoed and faded away.
Blake watched her curiously, wondering what she had thought would happen. He did not interrupt; she would explain when she was ready. Long ago he had resigned himself to trust her actions, even when he found them incomprehensible.
Chords crashed around them: How shall we help you understand?
Show us your great work, Sparta said immediately. Tell us your story.
Wait, came the ponderous reply, and a great echoing call went up, like the moan of a conch-shell trumpet.
Sparta turned to face Blake. “What we’re listening to may sound like the Hallelujah Chorus, but it’s a fight. And it’s been going on for a long time.”
“What’s it all about?” Blake asked.
“I’m not sure. Whatever it is, it has something to do with us.”
A section of the living sphere bulged inward and opened in an eruption of squidlike bodies. Into the opening a shining shape intruded, as big as a zeppelin. The thing had an enormous hemispherical canopy, subtly multicolored by thin-film interference of light waves in the quivering soap-bubble colors of mother-of-pearl; below it dangled a long skirt of slender tentacles and veil-like pink membranes. Above, the vessel was nobbed with spiral windows and barnacle-like projections. Below, its tentacles and fleshy draperies ponderously, rhythmically, stirred the water.
Blake peered at it. “What’s that, an animal or a submarine?”
“It’s a medusa,” Sparta said.
“Like the ones on Jupiter?” he said, disbelieving.
“Related, anyway,” she replied. “And I think we’re about to find out what this species does.”
Acting on some unspoken signal, dozens of aliens moved in close around the humans, tumbling and sliding past each other like minnows thrashing in a tank, although they were so quick and agile there was no sense of struggle or crowding. The humans were deftly herded below the medusa, toward its center, where in a living jellyfish the mouth and stomach parts would be.
They were not eaten, however. The aliens guided their guests into the interior of the vessel, urging them on with a thousand feathery nudges of tentacles; they might have been in the gentle grip of one enormous, amorphous, softly glowing organism.
“I wish they’d give us time to see,” Blake protested.
“It looks familiar,” Sparta said. “Like the world-ship.”
They were in a maze of transparent bulkheads and passageways writhing with organic shapes that may or may not have been alive. Then, abruptly, they found themselves inside a transparent blister on the very top of the huge dome, looking straight into the teeming ocean.
“What are we looking at, a hologram?”
“Reality,” she replied. “Through an invisible window, only a few molecules thick.”
Somehow the diaphanous window withstood the extreme water pressure without apparent strain. Inside the transparent chamber with them were two or three dozen of the squid-like creatures—some, tiny graceful shapes, sparkling with bright blue and orange, others much bigger, green and copper hulks—who filled the watery space with multiphonic sound, all speaking together.
All that you see—alt but the balanced salt ocean itself—we carried here. Now regard how skillfully we have worked to fulfill the Mandate.
Blake and Sparta exchanged a puzzled glance. The medusa began to move. Peering to the side and backward, they could see the great trailing veils rising and falling, oaring the craft in a smooth forward glide. The huge sphere of living creatures that surrounded them opened, then closed again behind them as if expelling them, and their supple vessel was soon moving swiftly through featureless benthic waters.
Out of the darkness below, a wide barrier reef rose before them; soundlessly, their vessel moved into what seemed a crowded freeway for fish, a passage between walls of chalky coral skeletons covered with living coral and a hundred species of urchins and sea stars in scarlet and pink; shrimps danced nimbly among the anemones; crabs stumbled frantically after floating crumbs; the water between the walls was thick with schools of striped and glittering fish. Effortlessly, the vessel twisted and turned among them, following the random turnings of the corridor.
Observe, sang the creatures who surrounded them. The harmony of the myriad creatures is gloriously perfect. Carbon life arises from the sea floor and floats in the waters. Above us, carbon life covers the surface of the land and takes wing in the skies. The delicate web is complete; the elements are in dynamic balance.
They came into an open lagoon. Flotillas of real jellyfish pulsated above them; the bottom was lost in inky blue depths.
The light-eating creatures of the shallow waters die and sink to the ocean floor, carrying their carbon with them. The light-eating creatures of the land surface die and
decay, adding their carbon to the soil. All the myriad matures feed on the light-eating creatures and on each other. Thus all exist in complex harmony, a model of the place of origin. The song was a hymn, with a quality of having been often rehearsed, completely lacking in spontaneity.
These seas are beautiful, filled with life, Sparta said, pushing the appropriate booms and clicks out of her chest, meanwhile attempting an engaging smile—and wondering what impression a smile made upon them.
At her glance Blake took the hint, and he hummed sonorously along with her when she added, You haw done well indeed.
But as Sparta gazed into the green-blue waters, as clear as the tropical seas of Earth, she knew they were less enriched with nutrients than a colder, hazier, plankton-laden ocean would be. Yet these were the higher latitudes of the planet. Perhaps the seas of Venus were not as full of life as their hosts would wish.
As if changing the subject of her unvoiced thoughts, the vessel suddenly heaved itself upward. Bubbles and jellyfish flowed away over the invisible curving dome and the mother-of-pearl hemisphere around it, and they broke surface.
“Whoaaa…” Blake couldn’t hide his surprise.
Water poured from the dome; the churning waves receded below them; they were moving through thick clouds, clingy as wet gray cotton. Even submerged in the vessel’s interior waters they could sense the acceleration. Sparta stared up into the clouds and pondered what might be at issue here.
Not all the local contingent had seemed pleased by the arrival of the world-ship, she thought, or by the appearance of Blake and herself. Yet none of the aliens had seemed to show the least surprise. At the great convocation, when she had made her brief speech (Honored hosts, we are your future…), it was as if she were playing a part that had been written for her long, long ago.
She knew then, beyond doubt, that she and Blake had been expected. Designates, were they?
But maybe a Designate was the equivalent of a plumbing inspector. Blake had had the same thought. “Get the feeling they think we’re here to check up on this Mandate of theirs?”
“They referred to ‘a model of the place of origin.’ As if that were the standard.”
“Their home world, I’ll bet—and they’re trying to reproduce it here.”
“What we’re trying to do to Mars. In our time.”
“But what we’re trying—will be trying, three billion years from now—strikes me as a little looser, a little more … adaptable,” said Blake. “Or am I being chauvinistic again?”
“It’s early to judge. We haven’t seen much.”
“We already know they like to do things by the book.”
“By consensus, anyway.”
We are eager to answer your questions, said their guides, filling the water around them with insistent nervousness—reminding them that it was not, after all, very polite to speak a foreign language in front of one’s hosts.
We have many questions to ask, Blake said, taking the initiative. We wish you to explain the construction of your vessel…
 
Again Forster pauses in his recitation, leaving his listeners in anticipation while he sips from his lukewarm glass. For a moment his thoughts seem far away from the bare library in the house on the Hudson; in the fitful shadows cast by the fading firelight, his expression is obscure.
Resuming his tale, he said, “Redfield got a fuller response than he’d anticipated. Everything he and Troy asked was answered; it would form the basis for what knowledge I have been able to gather and preserve concerning the beings we had chosen to call Amaltheans…”
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The world-ship stood above the waves, higher than the highest mountain on Venus, rising a fourth of the way into the planet’s thick clouds. On Earth, it would have reached above the stratosphere. Well up the side of the towering, cloud-hidden mass, the great pressure lock that housed the Michael Ventris stood open to the driving rain.
On our flight deck, McNeil was busy with an artificial-reality helmet and gloves, looking for damage to the number-two engine’s fuel and coolant plumbing. The AR system let him crawl through the pipes and valves like an ant, immersing him in convincing visual, aural, aromatic and tactile sensations as he pushed his way through pistons and past pump rotors, squeezed through injector nozzles, and scrambled over the pitted surface of the combustion chamber without ever leaving the engineer’s couch. Yet if his senses told him he was no bigger than an ant, he was required to be much more discriminating; the concentration required for the job was exhausting. After two hours going over the ground at millimeter scale he’d found no serious damage—still, he’d explored less than half the area affected by the malfunction, and he had a long way to go.
I watched him work while I filled file after file of my journal, occasionally wishing I had the requisite skills to take some of McNeil’s burden.
Walsh climbed onto the deck as McNeil was pulling off the helmet and gloves. “Want me to take over?” she offered.
“Need to rest my eyes, that’s all.” He bent forward to peer out of the flight deck’s wide windows, blinking at the kilometer-wide circle of sky outside. The direction of the planet’s gravity put the big dome at a sideways angle to our tug; our floor, however, was still a level floor.
The hatches of the Ventris stood open. The atmosphere of this Venus, three billion years younger than the one we had known so well, was actually breathable—a little rich in oxygen, perhaps, but that nicely compensated for our present high altitude—and the thick warm wind was rank with the odor of organics, the smell of the jungles and seas far below us and of the microbial life that inhabited the clouds themselves.
“Thoughtful of the alien to open the door for us,” McNeil mused, watching the blowing clouds. “I wonder why.”
“It’s nice to know we’re not forgotten,” said Walsh. “How’s the diagnostic coming along?”
“I’ve a ways to go yet, but the hardware seems all right—seems we shut down in time to keep from burnin’ anything up. And Tony tells me he’s got the software all cleaned up.” McNeil passed his hand wearily over his head, then leaned back in his couch. He looked up at Walsh. “The Ventris is functional again, or will be soon. We’ve a sturdy little Jupiter tug at our disposal.”
She read his unspoken thought as easily as I did. What good does it do us? Where do we go from here?
Even as we pondered these questions, the events that would determine our future were happening without our participation, or even our knowledge…
 
Sparta and Blake were carried swiftly aloft by the huge medusa. After many minutes of streaming grayness the sunlit cloud-tops of Venus flashed into view, a shining plain below them, and the last wisps of vapor vanished from the window. Above them spread the deep velvet of starry space.
The aliens paused, only their wordless music continuing, taking on a melancholy air. When the voice of the choir again filled the vessel’s waters it was feebler, with many of the creatures abstaining. This is what frustrates our efforts, the remaining ones sang, and there was no mistaking what they meant.
Unfiltered through electronics, unmagnified by optics, unrepresented by pixels on a viewscreen, living or otherwise, Blake and Sparta were confronted with the spectacle of a night sky full of misty comets. Still the alien ship continued to rise, until it was hanging high above the cloud tops.
You have been struck by objects like these? Blake asked, blowing the phrases into the close-packed waters. He peered out through writhing bodies at the comets that crowded the night sky, which seemed magnified by the bubble dome.
Repeatedly, within the past million circuits of the sun, the aliens replied. Innumerable objects smaller than those which are nearest to us now. And many larger.
As they spoke, the medusa appeared to reach the apex of its trajectory and began to fall smoothly back toward the clouds.
But apparently these impacts have not destroyed your work, said Sparta, nor killed the life you have sown and nurtured.
For a moment there was no answer. Blake and Sparta listened with interest while high-frequency bursts of sound passed back and forth from one side of the water-filled chamber to the other, in some kind of dialogue.
Outside, the clouds rushed up toward them, faster and faster. Blake took a last look at the thousands of pale cometary banners set among the stars. “Seems likely two or three of those billiard balls are going to make direct hits,” he said to Sparta. “Assuming they’re incoming at typical delta vees—thirty or forty kps—the first of them could be here in a day or two.”
“What then?” Few people had a more encyclopedic knowledge of explosions—how to make them, their effects—than Blake; blowing things up was his hobby, perhaps his addiction.
“Depends on the mass. If they’re typical … say ten to twenty kilometers in diameter, with the density of water”—he briefly pondered—“a bang on the order of a thousand million megatons.”
Her eyes widened.
“Big, all right.” He nodded enthusiastic agreement with her unspoken comment. “A crater maybe two hundred kilometers in diameter. A thousand million tons of molten rock and steam shot into the atmosphere. Tidal waves right around the planet, again and again, until the perturbation finally damps out.”
“Life?” Her drowned words were almost inaudible.
He shrugged—it had the effect of flaring his gills. “Hard to know. This isn’t Earth. It’s a lot hotter here, the cloud layer’s a lot thicker. Firestorms? What they used to call nuclear winter? I doubt it. It’s awfully wet out there.”
Sparta said, “The world-ship could roll over like an egg.”
“Well, but it’s no ordinary ship.”
The high squeaks and whistles of the furious conversation around them ceased; when the aliens resumed speaking in the lower, slower phrases that humans could understand, it was apparent that only about half the creatures in the room were joining in the chorus.
In the past there has been destruction, but the great web of life remains whole, they sang. The threat is not from impacts.
Accompanying this song was a sustained dissonant bass note.
The threat is from what, then? Blake asked.
From water.
Water!
Just then the medusa was swallowed by clouds. Sunlight failed and the watery observation room seemed to contract and darken; crowds of raindrops inched across the outside of the window.
The great thickness of clouds that now shroud this planet did not exist when we arrived. Instead we found a salt world like that which had been mandated. A world with clear skies and sparkling salt seas.
The voices of those who apparently had come out second best in the recent difference of opinion now piped in, in strident antiphony. For many millions of cycles we had traveled in search of such a place. Our work went forward joyfully.
Until the first comets appeared in the skies, the other choir chimed in. More and more of them accumulated.
Out of the Whirlpool, said their opponents. We had not known of its existence until we sought the source of the comets.
In their curiously harmonious version of disagreement, the groups took turns playing chorus. They were soon appearing in the skies at a frightening rate—
—When we heated the Whirlpool and determined its orbit, we knew that collisions were inevitable and would continue for a million revolutions of the planet or more. Each comet brings a thousand million tons of water vapor to the atmosphere of this planet—
—Already the water-vapor concentration near the surface exceeds twenty parts in a hundred. Condensation is warming the atmosphere rapidly—
—Water now rises so high that when it evaporates it dissociates into oxygen and hydrogen, and the hydrogen escapes into space.
Blake blew words at Sparta. “How do you say ‘moist greenhouse effect’ in the language of Culture X?”
We calculate that within another one hundred million circuits of the sun, all water will disappear, the aliens continued. The oceans will be dry and all that we have done will vanish, baked to dust.
Why not steer the comets away? Blake asked.
How is that possible?
Go out there and push them into new orbits, Blake replied. You have the technology to move far greater masses than a comet, at far greater velocities.
More high-pitched shrieks and whistles ensued.
“It must be hard to keep a secret in a totally communal society,” Blake said to Sparta.
“Not from us—until we can understand them better.”
When things calmed down the prevailing group sang again, in tones that struck Sparta and Blake as tinged with astringency. What you suggest has been advocated. Is this then what the Designates have been sent to tell us?
Well, it seems obvious. If it has already been suggested, why do you delay? Blake asked cheerfully.
Vessels of this kind are unable to travel far from the planet, came the quick reply. Only the vessel in which you were brought here is capable of distant journeys.
In that case, couldn’t you…? Blake began.
But Sparta softly forestalled him. What is the fundamental objection?
This time it was the minority faction who answered her, their voices booming as one. Such action is contrary to the Mandate. So it is claimed.
The din that followed (as Blake Redfield later described it to me) “was like a bunch of kindergarteners with kazoos pretending to be a twentieth-century rock band.”
 
Meanwhile, all of us aboard the Michael Ventris were assembled in the wardroom to hear the captain’s address. “The effects of Nemo’s sabotage have been repaired. Our simulations indicate the ship is in A-OK condition. It’s time we gave some thought to our next move.”
They tell me my eyebrows quiver when I’m being temperamental. “I hope we are not expected to arrive at a final decision about that within the hour,”
“Just openin’ the dialogue, Professor.” McNeil had the grace to grant me a weary smile.
“Estimate of the situation and all that,” Groves put in.
My nod was rather impatient. They were condescending to me. All but Marianne Mitchell. Her green eyes looked dull, and sweat stood out on her pale face. Hawkins hovered over her, full of solicitation.
Like me, Walsh had noticed the sudden sickly pallor that had come over the girl. “Are you all right, Marianne?” she asked.
Marianne looked wildly about at the faces now studying her. Though she knew us all well, she might have been staring at strangers. “I just want to go home,” she cried, and burst into wrenching sobs.
Hawkins tried to put his arm around her then, and for a moment it seemed that she might allow it. But she stood up abruptly, thrusting out her hands as if to fight her way through an enclosing web. As she made for the corridor she stumbled in the unaccustomed near-Earth-normal gravity; Groves leaped up to steady her, but she pushed at him resentfully and hurried down the ladder to the deck below.
“Bill!” Walsh said sharply, as Hawkins jumped up in pursuit. “Leave her alone. Give her a few minutes to herself. It’s best.”
Hawkins turned angrily on the captain, on all of us. “The poor thing is desperate! That monstrous man dragged her into this hell without giving her half the chance we had.” He meant Mays, but his next salvo was aimed at me. “Not that any of us were given any reasonable foreknowledge—any truly informed consent.” I said nothing. Young Hawkins was not himself just now. Walsh tried again to calm him, but he wouldn’t be interrupted. “What sort of people has she found herself stuck with—possibly for the rest of her life! Us! Look at us! No wonder she longs to be home!”
“Don’t we all,” muttered McNeil, who called no place home.
It seemed to me that Hawkins was borrowing Marianne’s grief to reinforce his personal pique. “There’s no theoretical reason why we shouldn’t be able to go home again,” he burst out. “If this huge thing we’re riding in could drag us three billion years into the past—if that’s what it really has done, and what evidence do we have of that?—why then, it ought to be able to go the other way just as easily. We ought to be able to make it do that.”
One could allow something for Hawkins’s youth and passion, but really… “We know very little about the capacities of the Amalthean ship,” I said tartly. “We have no influence whatever over those who control it.”
“Troy and Redfield seem cozy enough with the powers that be,” Hawkins retorted. His big hands went to his sides, perhaps unconsciously stroking his rib cage where we had seen the red gashes of her gills. “She changed herself to be like one of them. And Redfield must have allowed himself to be changed to be like her. They care very little about us, if at all.”
“Look, Bill, nobody blames you for the way you feel,” said Groves. “Right from the start, Blake didn’t make himself accessible in the way…”
Hawkins laughed in that unpleasant way, which was becoming habitual. “They chose to be down there. They made it plain they’d rather be living in the water. Apparently they don’t even care to be humans anymore.”
“Do us all a favor, Hawkins, and stop interrupting everyone who speaks to you,” McNeil said sharply, shifting his muscular bulk. “As it happens, I’m deeply in debt to Inspector Troy. It’s no secret—I’ll tell you the story, if you insist—that if not for her. I’d likely be in prison at this moment. Happened right here at Venus. But speaking for myself, I certainly do not feel abandoned by her.”
My agreement came out as a growl. “Troy saved my life, as you all know. In my mind there is no question whatever about her humanity, or Redfield's. There are, however…”
“Spare me, please.” Hawkins stood up melodramatically, rebelling like an adolescent at our attempt to impose discipline upon him. “I’m going to see Marianne.”
McNeil was on his feet in a wink, blocking the corridor hatch. “Cease pestering the poor girl for two minutes.”
“I certainly…”
“Sit down.”
Hawkins’s jaw worked silently a moment before he sat down, and McNeil studied him impassively before resuming his own seat. He nodded to me. “You were saying, Professor?”
“Mmmhhmmmaaa.” My eyebrows must have done calisthenics, but at last I recovered my composure. “Well then. First, let it be clear that I make no further claim to leadership; certainly our mission has fulfilled whatever goals I set for it, long ago. But I will say this. Despite all our work, we know very little about … about these Amaltheans. Yet we still have some means to continue our exploration. There is, for example, the submarine.”
“The Manta?” McNeil asked. “What good is that to us?”
I drew myself up until I was as erect as I could be. “For most of the past six months, assuming what we’ve heard is true, we’ve been living in a sort of suspended animation. And by necessity, during our few days of consciousness we’ve been in an essentially reactive frame of mind. We reacted to the events at Jupiter, we reacted to the opportunity to leave the world-ship, we reacted to the failure of that effort, and we’ve reacted most recently by repairing our fragile and possibly useless planetary craft. What we haven’t done is plan or take the initiative. We haven’t even taken time to think.”
“Let’s think, then.” Groves again—but his eagerness and good cheer sounded oddly forlorn. “Let’s do more than that. Let’s explore. Who knows, we may even figure out how to run this world-ship for ourselves.”
“Or at least learn how to persuade those who do run it to take us back where we came from,” said McNeil with a rueful smile.
“What if Troy and Redfield try to stop us?” That was Hawkins, of course.
“Why would they want to stop us?” said McNeil, astonished.
Before Hawkins could launch himself into a new diatribe, I spoke up. “I vote with Mr. Groves. We should inaugurate a new exploration of the world-ship. And a look outside, should that prove practical. And an investigation into the nature of the Amaltheans themselves.”
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Forster pauses to watch the commander tend the fire; he does so obsessively, poking at the coals, staring into them as if seeking in them the answers to questions too elusive to express, too portentous to suppress. There is a brief flare of orange light, which momentarily overwhelms the faint vision of multiple misty comets seen through the tall library windows.
The commander catches Forster’s eye, suddenly aware of his attention. “Go on,” he says, his voice rasping, his shadowed face more menacing, perhaps, than he intends.
“Certainly.” Forster nods agreeably and turns back to Ari and Jozsef. “In our earlier explorations of Amalthea, Redfield had been the chief pilot of the Manta. He had absented himself, and since the status of the Ventris seemed to be one of indefinite standby, Captain Walsh undertook to prepare the submarine for our new explorations.” He clears his throat, more loudly than necessary. “In the course of doing so, she departed from her mandate—and thereby made a disturbing discovery…”
 
Walsh had done the checklist in the equipment bay and everything checked out fine, so she’d lowered the sub through the inner lock, into the world-ship’s waters. She lay there looking at the control console, waiting for a warning she didn’t really expect to hear. With the interior lights on, the hemisphere of the Manta’s bubble was a distorting mirror that showed her an inverted image of herself.
Looking into that diminished self-portrait, she reflected that this whole trip was an example of the way things were not supposed to turn out. This was more like what they warned you about when you showed up at the Academy; this was why all the squats went through a couple of days of stone-black solitary at the start—to see who would freak right away, to see who would never survive a wide-awake to the moon, much less a wide-awake to Mars or the Mainbelt.
Some learned right then they’d never make it in space. Couldn’t stand the screaming boredom. Some found it out a few weeks or a few years later. Most who’d gotten as far as the Academy’s gates made it, though—because they’d figured out how to beat the system. Their secret was that they couldn’t be bored. Their imaginations were too lively, their anticipation too keen. They were the sort who would put up with two or three months of machine tending (most Space Board ships were about as glamorous as the Ventris, or even less so; the Space Board had only a dozen of the sleek white fusion-torch cutters), if in exchange they got a week of action on some far-flung outpost of the solar system.
It didn’t matter that the action was never as adventurous, the venue never as exotic, as in their dreams. As long as they lasted as Board pilots—until age thirty-five, say, or forty at most—their fantasy lives kept them fooled. When reality finally caught up, there were pilots in line behind them and desk jobs begging for their experience. Seems the Board had known about their kind all along; the test protocols were specially made to find candidates with those secret dreams.
From the start, Jo Walsh had much more than a pilot’s dream.
In a service dominated by North Continentals, therefore by pale skins, even her looks were special. She was one of the Board’s rare women of color; her forebears were black African and Arab, with a dusting of Portuguese by way of the Caribbean sugar planters who’d owned her slave ancestors three hundred years before. Walsh herself had the bold geometric features and rich deep color of a Benin bronze.
She had the reflexes of a shark fisher, a skill she’d acquired summertimes while still a little girl, to the delight of her widower fisherman father and the horror of her teachers. And she had extraordinary mathematical aptitude—of the sort that cascades randomly through the human gene pool to concentrate, seemingly by magic, in the offspring of Hindu clerks and Greek peasants and Hungarian Jewish refugees and Eskimo pipeline workers and other such folk—in other words, striking anywhere, anytime. Thus she had the makings of a fusion-torch captain.
Even that was far from the sum of her. She was certainly the daughter of her parents, a child of her green island and the clear seas surrounding it, and of the sunny superstitious people who inhabited it. In the late 21st century the concept of “nation,” as a geopolitical reality, had been obsolete for half a century. But every minority-language group on Earth that had been trapped inside boundaries not of its ancestors’ making still craved nationhood. Cultural imperatives may become diluted; they do not dissolve, but persist for countless generations. People are not immune to ancestral magic.
Josepha Walsh was not a prisoner of magic, but neither was she proof against the interference of the gods. In retrospect, then, none of us should have been surprised to learn that she’d been recruited by the Free Spirit before she became a cadet. Throughout the worlds they trolled for promising children, and they’d spotted her when she was fifteen, when she’d already been frightening the nuns for two years with her precocity and talent.
Having been forced to choose Jesus over Ogun or Chango by the sisters, it now seemed that a third and higher way was opened to her, that the Pancreator was Jesus and Ogun and Chango rolled into one—the Pancreator, who had made all things and was the fount of Knowledge and would be bringer of Paradise on Earth. Looking back, it was clear that agents of the Free Spirit—one, anyway, in the persona of a certain Jesuit padre—had steered her into mathematics and physics at parochial school, and then into the Space Academy itself. They’d been eager to plant another of their own inside the most active arm of the Board.
After the first year, the Academy let cadets have weekends free; the campus, such as it was, was in New Jersey (a Space Academy on Earth needed nothing more than classrooms and access to a shuttleport), and it was an easy trip from there to Manhattan, where she attended the secret meetings of the prophetae. But with closer inspection of that collection of half-remembered mix of history and myth they called the Knowledge, her belief began to waver.
By the time she graduated from the Academy, she’d come to believe in nothing beyond practical matters except quantum theory and curved space-time. The Knowledge was incomplete, she was persuaded, and its preachers were con artists; if there were aliens about—and this much she did believe—they were not here to bring salvation to the prophetae of the Free Spirit. She had also pieced together enough of the program of the Free Spirit to know that as long as she remained a member she was a traitor to the Board and the Council of Worlds. But it was too late for her; anyone who tried to leave the Free Spirit was marked for death.
Then, on her first assignment, she encountered a gravel-voiced, sun-blackened Investigations Branch commander. He’d been watching her, he said; he knew her for one of the prophetae. But to her surprise, he didn’t arrest her. Instead he recruited her into his own secret service…
He and his colleagues called themselves Salamander. Like her, they’d been members of the Free Spirit; like her, they believed in the essential truth of the Knowledge but knew it was being used to distorted ends. They’d survived their apostasy, most of them, by arming themselves and disguising themselves or going into hiding. A few, like the commander, operated openly from positions of power, daring the Free Spirit to strike. And a few pretended to be Free Spirit yet. This was the role the commander asked Josepha Walsh to play.
She continued her Space Board career and rose rapidly in the ranks. A cutter captain sits in the left seat by the age of twenty-six or seven or not at all; Josepha Walsh made it at twenty-four. Simultaneously she continued her “secret” membership in the Free Spirit.
She was never more than a soldier for the prophetae, who left her in the dark and gave unexplained orders—orders she was expected to carry out without question. Sometimes she did so; at other times, risking her life, she only pretended. Thus she “killed” her first, ritual victim, a member of Salamander who upon her warning changed identities and vanished, leaving only a convincing death report.
Although Walsh was not privy to the councils of the knights and elders of the prophetae, she discerned their broad objectives and observed their maneuvers. She managed to convey what she knew to the commander. Sometimes the commander was able to arrange her missions to bring her into contact with Inspector Ellen Troy, even before Troy herself had appreciated her place in the scheme of these events. It was Josepha Walsh who carried Blake Redfield to the moon, with his news that the alien home star was in Crux; it was Josepha Walsh who planted the suggestion that the mystery of the Martian plaque could be solved on Phobos.
It was natural that Josepha Walsh would volunteer for detached duty with the Forster expedition to Amalthea, an assignment that suited both Salamander and the Free Spirit. But before it could begin, the Free Spirit had been suddenly beheaded, deprived of half its ruling council, by Ellen Troy operating as a free agent—out of control and out of her mind.
Walsh did not recognize Sir Randolph Mays when he (quite literally) crashed the Amalthea expedition, bringing Marianne Mitchell with him. For Mays’s part, although he must have recognized her, he evidently thought it more efficient to kill her along with the rest rather than try to make use of her. No one except the commander knew that Josepha Walsh was Salamander, not even Redfield, who was Salamander himself.
And no one at all knew—when Mays was finally forced to admit who he was, when Walsh realized what he’d done and tried to do—that she had made a private resolution. For at that moment the chief and principal among the prophetae of the Free Spirit, the eldest elder, the most honored knight, the one who had fouled the Knowledge, twisted Walsh’s aspirations, dishonored her, and tried to murder her and her crew—that one had come within her grasp. Even now he drifted below her in the warm waters of the world-ship, unconscious and vulnerable. It would take only this supple Europan submarine to search him out and put an end to him.
Which is why Josepha Walsh, in the midst of the grandest adventure of her life, an adventure such as she had dreamed about since she was in her teens, was nevertheless mad with impatience and the boredom of enforced inactivity, and why she did what she did. No revenge is sweeter than revenge extracted for ruined dreams.
The submarine we had nicknamed the Manta had originated as a research vessel on Jupiter’s moon Europa; below that moon’s thick rind of ice was an ocean, devoid of life but rich in dissolved minerals. The Manta was intended to be wholly independent of the surface: its “gills” were suffused with artificial enzymes with which it absorbed the oxygen in the water; other artificial proteins carried the oxygen to all the sub’s internal systems that needed it, including its human passengers. Underwater, the submarine propelled itself by the rhythmic beat of its ray-like wings, which were powered by the molecular complexification and decomplexification of engineered molecules. Since the Manta’s internal peristaltic pumps could equalize pressure equivalent to depths far greater than any that occured naturally in the deepest trenches of Earth’s oceans, the shallower oceans of Venus posed it no challenge.
Without saying a word to the rest of us, Josepha Walsh now steered it downward, into the depths of the world-ship.
Her search was swift and precise. We’d gleaned enough from Troy to know where we’d spent those months of suspended animation, and it was a chamber not far from the lock where the Ventris was parked. The Manta’s wings carried it downward like an angel of death.
In a few minutes she was there. Nemo, however, wasn’t.
 
Forster cast a shrewd eye about him: once more he had his small, select audience hanging upon his words. He paused a moment to watch reflected firelight flaring from the bare paneled walls of the library before quietly resuming his narrative. “What happened in the minutes before Walsh came upon the deserted drowning chamber? We will never know for sure. From Troy I have a version of events, but she did not witness them. Perhaps Thowintha is the source…”
 
Deep in the dark waters of the world-ship, a drowned man’s eyes open to pearly slits; his sluglike, wrinkled fingers clutch at the tubes that feed him and bathe his organs in oxygen.
Nemo has slept when it suited him to sleep and dreamed when it suited him to dream. It has ceased to suit him, so he has come awake. Over the decades he has learned more about seizing and shaping his own consciousness than even yogis know. Now he would seize the rest of himself.
The life-sustaining nutrient tubes and oxygen-exchange membranes in which he is entangled are not connected to primitive pumps or ponderous tanks of air; these are miniaturized enzymic systems, far more sophisticated if similar in principle to those humans use in submarines or to breathe the thin carbon dioxide atmosphere of Mars. It hardly matters that these gossamer systems have not been intended for mobility.
Nemo leaves the kelp-like strands and tubes undisturbed in their symbiotic attachment to himself but uproots them from their anchors in the encrusted wall of the chamber in which he has been a floating captive. Wreathed in polymer seaweed, he swims slowly into the watery labyrinth, aspiring to the fate of the Wasteland’s drowned Phoenician sailor:
…As he rose and fell
 He passed the stages of his age and youth
 Entering the whirlpool.
Now Thowintha floats alone in the waters of the Temple bridge, studying the parabolic paths that are depicted in glowing streamers on the vault of living lights. The alien’s tentacles barely waver in response to the tasted sign, borne to him’er on the eddies, that a human has entered the Temple.
I find you done, Nemo says. Like me.
We are never alone.
Nemo’s pale, bony figure hangs in the luminous water, garlanded with trailing polymer membranes. Awkwardly, he paddles closer. That is your manner of speaking, honored one. It does not express fact.
Nemo’s manner of speaking is peculiar indeed—barely comprehensible—since the human has to make the sounds of Thowintha’s language without benefit of lungs or the resonating gas bladder the alien possesses. Instead, Nemo speaks feebly with his tongue and lips and presses hand-claps and finger-snaps into service when necessary.
Nevertheless, he is understood. You have isolated yourself, Nemo says. You have set yourself against the others of your kind. You have brought Troy and the rest of us humans here for purposes of your own—for the sake of a scheme you hatched in your own mind, who knows how many hundreds of thousands of years ago in your personal history. When I first kid eyes upon you, I mistook you for a mere animal. Now I know. You are the Pancreator.
These sounds are without meaning to us, the alien replies.
You do not fool me.
A shimmering sourceless sound fills the Temple, then fades away. Nemo waits.
But Thowintha forms no words.
What will you do if I demand to leave? Nemo asks.
That does not concern us.
Even if I explain to the others of your kind why you are really here?
Nothing is hidden.
So you say. You can kill me easily, says Nemo.
Thowintha’s mantle brightens and, without warning, sh’he swims swiftly away.
I imagine Nemo allowing himself a cold smile, full of teeth that are ghastly in the pale blue light. His big hands and feet flail the water and he sinks slowly toward the depths of the world-ship, trailing life-sustaining weeds behind him as he seeks the way out.
 
“The alien let him escape?” Jozsef is amazed.
Ari gives her husband an impatient glance. “The creature was hardly human. It could not be expected to understand.”
“If you will excuse me, Doctor, I suspect it understood very well indeed,” says Forster. “And that all that happened subsequently was considered in the alien’s calculations.”
“Do you mean to say, that is why I will never see my daughter again?” Ari angrily demands of him.
But Forster’s reply is mild. “She contributed equally to her fate. She and Redfield…”
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The commander places another billet of split oak on the fire and pushes it firmly into place, ignoring the flames and sparks that shoot up around his wrists. Outside the bare library’s windows the last skylight has faded; the descending celestial lights are bright enough to intrude even into the warm interior.
“I’ve asked them to bring us a hamper of sandwiches,” says Jozsef, “whenever anyone is hungry.”
“Not yet,” says the commander. “A few things…”
“Yes, Kip?”
“Professor Forster has done an impressive job of reconstructing events which he did not witness—he has even included some that no one witnessed…”
“Kip, please,” says Jozsef, disturbed by the commander’s ill-disguised irritation.
“I have no intention of deceiving you,” Forster interjects, his gingery eyebrows rising in indignation. “My intention is to be explicit about my sources.”
“You have been. I want to know what you think all this means.”
“There is a very interesting conversation which Inspector Troy reported to me some years later…”
“No, I want to know what you think,” says the commander. In the firelight he is as fearsome as Baal; the fierce glow renders his gaunt face in black shadows, in rough-hewn slabs of dark flesh.
The others exchange glances. With visible effort, Forster lets the unpleasantness pass. “Very well then. It’s clear Venus was doomed. Our voyage into the past was partly a rescue mission. Thowintha went back to get his’er compatriots out of a tight spot—before the rest of the Amaltheans could ‘amputate’ them. Which is what they do to those who don’t fit in.”
“An elaborate rescue,” the commander remarks.
“It was more than that,” says Forster. “The settlers had traveled a million years from their home star, searching for a place to exercise their Mandate. The mission to recreate their home world was programmed into their genes. They found our sun and with it Venus, a planet covered with oceans and blessed with clear skies—a stable planet, not wracked by an active geology or a swerving climate, without Earth’s wandering continents and ice ages. What they planted there would persist forever, so they thought…
“For millions of years everything went as planned; they succeeded in virtually reproducing the ecology of their home. Then Nemesis appeared—what they call the Whirlpool. Repeated bombardment by comets created a moist greenhouse, which raised the temperature of the oceans and saturated the atmosphere. When we arrived, water was evaporating, and atmospheric hydrogen was being lost to space. Venus was already on its way to becoming the carbon-dioxide furnace of our era.”
“A tragedy, certainly,” says Jozsef. “But why the … well, ‘political conflict’ is probably not the right phrase…”
“The split was precipitated by evolution. The Amalthean settlers had observed phylogenetic saltations, new adaptive lifeforms unlike anything catalogued in the Mandate, This horrified them. They believed they had only two alternatives—to let nature take its course, and thereby lose everything they had achieved. Or to accept change as inevitable, bend with it, adapt themselves to it—even take charge of it.”
“Take matters into their own tentacles, as it were,” Ari remarks lightly.
Forster allows her a dry grin,
“What if they did take charge?” Jozsef demands. “Why not take charge?”
“For one thing, they would have had to deflect the comets,” replies Forster, “Only the world-ship was capable of that.”
“Yet the medusa-ship you described seemed to defy gravity,” the commander objects. “If it could fly without wings, surely it could travel in space.”
“After years of study I am still fundamentally ignorant of Amalthean technology,” Forster replies, “but I gather that their vessels borrow energy from the vacuum. They are dependent upon a sort of macroscopic analogue of the quantum effect; their range is governed by solutions of the amplitude of possible vector states. The world-ship calculations yield a wide amplitude; thus the world-ship is capable of interstellar journeys at near light-speed. The much smaller medusas, however, have a severely constrained amplitude.”
“Clear as mud.” The commander’s words are hardly a growl.
“Anyway, the little ones couldn’t do the job, and the big one wouldn’t.”
“Why not? From your description, Thowintha seems a flexible sort.” Jozsef still presses for an understanding of policy issues, as if the motives of aliens are no more obscure than the motives of delegates to the Council of Worlds.
“Thowintha’s involvement in this is deep,” says Forster. “Sh’he does not regard his’erself as an individual—none of them do—but it’s clear to me that sh’he is primum inter pares where what we call the Adaptationist faction is concerned. However grudgingly, sh’he, or the group sh’he speaks for, came to accept the evolution of local populations away from the ideal of the Mandate. It must have been hard for them; we may well have witnessed the final break between the parties. Indeed, we may have helped precipitate it.”
“You may even have been recruited to precipitate it,” says the commander.
“That occurred to some of us.”
“Then Nemo was part of this plan, too?” asks Ari.
“I don’t pretend to understand how. For example, how did Thowintha know he would be on Amalthea? How did Thowintha know he would escape? Somehow Nemo understood that Thowintha did not represent the majority of the aliens, that they had left themselves no room to maneuver.”
“I’m confused,” Jozsef interjects. “As long as Thowintha controlled the world-ship, sh’he could go anywhere in space and time sh’he wanted.”
“It wasn’t the only world-ship,” says the commander, gazing through the window at the light-streaked sky. “We know that now.”
“On the contrary, in reality there is only one world-ship,” Forster says sharply.
“I’m even more confused,” Jozsef admits. “Thowintha’s ship—the ship you found at Amalthea—is also the ship they came in on?”
“Yes, but it represents only one possible state of the total system.” Forster nods toward the framed patch of night sky. “Other possible states co-exist with it.”
“But surely the superposition of states described by quantum theory occurs only at the microscopic level,” Ari remarks coolly, “and then only until some observer interferes.”
“According to those who claim to know…”
“Who would that be?”
“McNeil, and I trust his judgment,” Forster replies sharply. “Theories of quantum gravity suggest that linear superpositions of alternative states spontaneously reduce themselves to one … reality … upon encountering significant space-time curvature. Travel into the past introduces a second order of alternative states.” Forster allows himself a smile. “Although I’m not certain we ever convinced poor Bill Hawkins that time travel was actually possible.”
“I’m certain you haven’t convinced me,” the commander growls. “What’s to prove this isn’t some elaborate dream, some programmed hypnotism, begun while you were in—what did you call it?—the drowning chamber?”
Forster fingers his empty glass, and Jozsef quickly takes the hint, filling it with ice and whisky. The professor nods his thanks.
“True,” he says then, “time travel was always considered impossible. But solely on the grounds that messages sent to the past might generate paradoxes. In this case the superposition of alternatives insures that that won’t happen.”
“Nothing you’ve said rules out paradox,” objects the commander.
“I’m told that the collapse of the wave-function prevents it,” Forster answers. “We are not faced with multiple realities, only multiple possibilities. There is one reality. If a message sent to the past were to interfere with another message—a contradictory message—one vanishes. It never existed. The wave-function collapses. If one of us interferes with himself or herself, one of us vanishes. If a world-ship interferes with another version of itself, one of them vanishes.”
Ari smiles ruefully. “Were you really in danger of meeting yourselves?”
“It seems that in this century, yes, we might have been, as a matter of fact,” says Forster, his eyes widening at the thought. “And at Venus, Thowintha had that immediate concern. Precisely because, at that moment, not everything approaching Venus was a comet…”
 
So many hours had passed while the flying medusa explored the seas and jungles and cloudscapes of Venus that Sparta and Blake had almost lost track of the time. Finally the vessel brought them to the great ridge of cliffs where they had first left the ocean; there it once again sank beneath the boiling waves.
The wriggling alien lifeforms poured out of the vessel, pulling the humans along at first but, to their surprise, soon leaving them to swim for themselves. Sparta said, “They may desire consensus, but they’re about to split. If they haven’t already.”
Blake tucked his chin in agreement. “At least two parties. The hail-to-the-Mandate types. And the ones who want to be creative. How the hell we tell them apart—short of a quick course in counterpoint and antiphony—is beyond me.”
Approaching the convocation, they knew something was wrong.
They had left behind a perfect sphere of life, wriggling with energy; what they saw in front of them was like a cell infected with a virus, a misshapen thing seized with waves of distortion, convulsions that rhythmically flattened and puckered it and threatened to split it wide open. Upheavals momentarily dislodged black particles—individual aliens—who struggled desperately to regain contact with their fellows.
The total mass of the conglomeration seemed much larger. And the song that came from the massed singers was louder than before, weirdly strident and dissonant.
Threat of dissolution became reality when the huge sphere tore open, spewing out creatures into the dark waters. What had been empty interior space, defined by a disciplined throng of intelligent creatures, was now an inchoate suspension of mindless, struggling animals.
The human eye will make patterns of almost anything it sees, and Blake later reported that he recognized structure in the chaos—that what seemed like a bundle of dark rods, a spindle consisting of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of bodies, some streaming one way, some the other, had formed between two wobbling amorphous shapes in the light-streaked water,
Sparta saw it too. “Like a cell dividing,” she said.
They hung motionless in the depths, abandoned by their escort, which had dispersed and fled to join the writhing chaos ahead. “I don’t like the looks of that mess,” Blake said. “I don’t think I want to choose sides.”
She shook her head. “We’ve already chosen sides. Humans can’t be anything but Adapters.” She sounded less than enthusiastic.
“Is that bad?”
“Good or bad, it’s our nature. We get nervous whenever we try to think five years into the future. For us, any institution that keeps the same name a thousand years is unimaginably ancient. Conservation means trying to save the last scrap of something that disappeared before we noticed it.” She was silent a moment, after her angry outburst. Then she said, “Now I’m sure that you and I being here is not accidental.”
“What do you mean?”
“Because we are what we are, Thowintha chose us.” She started to swim toward the boiling remnants of the convocation as if drawn to it by duty.
Blake reluctantly swam after her, thinking that there were lots of unexplored options short of taking sides in an alien free-for-all—in a pinch, one could always blow something up—but he had no intention of leaving her side. Following her, he dived into the chaos.
The crowded aliens were using their siphons to jet through the waters in phenomenal bursts of speed, but even in the midst of upheaval the racing bodies never struck each other or did worse than graze Sparta and Blake. Nevertheless they were buffeted by churning currents. Blake felt he’d been plunged into a cauldron of molten metals—a little more colorful and, he imagined, only a little less warm—as immense mantled-and-tentacled bodies hurtled past them, glowing with ruddy hues that reminded him of quenched iron and burning sodium. The water smelled of acid and copper.
The confusion seemed to abate as the humans drew near the center of the spectacle. The spindle-like bundle of rods of swimming bodies was retreating now, withdrawing from both ends, and the division of what had been a great sphere into two still-wobbly spheroids, one larger than the other, was almost complete.
If Blake hadn’t been breathing with gills he would have choked on what he saw. At the coagulating nucleus of the larger of the “daughter cells” swam a pale apparition, a rag-bundle imitation of a human being shrouded in trailing seaweed. Nemo.
A moment later, they heard the message of the cacophonous chorus: The false Designates are diseased limbs. They must be cut away. Then all will be well.
With these words the living structure of which Nemo was the focus contracted and became better defined. It was like looking into a medusa’s mouth-parts, a devouring hole surrounded by a million writhing tentacles; to Blake—hyper-alert, seeing everything as if time had slowed down—it seemed that the attention of that black eye was focused upon him and Sparta, that every real slit-yellow eye that ringed it and defined it beamed malice, that the whole creature made of creatures was about to convulse around them and swallow them up.
From nowhere, immense fiery wings spread themselves over them, dropping a veil before their sight of the evil heart of the ravening lotus. A single alien only—his’er mantle ablaze with opalescent fire.
Like an earthly squid’s, two of the alien’s tentacles were equipped with prehensile suckered pads; much longer than the others, these elongated still more and wrapped the two humans around their waists. Of the menacing alien song, only a grinding wordless moan was left to vibrate through the waters.
Thowintha had never touched Sparta or Blake before; as sh’he did so now sh’he sang in tones that conveyed immense tenderness and protection—All will be well—and they surrendered their bodies and wills to his’er care.
Water gushed from Thowintha’s siphon. Sh’he jetted away, trailing the human pair—unlike an earthly squid, which swims “backwards”—like streamers from a kite. Their faces distorted into theater masks as they tried to avoid swallowing water. They flattened their arms against their sides and pointed their feet, streamlining themselves.
With the humans in tow and a myriad of fiery miniature squidlings streaking after them like sparks from a bottle rocket, Thowintha soared away from the disintegrating convocation. In moments sh’he was over the reef settlement Blake and Sparta had seen on their journey from the world-ship, its wide canyons and coral caves with their strange artificial structures now wholly abandoned. Blake would have asked why, but his velocity through the water made speech impossible. He rolled slightly in Thowintha’s grip to look backward along their trail. The ocean was thick with bodies, jetting after them in pursuit.
Do not be concerned. It is not too late to avert collapse, Thowintha boomed.
Collapse! Blake wanted to shout questions, but could only ponder the word instead.
 
During all this, my companions and I were exploring the world-ship. As Walsh had reported to us. Nemo was gone. We could see for ourselves that the drowning chamber was empty. Only the kelp-like trailing membranes that had so recently sustained us all remained.
We hadn’t closely questioned our captain on her motives for coming here before us—that could wait until later, when she was less reticent of the truth—and for the time being we accepted at face value her statement that she’d been giving the Manta a test run. But her news had disturbed us enough to make us nervous about separating. Did Nemo intend another attack on the tug? We had learned not to attribute ordinary motives to the man. We’d left McNeil and Hawkins and Marianne Mitchell very much on their guard inside the Ventris.
But meanwhile Nemo’s escape lent new urgency to our explorations. Walsh and I peered through the forward bubble of the craft’s polyglas pressure chamber; poor Tony rode blind, squeezed into the crawlspace behind us. The Manta left the drowning chamber and beat its way through kilometers-long winding corridors.
Before we’d left Jupiter we’d grown familiar with the path to the Temple of Art, and soon the Manta reached the Temple’s central vault. We saw there what we had never seen before: the lofty vault was alive with living stars.
“Tony, can you get your head up here and look at this?”
“Give me a minute, Jo.” One reason we’d picked him to go with us was because—after myself—he was the smallest of us; even so, it took strenuous slow-motion acrobatics for Groves to get himself forward, his head upside down between our knees, where he could peer upward through the bubble in a position to study the ceiling. “Hmm,” he murmured.
“Yes? Well?” Perhaps I sounded more irritable than I felt—I was more nervous than irritable, really, not because of Nemo but because I’d put myself on the spot. The closer we came to the world-ship’s control center, the less certain I was that anything useful would come of it. How did one begin to decipher the alien mind, even if, after thirty years of hard work, one could claim to comprehend a few thousand words of the alien language?
Groves spoke up, “That pattern’s pretty much identical to the one the Ventris calculated for us with Troy’s input. It’s the way the sky would look three billion years ago—from when we left Jupiter, I mean. Good deal of uncertainty, of course. Couldn’t pay me to trust any computer’s notion of planet positions over that span…” He trailed off inconclusively.
“You were about to say something else,” Walsh prompted. Groves was a private man and modest, which made his reputation as a navigator easy to overlook. But he’d managed to land Springer on Pluto when all that famous explorer’s assumptions proved mistaken, and his colleagues had known who deserved the credit.
“Well, Jo, it’s simply that there are a great many lights in this particular sky that don’t show up in Ventris’s reconstruction. If you watch them for a minute or two—which is about how much time I’ve had here, lying on my back—they seem to be following cometary orbits.”
“You can tell, that quickly?”
“Oh yes. They’re moving fast, and they’re very close—which is why their motion shows at all.”
“What does that portend?” I asked.
Groves hummed some more while framing his answer. “Rough guess, you understand.” Upside down he gazed at us. “I’d say one or two of those comets are just about to hit us,” he said. “Maybe next week. Maybe tomorrow.”
“The Amalthean must know about this,” Walsh said.
“That’s what makes…”
“There’s something else,” Tony said, breaking in.
“What?”
“I don’t know what,” the navigator replied. “I’m lying here on my back, looking at it. I don’t even know how this imaging system is made, or where it gets its data. Assuming for the moment that I’m looking at something like a realtime planetarium … well, there’s one object up there which is three times brighter than a typical comet, and it’s incoming at twice a comet’s velocity. Right on top of us.”
“Good Lord,” I said.
Walsh said nothing. Her attention had been attracted by movement in the Temple, well below the glowing ceiling, where bright moving stars, gold and turquoise and ruby, were gathering in the darkness, and among them shadowy shapes, infiltrating the waters around them.
“Professor… We’re not alone in here.”
Moments later the Manta was surrounded by creatures as large as Thowintha, blazing like electrical signboards and bombarding our hull with frightening sonic reverberations.
“Are we being attacked?” Walsh asked.
“Maybe we’re under arrest,” Groves said at almost the same moment.
But from the muffled noises I was hearing, I didn’t think so. “Turn on the hydrophones,” I said to Walsh.
She did. The suddenly clear, urgent voices of our “captors” sang in unison over the Manta’s interior speakers.
“What are they saying. Professor?”
“Roughly, We want to help you, Do not interfere.”
“Yeah? Where but where did they come from? Who are they?”
“Help me rig up the translator to the phones. Perhaps I can respond.”
Walsh pulled circuits as I keyed words into the translator, but before we could finish, a new flurry of sounds filled the water. Do not worry.
“We’re moving!” Groves shouted.
All will be well. The aliens were doing something to the outside of the hull. A swarm of tentacles descended over the bubble viewport. There was a pause, then an ominous sound.
Poor Groves screamed when he realized what the aliens were doing, a wailing cry of terror that filled the cramped interior and did not cease.
“My God, they’ve found the emergency hatch release,” Walsh shouted. Her hand had reached for the switches that would fire the Manta’s auxiliary rocket motors, but before she could open the safety covers the hatch split and water shot in through the opening as if from a fire hose.
The force of it propelled me into the polyglas window, and I remembered nothing more.
 
Thowintha kept his’er grip on Sparta and Blake but made no attempt to evade the brilliant horde of aliens that crowded into the submerged lock with them. The impermeable molecular layers of the giant lock immediately began reassembling themselves, spiraling rapidly inward. Thowintha swam powerfully upward through the glowing caverns and corridors of the immense ship.
The once lonely ship was transformed. All around them swarmed busy aliens on errands of their own, creatures moving so effortlessly through the water that Sparta and Blake were embarrassed by their human helplessness. No matter how adaptable, naked humans, stripped of their tools, are among the most ineffectual of beasts.
It was doubtful that the Amaltheans could have understood their emotions. Thowintha certainly seemed indifferent to their feelings. Sh’he acknowledged only their curiosity, lecturing them as sh’he swam; his’er voice had acquired an eerie resonance, for his’er thoughts were formed simultaneously among the mass of creatures scattered throughout the ship—perhaps with the ship itself—and voiced with all their voices, which filled the surrounding waters.
What sh’he, they, had to say was part theoretic, part fantastic, part inconceivable. Sparta and Blake absorbed what they could of it.
After many minutes of strenuous effort, Thowintha released them. You must explain to them what we have explained to you. There is very little time. Then sh’he was gone.
Blake and Sparta emerged from the water; the world-ship sealed itself behind them. Beside them, the tilted dome was filled with air, still warm, still rich with the rank perfume of Venus. The lock’s metallic tendrils wound themselves gently around the humans and lifted them swiftly into the open cargo bay of the Michael Ventris. They felt their feet on hard metal decking; the tendrils whispered away, leaving them to stand shakily, unsupported by the buoyancy upon which they had come to depend.
The crew module hatch was locked. “Who goes there?” Hawkins’s voice boomed at them over the comm speaker.
“Troy and Redfield,” Sparta said.
“Open up, it’s urgent,” Blake added.
The hatch opened slowly. Hawkins peered at them suspiciously, holding a titanium spanner in plain view. “Where are the others?”
“We’d hoped to find them here,” Sparta said, pushing past him with effort. If he had chosen to resist, she and Blake would have been helpless. They found McNeil and Marianne Mitchell in the wardroom, looking as strained and nervous as Hawkins.
“Walsh and Groves and the Professor went exploring in the Manta, Inspector,” McNeil explained. “They’re overdue.”
“Nemo’s missing,” said Marianne. “The captain says he escaped.”
“We don’t really know,” Hawkins said, “maybe he…”
“Never mind that now,” Sparta cut in. “The world-ship is about to undergo another massive acceleration. It’s imperative we get you into the water.”
Their breath stopped, and the blood drained from their faces. Sparta might have pronounced their death sentences.
Marianne was the first to speak. “This time are we going home?”
“It’s out of our hands,” Sparta said.
 
The aliens and their gentle machines received the bodies; in the drowning chamber, Walsh and Groves and I were already floating on the artificial tides, seeing nothing, awash in dreams.
Sparta and Blake watched us until all were safe. She turned to him with a flick of her hands, relieved to be in the water again. “You have sucker marks on your tummy,” she said. Her underwater voice had become her accustomed voice, filled with nuance. She looked down at herself. “Me too.”
He didn’t reply. The two humans swam hard through the ship’s warm and swarming waters. “They’re going to fail,” Blake said angrily. “They know it and it’s making them crazy. We’re seeing the disintegration of their society.”
“They have no experience of failure.”
“Not even experience of the unexpected.” He feigned amazement. “Send out an ark, a starship full of pioneers, carrying every species two by two—or whatever the magic number is where they come from—with orders to reproduce the homeworld right down to the last virus. But forget to tell them they might bump into something a little different.”
“They know secrets of nature we humans may never learn for ourselves … that most of us are too impatient to learn.”
“Different histories, different stupidities. You’re the one who said we can’t help being Adapters.“
“Because we’ve short-circuited evolution, replaced slow physical modification and hard-wired behavioral change with fluid culture. We grew up with volcanoes and earthquakes, glaciers that came and went, sea levels that rose and fell. Disaster keeps us on our toes.”
“Whereas their species is hundreds of millions of years old, maybe billions of years old. Certainly they came from some ancient and never-changing place.”
“Even on Earth, some designs change very little over time. Dragonflies. Scorpions. Sharks.”
“Squid,” Blake suggested.
“We can help them,” she said.
“Why? What difference does it make to us if they fail?”
She turned her cool-eyed gaze upon him. “More than their success is at stake here. Thowintha brought us here because sh’he thought we could help them. And for something else.”
“Which would be?”
“I believe it was in order to create our own destiny.”
He blew a stream of bubbles. “What can we do for these characters? I can’t even keep up with them in the water.”
“You already helped. You suggested steering the comets.”
“An idea that got shot down pretty quick—besides, now that I think about it, it’s too late. Even if they could bring themselves to disobey the Mandate.”
“You mean because there’s too much water vapor in the atmosphere of Venus already.”
He nodded. “The greenhouse is irreversible.”
“I agree,” she said. “I wasn’t thinking about Venus.”
He looked at her, surprised. “Earth?”
She shook her head sharply. “Mars.”
“That’s impossible,” he said without hesitation. “Mars has a tenth the mass of Earth, a fourth the diameter—a much greater surface-to-volume ratio. It’s the opposite problem from Venus. You couldn’t keep an atmosphere, and if you could, you couldn’t keep it warm.”
“Nevertheless, they did it. As we know from the Martian plaque.”
He looked exasperated. “First of all, if they did it, they did it without our help…”
“Are you sure?”
“And second, they failed.”
“Maybe not this time. It seems to me we’ve been living a different history ever since we flew into that black hole.”
“Mars is the same size no matter what history we’re in,” he retorted. “If you want to help them recreate Crux, Earth is the next logical choice.”
“I would like to persuade them otherwise.” She reached out a supplicant hand and rested it lightly on his shoulder. “I need your help.”
He could not, after all, hold out for long. The prospect of bombing Mars, an entire planet—with comets—was wildly irresistible.
 
Thowintha hung in the glowing waters of the Temple bridge, surrounded by others of his’er kind. To Sparta and Blake the strong beating of his’er mantle, its steady tempo, suggested deep contemplation. After several minutes of silence, his’er mantle glowed bright red and vibrations erupted around him’er. You command us to do this?
Who are we to command? We suggest this course of action.
We will do as the Designates suggest. We will make the vessels you need. We will even teach you to pilot them. The waters rumbled with his’er amusement.
How will you do that? Blake’s eyes widened in surprise.
We will teach you how to think, said Thowintha.
We know how to think, he said angrily.
But Sparta said. We an eager to learn your methods of control.
Thowintha’s mantle subtly shifted from crimson to purple. Our vessels take their power from the vacuum.
We relay that power from our core. As distances increase, losses increase.
Losses?
That is to say, the probability of nonexistence increases. Ratios are easily calculated. For us, these matters are of little consequence. For such as yourselves, individuals, there may be a different weighting.
Sparta looked glumly at Blake, before addressing the alien. We will wish to contemplate the ratios of which you speak, she said, more reasonably than she felt.
 
No sentient eye had observed the landing of the world-ship; no sentient eye observed its departure. The ocean around its landing place was deserted for many kilometers around. Superheated, that patch of ocean boiled in frenzy, evaporated; a vortex of cloud swirled around the fiery column that the ship left in its wake.
Soon it was high above the clouds; the sphere of the planet became a disk. Venus was left behind, and the gleaming diamond moon fell smoothly toward the sun.
Comets pursued it. Comets—and one other giant diamond moon, exactly like itself…
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“The fastest incoming object was in fact a world-ship.”
“A world-ship!” Jozsef is astonished.
“…Coming to carry the Amaltheans on Venus to safety—a world-ship piloted by Thowintha his’erself, as sh’he had existed three billion years previously. Our Thowintha intended to be elsewhere when his’er alternative self arrived.”
“You mean that right then, the alien introduced the first fork, the first branching path in space-time,” says the commander.
“That’s a fair assessment,” Forster agrees. “The first of many.” His aquiescence gives him a moment to sip thoughtfully from his glass.
The commander, like a cat worrying a mouse, will not let go. “What will be the effect of all this? That’s what we must know.”
“I’m afraid we’ll have to wait to find out, Commander. Right now all I can do is continue my narrative…”
“You said you learned something from what my daughter told you,” says Ari.
“I learned much, although I learned slowly.” Forster sets his glass aside and resumes his tale. “Diving into the Whirlpool, our path could have branched in many ways. Already drowned, most of us had no say in our fate. Only one other could claim to be in control—but how much did Thowintha control his’er own fate…?”
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“On Amalthea, at Jupiter, I had had the luxury of limitless time stretching before me,” Forster continues. “My journal entries were sporadic, mere notes. Now, not knowing if each moment would be my last opportunity to record what I had seen, I began to keep careful records, beginning with this account…”
 
Again we found ourselves dripping wet and choking for air in the overheated interior of the Ventris, floating weightless in the crowded wardroom. This time Troy was not there to ease the transition.
“Nothing to show for our resurrection except a bit of pucker,” McNeil said morosely, grabbing a roll of his belly fat and scrutinizing it. “In my case, quite a bit of pucker. If they’re going to drown a man, they might have had the courtesy to let him lose a few grams in the process.”
“We’ve bloody well escaped from the jaws of death,” Groves said through clenched teeth. The little navigator was shivering uncontrollably.
Walsh eyed him sharply. “Tony, I think you’d better come with me to the clinic.” He protested feebly, but she said, “That’s an order, not a suggestion.” She hooked an arm around his shoulders and pulled him into the corridor.
Hawkins and Marianne Mitchell left for their quarters without a word to McNeil or me. I found McNeil eyeing me speculatively, stroking his chin. “I don’t believe we’ve been under for more than a few days, Professor.” I felt my own chin, and understood what he was driving at; our beards were short. That suggested that, wherever the world-ship had emerged from the Whirlpool, the black hole was still close to the sun. Which further implied…
“There be comets out there. A hornet’s nest of them, with us in the middle.”
We felt the Ventris move. I followed McNeil to the flight deck. Outside, the world-ship’s great lock was opening in front of us, and the tentacles that held us in place now moved us forward. The aliens were thoughtfully positioning the Ventris outside the lock, in space.
There we hovered, tethered to the world-ship by invisibly fine tentacles. To anyone looking on, tiny Ventris would have seemed a hummingbird escorting a Zeppelin.
Captain Walsh joined us on the deck and named what we saw but could not quite acknowledge: “Mars!”
The planet below us was recognizable, barely—a golden shield hanging in the starry sky. But its gleaming north polar cap extended halfway to the equator; its plains and mountains of red and yellow and black were veined with riverine seas of dark blue, reflecting ranks of cloud which sailed across what must have been a crystalline sky; even from space, we could see dark thunderheads crawling over the desert, sending spears of lightning to the ground.
“How’s Tony?”
“His biostats are okay,” she said. But she did not mention his psychostats.
McNeil pointed to the streaked heavens. “Comets again.” Walsh only nodded, but I could hardly contain my excitement, for I thought I knew what we were about to witness.
We didn’t have long to wait; the aliens had timed our resurrections closely. A bubble of intense light flared on the plain below, then another and another. The soundless violence threw shock waves radiating outward through the atmosphere, stunning clouds into existence and almost as quickly blowing them to tatters, throwing concentric rings of shadow onto the desert floor to interfere with each other like ripples in a still pond. In less than a minute, a hundred incandescent holes had opened in the disk of the planet, seemingly breaking through to a universe of unbearable brightness beyond.
And from the driest wastes of Mars, steam began to rise.
The spectacle went on for hours. I stayed glued to the windows while Walsh found other things to do. McNeil went below and, as he told me later, broke out a bottle of medicinal brandy—“Private stock, I assure you”—and persuaded Groves to join him.
“Tony seemed in despair that we’d found him out. He confessed he has an absolute horror of drowning. It’s why he never went back to Pluto, he says; in the old days it meant going into the tank for four years. He claims what we’ve been through is worse.”
“Then he’s an even braver man than I knew,” I said.
McNeil shook his head. “Not the way he tells it. He claims he was taken by surprise both times—first by Troy’s orders, then when the aliens cracked open the Manta. Says he can’t face it again.”
I found nothing to say in reply.
When Groves appeared on deck we all pretended nothing had happened. The poor man looked pale as a fish; he watched what was happening on the surface of Mars a long while in silence, then turned to me and grinned weakly. “Beyond anything in the wildest imaginings of xeno-archaeology, eh, Professor? Culture X arrives on Mars.”
But I’m afraid I was too absorbed to acknowledge his pleasantry. To see a planet struck by cometary fragments simply awed me.
When at last the bombardment subsided, I broached an idea to Walsh. I pointed out that Mars was less than half again as massive as Jupiter’s moon Ganymede, for which the Michael Ventris had been over-designed. “What’s to prevent us from taking the Ventris down to the surface under its own power? With cooperation from the Amaltheans, we could document the transformation of the planet on the site!”
“What’s to prevent us?” Her reply was tart. “How about the equivalent of nuclear holocaust?” She nodded to the scene below.
I conceded we should have to wait to be sure the bombardment, or at least the worst of it, was really ended, that the atmospheric storms had subsided and the flash floods had run their course. But I persisted, and at last persuaded her.
“All right. Provided the lower atmosphere quiets down and we stay in touch with the world-ship, I’ve no personal objection. But I won’t take a chance on getting stranded. I don’t itch to live out my life on a lifeless planet.”
I replied that I did not think Mars would remain lifeless for long.
She scheduled a meeting of the crew for later that night.
 
Eventually we reached consensus, although not without a certain amount of emotional bullying on my part. As I had hoped, McNeil and Groves were all for the adventure: McNeil is a thoroughgoing, cheerful Stoic; as for Groves, I’m afraid he would as soon die alone on a primitive planet as face another move in the drowning chamber of the world-ship.
Hawkins and Mitchell posed a problem, however. I had already suspected the difficulty, for Ms. Mitchell’s cabin was next to my own, and in the confines of a small ship like ours it was impossible to avoid overhearing conversations one would normally prefer to avoid. Thus, while we were still at Venus, I had found myself involuntarily eavesdropping—keeping quiet not so much from prurient interest as from an intense desire not to interrupt.
“Marry me.” It was Hawkins, his voice heavy with urgency.
“What if I did?” she replied rather sadly. “What would that change?”
“Would you marry me if we were back on Earth?”
“Living on the mud flats with the blue-green algae?” Her laugh was short and sharp, “Playing Adam and Eve?”
“I mean Earth the way it was.”
“Get me there and I’ll give you an answer.”
“Maybe we’re not three billion years in the past.”
“What do you mean?”
“Maybe this is all a show. The professor claimed he knew what to look for on Amalthea, but he never told the rest of us until we got there. So maybe this situation too isn’t … real.”
When she spoke, she sounded years older—or at least more mature—than he. “It’s real. Bill. And no way out.”
“How do you know that?” He spoke in an intense whisper, broaching a conspiracy. “I’m not saying there’s not an incredible technology at work here. Maybe it’s alien technology. Maybe not. Maybe it’s something a lot less mysterious.”
She was so surprised that her laughter, this time, seemed almost happy. “Welcome to Disney-Cosmos. This way to Alien World.”
“Why not?” His voice was hoarse, the charge of his emotion almost frightening. “They’re in some big fight, some power struggle—Forster, working for the Space Board, Mays…”
“Nemo.”
“He’s not nobody, no matter what we call him.”
“We should have killed him after what he did.” She was serious. “He deserves to be dead.”
“Should I have done it?”
“No. You’re saying that for my sake. What I did with him was my own doing. Bill. You can’t fix it.” There was silence then, and I honestly tried not to listen, but I heard her tell him, “I don’t expect you to take me home. But if you can. I’ll love you the better.”
At that moment Jo Walsh called me to the flight deck, and this convenient interruption spared me further intimacies between them…
Hawkins’s conspiracy theories were not confined to chats with Marianne; he’d hinted at his suspicions to others as well. Now that we had met to discuss our future, the time had come to confront his extreme form of denial.
“Mr. Hawkins, you have suggested that we’re the victims of a charade, mounted by me, perhaps, or mounted by the Amaltheans for unknown reasons.”
“How … why do you say that?” Is it only the young who manage such exquisite mixtures of anger and guilt?
“This is a chance to satisfy yourself of the truth. On the surface of this planet, acting without supervision, we’ll be able to conduct any researches of which we’re capable. I guarantee you freedom of movement.”
He wavered visibly, pushing a hand through his limp blond hair, but came back strongly: “Since we will, after all, require the aliens’ cooperation, how can we pretend that we are independent?”
And so we went back and forth for a few minutes more; in the end Hawkins brought himself around. He was not wholly bereft of a scientist’s natural curiosity—he was mightily intrigued to see for himself a transformation which, as I proposed, would culminate in the inscription of the Martian plaque, that glimmering shard whose meaning he had learned, if I may say so, at my knee.
Marianne Mitchell, throughout all this, said nothing at all. Her expression was that of a sphinx.
 
The next morning we hailed Thowintha on open circuits and explained ourselves, using the translator. Some hours later, an answer came back—from Inspector Troy: “We have approved whatever action you wish to pursue, Professor. Here is your best landing plan…”
But though she gave detailed instructions, complete with coordinates, her concern struck some of us as off-handed.
Shortly the Ventris, its tanks topped off by the lock’s half-sentient machinery, was released in an equatorial orbit and began a slow descent into the thick carbon-dioxide atmosphere of primordial Mars.
Our destination was the shore of a desert sea whose margins were expanding by the hour. Floods of silt-laden water were still pouring in, carving wide channels through sand and rock on their way from the highlands where the nearest icy fragments had struck.
The tug settled on a handy butte, in a mess of smoke and fire and sand—landing tail first on two of its three legs, then falling over in a kind of controlled crash to come to rest on a sturdy tripod, a horizontal orientation which left the cargo and equipment holds readily accessible from the surface. It seemed an awkward system, but it had been devised for the wildly varying gravities and surface conditions of Jupiter’s moons, and it worked well enough for Mars.
I could scarcely bear imprisonment in the tug, seeing only what the flatscreen and the narrow windows could show. McNeil bore the brunt of my impatience to get outside, to see the world-ship come down and watch the Amaltheans set to work.
The phlegmatic engineer humored my attempts at inspiring him with a prefiguration of great events. “It won’t be hard to patch something together, Professor,” he told me. “I’ve already been at work on it.”
We didn’t need pressure suits. The atmosphere of ancestral Mars was thick indeed—at our present elevation, a pressure of more than one bar, that of Earth on a planet only one-tenth the mass of Earth—but the dominant gas was carbon dioxide. What we needed was a supply of oxygen.
McNeil pointed out that while the Martian pressure suits of our era were equipped with breather units to recycle respiratory gases and thin atmospheric carbon dioxide, extracting pure oxygen by means of artificial enzymes, we had no such suits handy; we’d certainly never contemplated visiting Mars. On the other hand, the ship’s kit included a broad selection of biologically useful artificial enzymes; the fresh air recyclers specifically included the catalysts needed to break down CO2. He’d set our biosynthesizers to work making more of the needed mix.
Meanwhile he’d been at work himself, on a prototype breathing system. He showed me the unit, a compact thing consisting of a filter intake, a mask and hose, and a pair of bottles to be worn on the chest.
Privately I marveled that this compact and beautifully crafted assembly, with its lathe-turned parts so lovingly polished and joined (from his description I had expected a real Heath Robinson), was the product of McNeil’s large and curiously neat hands. Within that bulky man resides the soul of an artist.
Soon McNeil had Groves and Walsh and me busy rigging our own breathing systems. (Even Hawkins showed interest, despite himself.) The task was quickly done, and—although none of us produced so beautiful a piece of machinery as McNeil’s—one certainly takes the necessary precautions when one’s own life depends on the quality of the work.
The moment for testing arrived; Tony Groves insisted on being the first out of the lock. He took a few steps away from the main air lock, holding his breath. We heard his cautious exhalation and the bold indrawn breath that followed. Walsh had volunteered to stand by in the lock in full spacesuit regalia, ready if necessary to rash out and drag Groves back in. But his next breath sounded steadier, the next steadier yet.
“Works fine,” he reported. “And a lovely view.”
One by one we tested our gear. When my turn came I found my initial nervousness passing quickly. I looked around to appreciate the view that Tony Groves had recommended.
It was high noon, under a small hot sun in a transparent purple sky; a cold wind was blowing, but the sunlight was warm on my skin. Above me, a handful of stars winked like distant signal lanterns. More numerous still were the dozens of pale streaming comets that streaked the daytime sky, thin smudges of chalk on a celestial blackboard.
I allowed myself only a few moments to savor this day on ancient Mars. We had very little time to prepare for the coming of the aliens.
 
Walsh and I were out on the rim of the bluff with photogram cameras to record their arrival. They appeared almost twenty minutes earlier than we expected; we had to hurry and grab what we could.
The world-ship descended obliquely on streamers of fire, an immense diamond moon soaring in over mounded black volcanic peaks and plains of rusty sand, gliding across the wide valley that meandered toward our sparkling equatorial sea. Several kilometers off our shore, which was sharply defined by flat red buttes and mesas, the ship settled into the wind-whipped blue water. Far off we could see clouds of steam rising where the mirrored egg sat in the bright water; the steam quickly dispersed, leaving the ship resting delicately on its bottom. Its arching top stood high above us—over twenty-five kilometers high. A formation of ranked cirrus clouds formed spontaneously above it, drawn to it like a school of curious fish.
Then they came out. By the thousands.
High on the shining ellipsoid the equatorial locks spiraled open; like a pregnant guppy swollen to term, the world-ship expelled its offspring in clouds. Their disembarkation was militarily precise, as if rehearsed to perfection. Fleets of transparent medusas—hundreds of squadrons of vessels which must have been synthesized by the living machinery of the world-ship—rapidly deployed to all points of the compass, flying outward in ordered formations to take up their far-flung positions around the planet.
Their enemies would put up no active resistance to the invasion, I reflected. For their enemies were sterile seas and dead sands. The assault on Mars had not in fact been rehearsed: among members of a species who aspire to consensus and coordinated action from birth, near-perfect communication more than compensates for rehearsal.
Alas, humans do not mesh with one another so easily.
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This, from my journal:
00.02.14.15
Shortly after the first descent of the world-ship—our New Year’s Day, our Year Zero—exotic constructions appeared in many places on the planet. “Cities,” if that is not too misleading a term—clusters of gleaming structures, partly underwater and partly onshore, their visible parts bone white against the pink sands at the margins of the narrow blue seas. Seeing them from a distance now, I catch myself daydreaming of the “chess-bone cities” that the writer Raybury, I think his name was, set down from his imagination before anyone had the slightest notion of the truth of matters on this planet.
The Amaltheans are going very smartly about the business of customizing Mars to suit themselves. These chess-bone cities—centers of transformation-incorporate immense processors which break down carbon dioxide into oxygen and carbon. Atmospheric pressure remains high, but at the rate these bone-white gleaming refineries remove carbon and spill oxygen into the atmosphere, we will soon be able to breathe the air as easily as scuba divers breathe bottled air a few meters underwater. It’s the sort of atmosphere in which the Amaltheans must feel quite at home.
Where does the carbon go? A mystery…
Meanwhile bacteria swarm; orange and gray lichens cover the rocks everywhere; green mosses spread into every sheltered cranny. Columns of algae cover the sandy floors of ubiquitous shallow lagoons. To visit the shores of the sea near our base-camp every few weeks or days is like watching a film of evolution speeded up a million times. Today I noticed that the clear waters were teeming with tiny shrimp, and the salt-encrusted shores were buzzing with swarms of black flies.
00.08.01.08
The purple skies are crossed by fleets of gravity-defying medusas, busy with their ecological errands. The transformation of Mars continues. (I can not help thinking of it as the “cruciforming” of Mars, after the Amaltheans’ homeworld in Crux.) What is striking is the degree to which the Amaltheans have evidently abandoned their original goal.
Primordial Venus, what little we glimpsed of it, may have been a close analogue of the Amalthean homeworld, but Mars could hardly be more different-smaller and colder and drier by far. The narrow seas are alive now, but most of the surface remains an austere desert. Surely the few creatures that live in the dry lands, eking an existence from the watercourses or braving the dunes and lava plains, are novel inventions, not importations from some exotic oceanic world—viz those delicate, lively, ferocious windspiders that roll like miniature fanged tumbleweeds over the sand! This may be paradise, for like the first paradise it is a carefully tended garden in the sand, but if by heaven one means the race’s once and hoped-for future home. Mars cannot be even a pale copy of Amalthean heaven.
Or of human heaven. I think of these things when I join my colleagues, wearing our breathing masks, to tend the struggling desert shrubs in the decidedly human-scale gardens near our basecamp, our dry miniature paradise.
00.08.27.22
Still we live aboard the Ventris. On this night another sad but inescapable occasion for eavesdropping…
“My whole life I’ve been going from one place to another without knowing why,” I heard Marianne say. “People never took me seriously. They wanted sex, or they were like Blake—he ignored me, he couldn’t wait to get away from me. You didn’t take me seriously either.”
Hawkins sounded as miserable as usual. “I did, Marianne, I…”
“You didn’t. You wanted to impress me; you definitely didn’t want to include me.” Her laugh was bitterly self-deprecating. “And I thought Nemo was different.”
The events they were rehearsing had happened long ago on Ganymede, before our expedition had left for Amalthea; Marianne had been a tourist who had made Hawkins’s acquaintance quite accidentally. But Hawkins had puffed himself up and subsequently made a fool of himself in front of her and the urbane Sir Randolph Mays.
Nemo had “included” her indeed, made use of her youth and eagerness and spirit in the most cynical way imaginable. In trying to wreck our expedition he had deliberately put her life in extreme danger, and he’d been prepared, should she survive, to let her take the blame for the crimes he himself had committed.
Soon I heard the soft, familiar sound of Marianne in tears (she spends hours a day weeping, despite the antidepressants Jo Walsh insists that she take). “I don’t know why I’m here,” she said. “I don’t know where I’m going, or what’s happening to me.”
“You want it to be like it was before.”
“No.” Her vehemence must have startled Hawkins as much as it did me. “I want what I never thought I would want. I want to be in one place, with people I know. I don’t want to go anywhere strange. I don’t want to think about getting myself killed because there’s no air or gravity or whatever—I want to be safe. I want to be loved. I don’t want to deal with any more strangers. I don’t want to have to deal with those … those … creatures.”
“I love you, Marianne. I want what you want. If there’s anything I can do to help you get it, I will. I swear.”
Hawkins’s dilemma is as accute as any we face. How can he keep his promise to this lost girl? How can he restore to her a world she has never really known, but has only created from wishful memories?
00.11.26.19
My ethnographic notes on the Amaltheans now fill almost an entire chip. My mineral collection enlarges every day, as do my collections of plants, animals, and microorganisms. The Amalthean lifeforms are disturbingly Earthlike; often, even when I have never seen anything like a particular specimen on Earth, one or more of my colleagues has. At other times, none of us knows the species but the general type is familiar. At still other times, what we behold is truly alien.
And I do have exquisite specimens; whenever an even more exquisite example of something already on hand is found, I ruthlessly throw out the old and replace it. Anyone who finds these homemade wooden and paper crates and boxes, these crude pottery vials and plastic jars, will marvel at what they contain and think that ancient Mars was a place of perfection unparalleled in the Galaxy.
Unless, of course, there exist places of real perfection.
Angus is of extraordinary help in this work. The man is possessed of odd stores of knowledge, informational tastes of astonishing catholicity, among them the apparent memorization of numerous catalogues of the natural world. When he cannot name something—a fish, a flower, an ore-bearing rock—he can often suggest an analogue. Among the six of us who are willy-nilly sharing out the tasks of Adam and Eve, he has taken on the naming. Thus we evolve a peculiar Martian taxonomy, half fantastic and mythological, half prosaic and Linnaean, a novel Systema naturae, viz, Bufo elephantopus (a big frog) and Lebistus McNeilis (a guppy-like fish) on the one hand, Puccinia pandorae (a wheat-like plant, with unfortunate side-effects if badly cooked) and Raphanus novus (a radish) on the other. I might add that, even among those who once studied the subject, none of us seriously pretends to remember his or her Latin. I include myself, for I have much less Latin than Greek.
00.21.07.08
The medusas have sown the barren fields of Mars with a cornucopia of seed, which has exploded into life. The plants have grown riotously: I have watched amazed as blue seas like rivers grow borders with grassy meadows, as the slopes of the low pink hills cover themselves with a sort of chaparral or maqui of low bushes, as the ridges of the valleys sprout spiky lines of bent trees. What were sterile seas are now wide swaths of green, as green as the “canals” of the old science-fiction writers.
The proportion of oxygen in the atmosphere has increased faster than anyone could have predicted. The manic growth of plant life, feeding on carbon dioxide, excreting oxygen, accounts for only a small part of the oxygen increase; those white factories are everywhere on Mars, all over the globe—immensely scaled-up versions of our artificial-enzyme breathers. I have found what becomes of the carbon. Conveyor lines of flying medusas feed the carbon into the throats of massive volcanoes—directly into the ground, through great shafts the Amaltheans have sunk to magma chambers deep below the surface, there to be stored up for eventual recycling by geologic processes. What is the logic of this? It is manifold, I think, and will be revealed in time.
With the heady rush of oxygen has come a swarm of animal species. Insects enliven the meadows: stick-like dragonflies, as blue as neon with black button eyes; clouds of gnats and mosquitos; ants and spiders teeming among the roots. And at night, locusts singing to the bright stars.
Beetles everywhere! According to Angus McNeil, there was a noted 20th-century biologist named Haldane who, having been questioned what inference about God one might draw from a study of His works, replied, “An inordinate fondness for beetles.” On Mars we glimpse a foreshadowing of that fondness, if not its rationale.
The Martian seas teem as thickly. Following the infusion of oxygen into the waters, the portals of the world-ship have opened and emptied their living reservoirs of plankton and coral and worms and jellyfish and crustaceans and cephalopods. Captain Walsh and I have been down in the Manta to see for ourselves; the sunlit blue-water scenery is reminiscent of the Red Sea, the richest sea on Earth. We could not move the submarine without encountering life in myriad shapes and colors—and frantic, fantastic behaviors.
Today, for the first time since we landed on Mars, I walked on the surface with the mask of my breather dangling unused in front of me. With every step, succulent ice plant squashed under my boots. Today for the first time I saw a flock of birds, or something like birds, moving against the horizon.
The Amaltheans are masters at this; surely they are the gardeners of the universe. And Mars is the Garden of Eden.
00.21.13.19
My friend Angus tells me that Paradise cannot last.
The problem is heat, he says. Not heat at the surface, which has been maintained at the present comfortable temperature by the greenhouse effect of a carbon-dioxide-rich atmosphere, but heat in the interior, which comes from only two sources: heat remaining from the planet’s formation out of the solar nebula, and heat generated by the decay of radioactive isotopes.
We know from the Mars of our own era, says McNeil, that the planet—while volcanically more active than anyone had suspected before the first human explorers set foot on the place—is not specially endowed with radioactives. As for the heat of formation, which was less than Earth’s to begin with, that must inevitably be lost. For Mars has only half the diameter of Earth; consequently it has a higher surface-to-volume ratio and radiates at a proportionally higher rate.
And when the interior heat drops too low, Mars will lose its atmosphere.
I balked at that. “I have trouble seeing the connection between atmospheric temperature and the planet’s inner temperature. Didn’t you just now say that the greenhouse effect is not linked to interior processes?”
Patiently my studious friend explained that the greenhouse effect depends upon carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. “Not only are the Amaltheans deliberately removing it, the planetary system itself is constantly removing carbon dioxide from the air, through active chemical weathering.”
At the time Angus was telling me this we were walking along the edge of an eroded butte, as red as the Morrison sandstones of Earth. Far below us a narrow blue sea shone like lapis, hemmed in by red walls. A hundred threads of white water, waterfalls carried to their outfalls through saturated strata, burst from the rock as if it had been repeatedly struck by the rod of Moses, to fall into pools and rush over cascades of broken boulders, to flow through groves of willow and palm that had not existed a Martian year ago. The ultimate source of these waterfalls was visible on the purple edge of the desert a hundred kilometers away, in a line of rainstorms rolling sublimely across the sands.
“Rain constantly dissolves atmospheric carbon dioxide to form carbonic acid,” Angus explained, “and the acid eats at the rocks where the rain falls and the water runs, and the carbon is locked into them,” He bent down and picked up a shard of sandstone, prying at its water-blackened surface with his thumbnail. “If the carbon in this rock should fail to return to the atmosphere—if the carbon in enough weathered rocks like this does not return to the atmosphere, and if the carbon the Amaltheans are shoveling into the volcanoes never returns to the atmosphere—Mars will freeze.
“Carbon is released when the rocks are heated. But Mars has no plate tectonics to carry slabs of surface rock deep into the interior,” he went on. “For now, and for the last billion years or so, the planet is recycling such rocks by burying them under immense layers of lava and volcanic ash. Granted, Mars has, or anyway will have in our era, the biggest volcanoes in the solar system. But as they cool—and they must—carbon will be removed from the atmosphere and locked in the rocks, water will freeze, the animals will die, and the plants will dry up and roll away on a cold, cold wind.”
Although Angus painted this disastrous picture perhaps too graphically, I saw his point. Yet I cannot believe the Amaltheans have not anticipated these events and planned some means of forestalling the inevitable.
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00.22.06.13
What is Troy up to? What has become of that once-genial fellow Redfield? Their communications with us are infrequent and brief. Of course they never expected us to be here with them. Their alien friend tried to leave us in our own era, among our own kind. But did they expect to come here? What role do they have to play in all this?
And I wonder about that cult of theirs, of which the late—and, I confess, little missed—Sir Randolph Mays was apparently some sort of figurehead. Nemo now, wherever he’s gone to, and well named.
As for Troy and Redfield, they claim never to have been believers in the Free Spirit—unlike Troy’s parents. But I wonder. Perhaps I will never know. We on the Ventris are not privy to their councils. We know what they tell us, and that only, and we do our best—like obedience-trained media-hounds—to cover the pre-announced news.
There has been much of it.
After that long ago and thrilling first landing on Mars we kept ourselves busy to the point of exhaustion merely by attempting to keep up with the swift work of the Amaltheans. We could not hope to document everything they did—there were too many of them for that, and they were too widely dispersed over the surface of the planet. But Troy’s infrequent bulletins notified us of the more spectacular events—the melting of the southern ice cap and the flooding of the Hellas depression, the sowing of the waters with a thousand species of fish numbered in the billions, the planting of the Scandia highlands with conifers (a million trees in a week, with wildflowers and mosses and all the rest to sustain the ecosystem, an instant taiga!)—and we moved the Michael Ventris as necessary in order to capture them with our cameras as they unfolded.
We dropped the tug’s clip-on holds, of course, and the equipment bay too, except when we needed it to transport the Manta. The little submarine was an invaluable tool; so much of what we wanted to see happened underwater. Other than the Manta, the hold had carried only the battered Moon Cruiser in which Mays and Marianne had arrived on Amalthea, and for which we had made room by abandoning our ice mole. We’d dragged the cruiser with us as evidence of Mays’s misdeeds, evidence intended to be used in some eventual Space Board inquiry—which seemed, as the months passed, increasingly unlikely ever to convene (at least with any of us present to testify). So the cruiser’s gone now, tom apart, recycled, serving useful purposes.
Even stripped, the Ventris is an awkward craft for flying in the thick atmosphere: it is wholly dependent upon its rocket engines for lift; its flight paths are suborbital parabolas. It needs too-frequent refuelings from the world-ship’s immense reservoirs of liquid hydrogen and oxygen. Therefore Tony and Angus are planning a sailplane to carry on our explorations, one modeled on the graceful marsplanes of our own era. At the moment it’s a spare-time labor of love for them; all of us are busy with full-time work. We have been building a home on Mars.
We walk freely in the warm, oxygen-rich air, having discarded our breathers long ago. What was our basecamp has become our settlement, our village. We have a nearby fresh-water spring in the shelter of a high sandstone bluff to the west, to windward. Less than half a kilometer to the north is the sea, which (on another Mars?) will someday drain into the vastness of the Valles Marineris.
The old Ventris is parked half a kilometer in the opposite direction, a skeletal vehicle perched in the dunes, surrounded by cast-off holds like rusting boilers that make it look like a gutted steamship, although in this case our ship, however rarely called upon to demonstrate its spaceworthiness, is in fact still capable of getting up steam.
Rocket engines make a fine foundry fire, and the rocks of Mars are rich in iron ore. Rockets are also quite capable of melting sand to pure silica, although we have lately fashioned solar mirrors that do the job almost as well. We have made a variety of implements of glass and iron and crude steel, but the principal product of our steel mill is reinforcing bar. Here and there, at the margins of our narrow sea, the crumbling red bluffs are seamed with gypsum and limestone (the presence of limestone was a surprise to me, for I had thought it a product solely of life)—all the makings of a cement industry.
Our houses are made from reinforced concrete and glass. We shape them as if we were happily patting sandcastles on a beach, scooping out the sand and mounding it, pouring water on the mounds to hold, temporarily, whatever whimsical shapes we might wish to carve in them, then emplacing our glass slabs and securing the mounds in a net of iron bars.
The right recipe for concrete was not easy to find. In our first attempts the sandy mixture never set but merely crumbled to powder. We recalibrated, our chemical programs—not without some grumbling from a ship’s computer program that thinks itself above such mundane business. Now the smooth, heavy mud sets quickly and, over the course of a week or so, cures nicely, whereupon we dig the sandy mold from beneath it. Voila, a graceful domed structure, much higher and more boldly vaulted in this planet’s low gravity than any corresponding structure could be on Earth, the intricacy of its intaglio limited only by the imagination and patience of its builders (and of course by the speed of evaporation). Even the first crude results gave us pleasure more intense than I could have foreseen.
Because we seek protection from the wind—our mound-building is easier if we dig holes in the sand rather than make exposed piles of it, which the wind too rapidly dries and resculpts—our settlement is more than half buried; only the very tops of the domes show above ground level. Shrubs and trees and ground-hugging flowers borrowed from Amalthean plantations grow in the cool and sheltered pathways among our houses and workrooms. Angus tells us they are remarkably like the desert plants of some parts of our Earth—the man’s fund of odd knowledge is a continual delight and surprise, the more so because he never thrusts it upon us—and he has taught us their names: pepper trees, oleanders, ocotillos, chollas, barrel cactuses, palos verdes, sago palms, desert primroses, shooting stars, a hundred other species of tiny bright flowers whose names I quickly forget (all of them carefully recorded, of course). Angus knows them as well as the names of his friends.
Some of the fruit trees are also familiar; the original apple of Eden is here. But many are unlike anything on Earth. We named the “whiteglobe” for the fruit it bears copiously, for several months at a time—fruit as spherical as oranges, as smooth as melons, as pale as eggs. Yesterday I came upon Marianne as she was pruning the too-vigorous growth from the whiteglobe trees, lopping off shiny wands of wood that were erupting with pink and purple blossoms from what had been hard green fuses only a week ago, and carefully setting the more perfect cuttings aside to use in the floral arrangements with which she often graces our rooms.
Although the days and nights here are only a few minutes longer than Earthly days and nights, the year and the seasons are twice as long. Just now the cool Martian spring is slowly lengthening into the long Martian summer. Marianne was dressed only in a tapa chiton, enjoying the sun on her bare limbs. Like all of us, her skin was deeply tanned and there were lines around her still-young eyes from staring into bright distances.
She was crying—she cries easily—but not from sadness. She told me, after we had talked about this and that while the small sun set in a moonless sky, that she is pregnant.
So the last roles are filled; we truly have our Adam and Eve.
00.22.29.19
In a little more than a month we will have been a year here—a Martian year, which is a little less than two Earthly years. (The Martian days, on the other hand, are not much more than twenty-four hours long.) We have devised a twenty-four-month calendar, alternating twenty-nine-day months with twenty-eight-day months and tacking on a couple of extra days at year’s end. It is not the system they use on Mars in the era we came from, when dates throughout the solar system refer to standard dates on Earth, but ours works better for us. It reminds us that we really are on Mars—that that other Earth, and the times of our origin, are inaccessible.
The names of our months will come later—we’ve decided not to hurry tradition, or impose artificial order on what should be a spontaneous process. It makes little difference that New Year’s Day does not happen to fall in midwinter in the north of Mars (in fact it falls in the northern summer), for our base camp is not far from the equator.
Troy occasionally favors us with one of her comm-link bulletins, but otherwise we see little of her or Redfield. She keeps us in mind—we never seem to need to remind her when goods and supplies that only the aliens can provide are low; we have been able to contact her as we wish, even to have occasional access to Amalthean vessels and facilities; but she does not seem to concern herself much with the minutiae of our welfare.
We have, I think, accepted what we had earlier wished to avoid, what some might call our fate. Although I think it decidedly unclassical that the Fates, those stern goddesses, would have entangled themselves in so antisymmetric a state of affairs. We ill-matched, ill-chosen representatives of the human race are hardly suited to play primogenitors, any pair of us. All Africa is carried in Jo’s well-stirred Caribbean ancestry, all Asia in Redfield’s genes from his Chinese mother (and for that matter, Redfield is seen among us less often than Troy).
If fate has not brought us here, what has? Chaos? The second law of thermodynamics? These go equally against the grain. A man of my age (however one counts the years) should be prepared to accept the meaninglessness of the universe, I suppose. And be happy merely to comprehend some small part of it.
In the quotidian, acceptance means only that we do not look forward to another miraculous change of affairs. Weird and unlikely as it seems, we are here upon the surface of the planet Mars some billions of years before the era in which we were born. We watch the planet being transformed before our eyes. We record the transformation, laboring to produce documents we hope will be uncovered by some distant generation of our descendants or other relatives, or even by some version of ourselves.
Of course, in history as I have lived it so far, I did not find the record we are making—nor did anyone I know of. Why not? It has often been suggested that this is an alternate history.
As for our present selves, or “real” selves, it seems very likely that we Martian pioneers will die here. But no time soon, I hope.
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00.23.03.19
Tony and Angus have finished their airplane at last.
Test flights in the neighborhood have been wildly successful. Oh it is a lovely sight, this ruddy, long-winged craft—to my eye, much more graceful than the Martian sailplanes of our era which inspired it. Its stringers are bamboo, its ribs a kind of willow or poplar, its fabric covering our finest tapa, which is really more like a thin paper made from the fibrous stems of reeds and painted (“doped” Jo says) with a strong-smelling red vegetable lacquer cooked up by Angus.
The plane carries two people, one behind the other; both have controls. Its main instruments are a portable altimeter and an inertial compass, adapted from a now-useless deep-space suit system.
Tomorrow, Jo, our best pilot, and Tony—not only our navigator, but the lightest of us—are to set out on the first long-range flight.
Where to, no one can say for sure. The motive power of this airplane is wind, nothing more; the pilot flies it where the wind carries it. Whoever is not driving has even less to say about the itinerary. Perhaps all this is less tricky than it seems; I am no aeronautical engineer. It has been pointed out to me that in our low gravity, only a third of Earth’s, it is not only easier to get an airplane into the air, it is certainly much easier on the flyers if it fails to stay there.
But what makes the whole project practical is that this Mars, not unlike the Earth of our own era, has thick ionized layers of atmosphere which serve to reflect radio signals over the steep curve of the planet. So if there is a crash landing—even thousands of kilometers away—we can come to the rescue in the Ventris.
00.23.06.12
Jo radioed us at the scheduled time:
“Wind’s still carrying us northeast. In three days we’ve covered seven thousand kilometers on the ground, practically in a great circle. Crossed over Eden, west of Arabia. It’s beginning to look like we’re being sucked into a huge weather vortex over the north pole.”
00.23.07.12
“We’re almost over the pole. Cold as a banker’s heart—good thing these old pressure suits still work, or we could have been forced down just to keep from freezing. There’s lots of medusa activity going on here. Something our friend Troy hasn’t bothered to tell us about. A couple of curious medusas came over to give us a look—we saw those friendly fishy faces peering out at us, but they went away without saying hello.”
00.23.08.12
“There’s definitely something strange going on over the pole. They’re building an enormous silver tower right on the pole itself. And the weather in the upper atmosphere isn’t natural; somehow they’re controlling it.”
00.23.10.12
“We crossed forty degrees north latitude this morning, headed south again; the inertial puts us at about two-forty west, over a stretch of sand Tony tells me is called Aetheria on the map. At this rate, on this heading, we may make it back to within a few hundred kilometers of base. We may even … but never mind, I’m too superstitious to say it out loud.”
00.23.11.20
They’re safely back.
After flying a ragged arc a third the circumference of the planet, Jo and Tony managed to come down less than a hundred kilometers to the west of us; Jo probably could have brought the plane all the way in, but as she explained, the last stretch was fifty kilometers over open water with little hope of thermals, and she didn’t think it was worth the risk.
Angus, with my eager if useless attempt to help, made a quick, fuel-intensive hop in the Ventris to bring them and their paper airplane back home.
Having been gone a week, Tony and Jo were delighted to get out of their pressure suits (their waste-disposal systems having been overtaxed, as I probably do not need to mention even for these, my own records). But as soon as they’d freshened up and put down some solid fare, they told us as much as they could of what they’d seen of the activity at the pole.
Jo said, “We decided not to transmit everything we saw. They didn’t tell us what they’re doing; maybe they’re hoping we didn’t find out.”
We were sitting under the olive trees on our patio, the table still littered with the remains of supper. The low, red sun cast restless intricate shadows of olive leaves on the rough rounded sides of the nearest domes.
“We encountered a gravitational anomaly up there,” Tony said. “Noticeable to big. At first I didn’t want to trust the readings—the gravimeter’s just a scrounge from a deep-space rig, after all, not what you’d call a precision instrument.” Having teased us, Tony sipped at a beaker of juice, waiting for someone to ask for details.
“What exactly did you find out?” My impatience was all too obvious.
He smiled at me rather languidly; he is our mapper and the nearest thing we have to a geophysicist (although Angus has committed more geological knowledge to memory), and he was clearly enjoying our attention. “It was a negative anomaly. At the time we crossed the region, therefore, gravity was distinctly less than average over the pole.”
“How can that be?” Bill asked.
“The lithosphere must be significantly less dense over the pole,” McNeil put in.
“Not in our era,” said Bill. “It almost sounds like something was pulling up.”
Tony didn’t contradict him. In fact, for the rest of the evening Tony said very little, while the rest of us heatedly argued theories we made up—out of thin air, so to speak—to explain the strange observations of our aerial explorers.
01.01.01.20
New Year! By consensus we celebrated at sundown. A fine party—I note that there’s no shortage of fermented stuff, even a year after the last of the expedition’s supplies were exhausted. No surprise, given a biological kit as well supplied as ours.
But before it was dark, before we’d fairly gotten started. Bill stood up with an odd expression on his face, swiped at his schoolboy hair, and nervously cleared his throat. “Marianne and I have something to say.”
“Go ahead,” said Jo. “No ceremony here.”
Bill blushed and glanced fondly at Marianne. Her face was newly scrubbed and sleek with youth, a beautiful face—now creased around the mouth and brows. She smiled, but she seemed wistful. Bill said, “I … we, I mean … we’ve decided we want to get married.” His square-fingered hand groped for her small, slender one, encouraging her. “Right, Marianne?” he said anxiously. She surrendered her hand but still found no words.
Jo said lightly, “So the guy’s in love with you. Not exactly news to the rest of us. You gonna let him talk for you too?”
That seemed to rouse her; we’d always known her as an independent young woman. “Yes.” Her green eyes flashed. “It’s what we want.”
“No problem,” said Jo. “I can still claim to be the captain of that hulk of a ship over there. Two hours of counselling first—Space Board regs,” she growled, mock seriously. “I should be real good at that.”
“I take it that congratulations are in order,” Angus said, “in which case. I’ve waited long enough for a drink.”
Were our young lovers happy or bereft? Or perhaps a bit of both? After much convivial back-pounding and hugging and tears, we managed to put the question behind us, substituting for it a serious appraisal of Angus’s latest barrel of homebrew. But I find myself thinking—and hoping—that it is a happy and a sensible thing for Marianne and Bill to have done. Why do I say that? Because Marianne has at last accepted—not her fate—but the reality of her situation and ours. And her own needs and desires. Because she no longer holds against Bill that for which he had too long foolishly blamed himself, our mutual predicament.
And because Bill and Marianne are young. Perhaps only the old know that there is no joy in coupling without belief in the future. Jo put it well to me (and I urged her to put it the same way to them): that Marianne could let go of her unhappiness and many the man she loves (even a little) gives us all confidence.
Also it was a sensible thing to do because it partly solves a complex equation. I suppose Angus and Tony will now be competing with each other (and with me?) for the attentions of our captain.
Sometime during the night I giddily proposed that we name the first month of the year “Marianne.”
01.03.13.20
“I’ve been watching the gravimeter every day. The readings have shifted considerably.” Tony paused halfway through the grilled catfish that was the centerpiece of our luncheon. “Anyone here feel … heavier than usual?”
“Heavier?” Marianne said, amused. “Definitely. Every day.” She patted her abdomen. Although her internal changes were as yet invisible to us, she was accutely aware of them.
The rest of us considered one another, trying to recall complaints of fatigue in recent days. Tireder, maybe—nothing unusual about that, we’re all getting older, and with Marianne out of the schedule, there’s been more than the usual amount of work to do.
“Actually, I too feel heavier every day,” Angus allowed. “My imagination, no doubt.”
“Not entirely,” said Tony. “If my crude instruments are not completely worthless, this whole planet is more massive than it was two weeks ago.”
“Weren’t you telling us the planet was less massive—at least at the pole?” Bill succinctly expressed our confusion.
“That was temporary. We—Jo and I—think the additional mass approached from space along the polar axis, then was somehow inserted through the north pole within the last few days,” Tony said, satisfied with himself.
“And we suspect something symmetrical has happened at the south pole,” Jo said.
Tony nodded. “The reason being that you can’t add mass to a spinning top—or a planet—without throwing the whole thing into a crazy spiral, anywhere except at the poles.”
“What sort of mass?” I wanted to now.
“Most probably … black holes,” replied Tony. “Small, with event horizons no bigger than molecules, I’d guess, but with the mass of whole mountain ranges, maybe whole subcontinents. We know the Amaltheans have some control over the vacuum, and they appear to be using it to plant black holes in the core of Mars. When the two meet, they’ll coalesce into a single hole.”
“Good Lord!” Bill’s dudgeon came complete with pink nose, ears, and scalp; very English. “Why would they do such a thing?”
“Elementary,” Angus grumbled, “in the long view.” He glanced at Tony, asking permission to steal his thunder, I think, and Tony nodded the go-ahead. “All the marvelous progress that’s been made in the years we’ve been here is ephemeral, unless there are fundamental changes in the geology of the planet,” said Angus. “Mars has a thick atmosphere now, but it needs enough mass to keep the air from eventually escaping. And it needs internal heat to maintain the carbon cycle. A black hole in the center of Mars solves both problems: it increases the planetary mass, and it heats up the core.”
“How does it do that?” I wondered. “Heating the core?”
“Radiation.” Tony again. “Paradoxically, the smaller the radius of the hole, the greater the tidal forces at the Schwarzchild radius—the edge, that is. The greater the tidal force, the greater the amount of radiation coming from the hole.”
“Where does the radiation come from?” Marianne asked. “I thought there was nothing inside a black hole.”
“Nothing’s where the radiation comes from,” Tony replied. “From the vacuum. The vacuum is seething with particles that come and go too quickly to detect. Pairs of virtual particles—protons and antiprotons, electrons and positrons, all kinds—are constantly flashing into existence and vanishing again, instantly—everywhere, all around us, all the time. If that should happen right on the edge of a black hole, one of the pair can be caught; the other escapes as, well, real radiation.”
“Why won’t this hole just eat the planet up from the center?” Marianne asked.
“Maybe it will,” Jo put in. “But it will take a long time to feed all of Mars into a hole the size of a molecule.”
“Well, but the more mass it absorbs, the faster it grows, right?” Marianne’s native intelligence had clearly been engaged by this fascinating new question.
“Right. Given a handy source of matter—the core of Mars—the hole will tend to grow from the infall,” said Tony. “But the radiation we’ve been talking about offsets that tendency. Indeed, a hole as tiny as the one indicated by the gravimeter radiates a tremendous amount of energy—so much so that, in a vacuum, it would evaporate in a short time.”
“I take it you’re saying that at some point the two tendencies cancel, and the system achieves a sort of equilibrium?” Bill sounded dubious.
Tony nodded. “I can have a go at the calculations if you want a precise answer—not a simple task—but in essence the matter inside Mars will be converted to energy with extreme efficiency—enough to warm the planet without a noticeable reduction in mass for at least a couple of billion years.”
Warmth lingered in the air and light lingered on the horizon, although the sun was down and the wind had stopped stirring the olives. Marianne stood up to light the lamps, moving herself carefully. The worried call of a quail came from somewhere off in the shadowed dunes, now overgrown with stiff grass.
I traded glances with Angus. His dire prediction that Mars would freeze had indeed been anticipated by the Amaltheans, in a fashion that none of us could have predicted.
“A fascinating supposition,” I said to Tony. “But I wonder why Troy didn’t bother to alert us? Why, having invited us to record all the magnificent achievements of the Amaltheans until now, did she try to suppress this greatest of their feats?”
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01.01.15.03
Midsummer on Mars—the fourteenth of Marianne—and Bill and Marianne have done the sensible thing. At dusk, that hour when the wind fails and the warmth of the day lingers in the still air, the ceremony began with music.
Tony did most of the work, providing a humming melody and a perhaps rather moody bass line on his rigged-up version of a Synthekord, with Jo accompanying him on pottery drums stretched with polymer skin, Angus banged out a very respectable rhythm on what looked like oversized iron castanets. Torches fueled with oil from a shrub Angus calls creosote bush fluttered at the edges of our little central plaza. We’d all pitched in to do the decorating, principally garlands of leaves strung among the huts and the saplings.
Bill came forward shyly to stand in the center of the little courtyard, in a space heavy with the scent of autumn-flowering vines and warm with light from flickering yellow flames, wearing his best, the scrubbed remnants of a pair of twill trousers and a white cotton shirt that he had brought with him to Ganymede uncountable years ago. His bright English hair was slicked down against his long skull, his bright English face was pink with embarrassed happiness in the torchlight. Here was a man who had got what he wanted at last, and he was uncritically thankful to his friends for it.
Marianne and I were waiting in the domed hut I used for a workplace; I held the door ajar and peeked out, awaiting our cue. There were no lights on, but I imagined her happiness was enough to shed a soft glow through the place. She wore layers of silk-fine tapa and wore white-flowered vines, both as a coronet and in layers of fragrant necklaces.
The sound of the little orchestra, augmented by synthesized strings and brass, now swelled boldly in the desert night, echoing from the sandstone walls of the buttes. After a while Jo left off the high-pitched patter of the ceramic drums—by then Tony had sampled her playing and kept her rhythms alive on his Synthekord as she went to take her position at the pottery bench that had been cleared to serve as an altar.
It was time to present the bride. The music fell silent as I escorted Marianne the few steps across the flagstones to stand in front of the “altar”; Tony took up the best man’s position beside Bill, and Angus stood by, approximating the maid of honor’s place with a solemnity that would have been comic had we not all been touched by the moment. Jo addressed us, standing easily with her hands clasped behind her back, talking no more formally than at any crew meeting. But there was enough expectancy in the air to lend a touch of solemnity.
“We’re here to celebrate with Bill and Marianne—celebrate not just the fact of their marriage but the boost it gives us all. Seems they’ve decided that life is worth living.”
“Here, here,” Angus muttered with feeling.
“And since we’re not standing on ceremony,” Jo went on, “I think it’s okay to mention that they obviously think life is worth giving.”
Which drew a serene smile from Marianne and an intense blush from Bill—expressions we honored with rowdy applause.
“We’ve had to face what no one could have foreseen.” Jo became serious. “We’ve disagreed, gotten mad at each other, stepped on each other’s toes. Sometimes we’ve pulled in different directions. But we’ve made a home and a life together. And our first major event as a … society, I think we’ve got to call it … isn’t a funeral, as it might have been. Nobody’s gotten sick, nobody’s had an accident. Nobody’s killed anybody else or themselves. Instead, we’ve got a marriage to celebrate and a child on the way. Maybe we’re the only humans in this place and time, but we’ve made a start. So thank you, Marianne, and thank you. Bill, for making it official.” She nodded at Tony. “Speaking of official, if you guys can find those rings, I’ll read the words.”
Tony and Angus produced rings of forged iron, Jo’s work. Bill trembled as he tried to force the braided black band over Marianne’s finger. She had to help. Her hand was steadier than his, and she got his ring over his callussed knuckle with less difficulty.
Jo said, “Marianne, do you take Bill as your lawfully wedded husband, to work out your life together however you two see fit?”
“I do.” Her voice was filled with conviction.
“And Bill, do you take Marianne as your lawfully wedded wife, with the intention of being her partner in all things needing partnership and otherwise minding your own business?”
“I do,” Bill said fervently.
“Then, by the authority vested in me as captain of the Michael Ventris—of which for purposes of making this legal I consider you two part of my crew—I pronounce you married. You can kiss each other.”
They did, tentatively and very gently.
Simple, but oddly touching. I may even have shed a discreet tear. I find these things easier to admit as I grow older.
At this precise moment the thin, sweet sound of a flute echoed from the wall of the nearby buttes. We looked at one another in surprise; no one had planned this.
The melody of the distant flute repeated the melody Tony and the others had played earlier, an irreverent but pretty rendition of the march from Mendelssohn’s Midsummer Night’s Dream. The single strand of music seemed to float like cottonwood silk on the still desert air. As it approached we peered into the night, but the torchlight interfered with night vision; besides, our little village was sunk below the ground level, and even in daylight we could have seen only narrow patches of the surrounding dunes.
We felt rather than saw the shadow that passed over the stars. One of the Amalthean’s huge, semi-transparent medusa ships was edging across the spangled Milky Way to hang over us, its interior dimly alight with a faint purple glow.
The flute music was close now. Troy and then Redfield emerged from the darkness at the edge of the firelit circle. Redfield was the one playing the flute; he perched himself on a convenient slab of sandstone looking the perfect figure of Pan, bare-limbed and sun-blackened, wearing only a scrap of cloth about his loins. His glossy auburn hair fell over his shoulder and across his chest almost to his thin waist, but despite his rakishness he no longer looked, I thought, quite like a young man. Rather he seemed thin and tough, dried out, almost salt-cured, his eyes burning darkly under black brows. Purple scars striped the sides of his chest, and for a moment I did not recognize them for what they were, his organs of breath under the water.
Nor did Troy look young. She was wearing as little clothing as Redfield and was as dark as he was; her blond hair had been bleached to the color of driftwood by sun and salt, had grown long and fell in a slant across her sinewed, small-breasted chest. In the sides of her chest the gill slits, once hardly noticeable, were pronounced, no doubt developed by constant use; they stood out as parallel purple scars that striped her rib cage, like Redfield’s. Overall, her appearance was wild, alien—slightly incongruous with her cheerful smile.
She carried a bundle wrapped in silvery cloth. “A wedding present,” she said.
With a liquid flourish of notes Redfield brought his playing to a close. Troy descended the short steps to the sandstone court and laid her bundle on the altar bench. “For the parents of the first Martian.”
Marianne held back, regarding Troy warily. As for Redfield, she’d hardly glanced at him; I knew she had disliked him since she’d met him.
A tense moment: it had been easy at times for all of us to blame Troy for our fate, or at least to resent her and Redfield for not sharing their program with us. When at last Marianne stepped forward to tug at the silvery wrapping of the bundle on the bench, it was without a smile or a nod of acknowledgment to her unexpected guests.
A set of black chips lay revealed in their nest of soft silver. Marianne studied them a moment, puzzled.
“They’re books,” Troy said. “Book House Books. For reading to the child. And other books, encyclopedias and so on—a few things not in the Ventris library—for parents and friends.”
“Where did you get them?” Bill asked, and half a beat later said, “Sorry, I mean, thank you very much. We’re grateful.”
“Yes, thank you,” Marianne murmured, her eyes fixed on the trove. We all knew what she was thinking: if the book chips were loaded to capacity, they might very well contain more than the entire library of the Ventris. Books, more than anything else in her involuntary exile, were what Marianne had longed for.
Where did Troy get them? I thought I knew. I had pondered what Jozsef Nagy had told me about his daughter, during our short interview on Ganymede; I knew what she was. She had gotten the library from her own memory.
For a moment the silence threatened to grow awkward. Jo and I started making murmuring, clucking sounds, the content of which, if any, I don’t recall. Tony began playing his homemade Synthekord again, producing languid, plangent sounds, halfway between an organ and a bass flute, and a chant-like rhythm that could have been made by Red Indians softly thumping big tom-toms, for all I knew. Angus took up the same rhythm with his strange rattles and sussurating bean-shakers, and Redfield joined in on the melancholy Pan pipes.
Marianne looked up from the books, her green eyes gleaming with tears. Troy watched her with a look pale and knowing, Marianne said, “Thank you, thank you,” in a fervent whisper—
—but when she took a step toward Troy, intending perhaps to embrace her, Troy was not where she had been, having translated herself farther back into the shadows in a movement so subtle and flowing I had hardly noticed it.
Redfield, on his feet now, still playing, nodded to the rest of us with glistening eyes and turned, mounting the steps with a springy step worthy of the goat god. A moment later he was gone into the darkness. Perhaps he had deliberately drawn our attention to himself, or perhaps Troy, like a silent desert djinni, was gifted with invisibility, for when we thought to look, she was no longer there.
Then I felt fingers brush my shoulder and turned to find her beside me, beckoning me silently with her eyes. I glanced at the others: they were rapt, listening to the sad, sweet melody of Redfield’s flute drifting from the dunes. I backed away from them and followed Troy deeper into the night, among the huts. She was a wraith, a spirit who came and went without warning, and I could not be sure whether the apparition boded well or ill.
“We didn’t know if it would work,” she said without preamble. Her accent was odd in the still air, the accent of one who, like a person grown slowly deaf, remembers the sound of words through the air but has not heard them that way for a long time. “If it had not worked, there would have been a cataclysm to tear this world to pieces.”
“Has it worked?”
Close up, she was as gaunt as a dry ocotillo, a blackened stick that has not flowered since the last rains, who might or might not ever flower again. “We are doing more than rebuilding a world. Professor. We have altered time. We have remade reality.”
“These days the others call me plain Forster. If anyone’s the professor here, it’s your old friend McNeil.”
“Awfully informal, Forster…”
“The J, Q, and R don’t stand for anything, you know,” I was surprised to hear myself admit. “Actually, the honorable parents couldn’t agree on a name. Instead they settled on what they hoped would be an imposing string of initials.” I had rarely confessed this failure of the progenitive imagination; certainly in recent months I had lost much of my former reserve.
For reply Troy put out her thin, strong right hand and rested it on my arm, and I thought I detected the ghost of a smile when she said, “Little did they know.”
Seeing the truth of that, I laughed. What did an imposing string of initials amount to, under present circumstances? “So,” I said, “you and your alien friends have given us this whole new world, this whole new history. If we’d been given access…”
She cut me short. “What you have not been able to record, no amount of access would have helped you understand. The devices of the aliens are far beyond our grasp.” Her mood was mercurial, now lighthearted, now irritable, as if darting about in some multidimensional psi space.
“What do you want to tell me?” I demanded.
“I believe that the success of what we do here will determine whether Earth evolves—as we comprehend that process.” Her eyes were like glowing sparks. “If we are to share our solar system with the Amaltheans, we must be sure that they are content to remain here on Mars.”
“You do not trust them?”
“I do not understand them.”
“This is a fine paradox,” I said after a moment’s thought. “If Earth evolves as we knew it, presumably we will be born. But if we must make Mars an Amalthean Paradise in order to insure that, then the solar system into which we will be born will be a very different place.”
“Whether we personally are born into the same cosmos a few billion years from now hardly makes a difference. What makes a difference is whether human beings evolve on Earth.”
“Why is that in doubt?” I asked, puzzled by her concern.
“Are we alone here, circling the sun?” she asked, her voice husky with intention. “On Venus, there were Amaltheans who would settle for nothing less than a perfect reproduction of their homeworld. Nemo insinuated himself into their company, as we insinuated ourselves into Thowintha’s.”
“Perhaps they left Venus, left our solar system, traveled on in search of new worlds…”
“My last sight of Nemo was of him urging them to cut us off,” Troy replied. “They seemed readily swayed by his passion.”
“Why have you chosen to tell me these things now?” I asked. “For a Martian year you’ve avoided us.”
“Survival,” she answered. “For now, at least. Bill and Marianne need to believe that what we and they are building here will last forever. Tony too.”
“Angus and Jo…”
“They’re adaptable. Even so. I’ve never known them more content.”
“And me?”
“You may not realize how much they all still think of you as their leader,” Troy said.
My reply to that was a derisive snort, which I attempted to muffle, too late.
She smiled. “You are a changed man, Forster. One might almost think you had learned humility.”
“I say…”
“You are their leader, whatever you think. I leave it to you to decide how much to tell, and when, and to whom. But I warn you—keep your flock together. At any moment the universe may change.”
Above us, the myriad stars came out again, uncovered by the movement of the hovering medusa. I looked up, and when I looked back to say something more to Troy, she was gone.
Bemused, I rejoined the others. No one remarked on my absence—with all the wine we’d drunk, a brief trip to the bushes was hardly unusual.
Angus put down his cymbals and rattles and pressed a new-filled beaker into my hand. “Cheer up, friend. There are no ghosts in those sands.”
At that moment, to our astonishment, fireworks began in the heavens. Huge balls of glistening white flame. Streaks of blue and gold. A bright ball of green fire trailing a thin thread of smoke, whiffling audibly overhead, as it went.
“Comets again.” Angus peered at me gravely.
I was agape. “I thought that was mostly done with.”
“They’ve steered a few bits into collision courses to give us a show”—Tony greeted the spectacle of the exploding heavens with crescendos of synthesized sound—“All in aid of our celebration.”
The display continued, long after we’d gotten tired of watching it. With all the excitement, it seemed to take Bill and Marianne forever to decide they wanted privacy. At last they slipped off with shy smiles in our direction—to the same domed hut they’d been sharing for years.
As I record this, lying on my own bunk (a little drunk, I confess) and peering into the darkness occasionally lit by the silent flares of wrecked comets in the night sky, I brood upon the future. I resented Troy for not confiding in me. Now I resent her because she did.
01.01.19.17
Marianne and Bill are doing their part. Am I doing mine?
I long regretted that I never learned where the Martian plaque was found. Now I have another reason to regret my ignorance: we cannot put the extensive records we are compiling there to be found with it.
Of course there is no Martian plaque as yet. likely we humans will have been long buried in the sands of Mars when (and if, in this reality) the plaque is crafted. Nor do I have any hope that I personally will return to Venus—to put in place the Venusian tablets I discovered there, recording the languages of Bronze Age Earth. That task will evidently be left to some other man or woman. Or more likely to some nonhuman creature.
01.01.21.04
The display in the sky goes on without stopping. Perhaps we were too ready to think it put there for us. The far horizon is clouded by storms, and lightning plays constantly across the desert; the sea level is rising…
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The date I recorded this is uncertain…
Troy came to us this evening to invite us to a grand occasion. The first stage of the transformation of Mars was complete, she said: the Amaltheans had seeded an entire world with microorganisms and plants and animals, creatures of the land and sea and air, of the interstices of the rock, and of the crevices deep beneath the surface of the ice. Having seen that the ecology was stable, they had determined to mark it with permanence.
This was a world as congenial to humans as to Amaltheans—although, according to Troy, we neighborly Galactic races were likely to see even less of each other from this time on. Given a choice, the Amaltheans preferred the ocean depths; we, possibly having inherited a tendency to climb the tallest handy tree and peer around (and as our adventure with the paper airplane had confirmed), preferred the heights.
But a new world! A new Crux! A new Earth! A novel plenum organum! The Amaltheans, not wholly unlike humans (though in fact they are very unlike humans), planned to observe the occasion by dedicating a memorial. They graciously invited us to attend the ceremony.
Before Troy left, she took me aside again. It would be prudent, she said, if everyone came along together. It would be prudent, in fact, if we stayed together from now on into the foreseeable future. She managed to imply without saying so that it was up to me to shepherd our little flock.
So it was that, when the time came, I had persuaded all but one of my colleagues into joining the expedition. Bill opposed me (as usual) by urging Marianne to stay, but she insisted she would not miss what promised to be an extraordinary sight. And since it was plain that Bill wanted to go, he gave in rather easily; I didn’t need to interfere. Only Tony, whose suspicion of the aliens had grown into an obsession with the passage of time, insisted upon staying behind. The best I could do was extract a promise that he would not leave the neighborhood until we returned.
Redfield called for us in a splendidly fringed and tentacled medusa. By now Redfield was only a little less alien to us than the Amaltheans themselves; we treated one another cordially enough, but the chance of renewing our old comradeship was long gone. He accompanied the five of us from our equatorial home to the frigid pole.
In a few hours the medusa covered, by a shorter route, the distance the paper sailplane had taken five days to traverse. From its transparent bubble we saw, piercing the sky above the frozen horizon, the needle-thin bright structure Jo and Tony had described, and soon we were hovering near its snow-drifted base. It was a diamond tower, the gleaming axis of the world, rising a kilometer or more out of the frozen mists and pointing straight up into a whirlpool of clouds overhead.
A dark inverted funnel opened in the milky vortex of the snow-burdened sky above, a tunnel into space, at the top of which a star-strewn patch of dark sky could be seen. The whole formation was apparently motionless—which meant the deep cloud structure was rotating at the same speed as the planet.
Redfield said the clouds were expected to dissipate within a day or two. “It’s a cyclone induced by the black hole,” he told us, “an artifact of gravitation. They synchronized the hole’s spin to the planet’s, to eliminate effects on planetary rotation. When it was drawn down out of space, it spun up the atmosphere.”
“What is this tower, then?” Angus asked. “Some sort of black hole generator?”
“No, just a sort of fancy drill rig,” Redfield replied. “The top of a shaft that goes to the center of the planet.”
“And I suppose there’s an identical drill head at the south pole,” Bill said. “For symmetry.”
“Of course.”
“What keeps the shafts from collapsing?” Angus asked.
“They’re cased with synthetic crystalline matter-stronger than the crystal structure of the condensed interior. It’s the same stuff the world-ship is made of—harder than diamond and transparent to heat.”
“So what’s the origin of these black holes? How do the Amaltheans steer them where they want them to go?”
“I wish I knew the answer to that. The holes were made locally, but as to how the aliens handle them…” Redfield shrugged. He simply did not understand, he said, how the Amaltheans could alternately wrinkle and smooth the local fabric of spacetime.
We could have asked endless questions about these apparent miracles, but Redfield gently put us off, claiming that in all the years he had had to study Amalthean technology, he had grasped only a few minor practical matters. “Mostly, what not to touch when,” he said. His grin briefly reminded me of our old days together. He seemed quite sincere.
The hovering medusa slowly circled the great tower. Fleets of other medusas were arrayed on every side in loose formations, thousands upon thousands of the half-living vessels that had done the work of transforming a world. We came to rest, barely brushing the ground.
Redfield invited us to dismount and inspect the tower more closely. Only Marianne declined; she was far along, and thought it better not to brave the cold. He produced capes of fluffy white material, which we wrapped around our shoulders and clipped to our wrists and ankles. The medusa’s tentacles set us down in wind-glazed snow.
Trudging away from beneath the craft, I looked up and gazed directly into the strange cyclone over us, the windless eye of a static hurricane. The air was cold enough to take my breath away.
We walked quickly toward the tower, watching our distorted selves in its mirrored surface, and soon we knew what it was that Redfield had wanted us to see.
There were inscriptions and low-relief sculptures covering the base of the diamond tower, most of them reaching a little higher than human eye level and some of them already drifted with snow—pictures of animals and plants and landforms and machines. And maps, and what appeared to be treatises on geology and biology and mechanics, and philosophical essays, and gossip and graffiti. Much of it was incomprehensible, even at first glance.
We had arrived in front of an oval area, like a kind of appliqué, reminiscent of the ceramicized photographs sometimes found on tombstones on Earth in our era. This one was made of the strange bright metal, however, and applied next to what was certainly a map of our solar system. It was a long text, very finely engraved—
—and it attracted me instantly. It was as if I could read it even before I was close enough to clearly make it out.
…After we left our home we came first to a system in the Black Smoker, whose planets we had believed to be habitable but which proved barren by virtue of the primary’s excessive ultraviolet emissions. We journeyed onward, sleeping long, awaking to investigate each star listed in the Catalogue of Possible Manifestations. None were suitable, until at last we reached the star designated Plain Yellow 9436-7815.
It was a Manifestation such as might have been created from our very dreams—a young sun like the primary of our home with a planet whose size and mass and orbit were like our home world itself blessed with a saline ocean, a quiet geology, and an atmosphere thick in oxygen and carbon compounds. It was a good-tasting world, a fine-smelling world. We called it New Home. To our joy, New Home was without a trace of life, beyond the precursor molecules common to us all throughout the universe. Thus, our great work began and long persisted. But we had not detected the existence of a companion to the primary, a dead and deadly companion…
What I once thought of as the language of Culture X, I now thought of as classical Amalthean—a flexible and musical speech quite unlike the stilted translations I had once constructed on Earth (for those were derived inescapably from the human Bronze Age languages recorded on the so-called Venusian tablets, which for Culture X was the equivalent of the Rosetta stone).
What I read here on the side of the towering North Pole was a flowing and simple account of the Amalthean Odyssey, embellished with the sort of details that might appeal to later generations of Amaltheans. The words and phrases sounding in my head were like nothing I had heard or read before, but I knew I had often seen and studied it—or rather a small part of it…
It was Thowintha consciousness that infused itself among us then, and brought us to this least promising place. How far it was from a Manifestation! Yet life is various and abundant. How much more abundantly life embraces itself in the manifestation of an unexpected multitude of forms! Perfection is mutable. That is Thowintha consciousness. The designated heralds of future alien life honored us with their responsive feeling and sharing of consciousness. They tasted with us and smelled with us, and with them we tasted the new and the strange. They sang with us; we shared stories of mutual Might. Our vessels flowed outward like a current surging in the sea, and where we went, life arose. Life strange and familiar, life old and new—one arising from the other, the many arising from the few. In Mutation is Manifestation. That is Thowintha consciousness…
I bent closer. My breath frosted the writing and as quickly cleared away, for the diamond tower was warmer than the air. I became aware of Bill beside me, peering at the writing as closely as I was.
“What have you found there, Professor?”
I mumbled something wordless in reply. My mind’s eye laid a template over the shining mass of this writing and found within it a rounded irregular shape—imaginary, for no such shape had been contemplated by the makers of this text—a shape consisting of a thousand or so characters stacked a couple of dozen lines high, nesting near a corner of the shining plaque.
Bill gasped. “Is that…?”
“Yes. The Martian plaque.“
Other designates are our guests, living happily among themselves in their way, a way hardly comprehensible to us, a way which nevertheless persists and gives occasion for optimism and play. Many plants and animals are not of the Manifestation but of the designates’ home, made as they have suggested. We live together on this new home, in intricate cooperation. Thus we have named it: Harmony.
For the way that can be exhaustively understood is not the mutual way. That is Thowintha consciousness…
The Martian plaque. Its translation had been the greatest triumph of my career. “Can you read it, Bill?”
He leaned closer, then shook his head. “I guess I haven’t kept up, Professor. Like you have.”
“How laughably I misinterpreted what I read!” A fever had taken me; the old fire of academic priority was upon my brow. “Not that my rivals came any closer to the truth; how could any of us have suspected that the plaque’s oft-mentioned ‘designates’ were human beings—a billion years before their time! That one of the designates was myself?”
As was Bill, I might have added, but didn’t. He chose not to respond to my diatribe, and I read on, eagerly.
In shared joy at the enlivening of this tiny planet, now truly our home world, we who work from the far-flying, half-living vessels have made these story-songs and story-pictures on the axis of the world. Our comrade, our sibling, our great and living ship of Manifestation, imbued with Thowintha consciousness, goes forth from here to seed the clouds of the greatest of the nearby planets with undying half-life. The ship of Manifestation has done its work. Let Thowintha consciousness lapse into long sleep until we shall call upon it again. Meanwhile we remain here. Our comrade’s awakening will come in the fullness of waiting at the great world. Then the designates shall reappear. Then the final acts shall be undertaken. Then all will be well.
As I read the plaque’s last words I was transfixed by the most extraordinary clash of emotions. Fierce delight at learning the richness of its complete and correct text. A certain amusement at how far afield my well-meaning attempts to reconstruct its meaning had led me.
And fear. Were we really living in an alternate universe, as we had rather complacently decided? Or were we after all living in our own past—a past in which some unimaginable blow would shatter the plaque in front of me, leaving only a single scrap of it to survive into our own era?
Bill peered at me, his nose red with cold, his face innocent of my worries. “I wonder what could possible smash that up?” he said cheerfully.
I could only shake my head in ignorance.
Jo called from a few meters away. “Cold’s getting to us. We’re going back to the medusa.”
Bill pulled his cloak tighter around his shoulders. “I guess I’ll be joining them, sir.”
Sir? He hadn’t called me that in a while; something in my manner had touched him. We—all of us—knew one another too well for formality. Or perhaps Troy was more right about my role than I had been willing to admit.
I watched the others trudge through the crusted snow toward the strange ship that waited under the frozen sky, a ship whose graceful swelling membranes and trailing tentacles were forms that had evolved in warm seas—at first glance so weirdly out of place in an arctic landscape, yet grown so familiar to us “Martians” that it seemed no more exotic than a skimobile.
A last look at the mirror-bright Martian plaque … perhaps this was a different reality, and the plaque would last forever. Or even if it did not escape its fate, perhaps a billion years would pass before the blow fell. Perhaps we happy few humans would never know, would never need to know.
I turned and made my way toward the medusa. Between it and the far horizon fleets of other medusas drifted against the gray clouds, shifting as if on currents of ocean. Beyond them a gray and white sun was rising…
The sun was the world-ship, lifting itself upon columns of white fire, I knew then it was on its way to Jupiter, the Great World, carrying with it Thowintha—“Thowintha consciousness,” rather. My brain seethed with questions I knew would never be answered, and some that soon would be. Were Troy and Redfield going with the world-ship, to await the awakening—to be awakened, a billion years from now, by us and themselves? Or were they planning to stay here—join us—grow old and die on Mars? Would they expect to be welcomed among us, who had once been their friends?
Fleets of medusas bobbled and moved aside as the gleaming world-ship approached, an immense convex mirror almost brushing the snow below and curdling the clouds above. I looked up and saw, reflected in the huge mirror, the spectacle around me—the snow and the tower, and the massed medusas—but all turned upside down, overwhelmed and overwhelming.
In our own era, some silly would-be linguist once queried, “When you are overwhelmed, where is the whelm you are over, and what exactly does it look like?” He should have stood here, I thought. Overwhelmed, you are under the whelm—the curling wave of wholeness. Have a good look, while you can.
Hypnotized by these thoughts, and perhaps nearer to being frozen than I knew, I stood immobile, hypnotized by the approach of the world-ship across the polar snows of Mars—
—when the surface of the planet was suddenly wrenched from beneath my feet.
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Troy had been right to be concerned for us, but the danger did not come from any mismanagement of the black holes. Not directly.
I record this uncounted hours (perhaps weeks?) later, hoping to recall in rough outline the principal events which drove us from our home, the second Eden. Yet I must ask how many paradises the aliens have tried to build for themselves? And from how many have they been driven?
The ground shook and I was thrown to the snow in front of the great tower the Amaltheans had erected at the north pole of Mars. I felt as if I was riding an ice flow in a sudden thaw. The frozen surface beneath me tilted and heaved; I dug my bare hands into the snow and clung to it for my life.
Just then, in a flurry of snow, I was snatched into the air: a tentacle had descended from our medusa, and within seconds it had pulled me into the aerial machine. But I was thrown down again immediately, this time by sudden acceleration—the medusa was rising up and away from the tower, high into the atmosphere, making swiftly for the oncoming world-ship.
All of us in the medusa—we humans I mean—had fallen to the floor, but because the whole machine was flexible and transparent our view of the outside was not cut off. I landed on my back; I could see right up through the clear roof of the vessel. Strangely, I was seeing the ground!
The whole landscape below was reflected in the vast mirror of the world-ship looming above. It was a landscape in upheaval, with waves like ocean swells traveling across the snowy plains to crash against the base of the tower in torrents of white surf. Gouts of steam erupted in rows across the snow like the impacts of machine-gun bullets; they collapsed almost as suddenly into pits like bullet holes, but big as volcanoes. Far off, a long fissure split the plains, exploded with steam, then filled with fountains of lava that glowed dull orange against the bleak waste.
When enormous, perfectly round voids opened in the landscape (I had to remind myself that it was, after all, only a reflection) I was slow to recognize the world-ship’s locks spiraling open. On every side the great fleets of medusas, assembled about the north pole in the tens of thousands, were streaming toward the open ports.
“What’s happening?” somebody next to me—Angus, I think—croaked in a ghastly half whisper.
“We’re under attack,” said a voice I recognized as Redfield’s.
“Who…?” Angus said.
“The Doppelgangers.”
It took me longer than it should have to comprehend Redfield’s remark. Meanwhile our medusa flew swiftly toward the nearest lock and crowded into it, jostling skin to skin with the nearest other medusas.
Acceleration abruptly ceased. The huge lock was filled with shimmering medusas, close-packed as fish eggs. As the skin of the lock healed itself and the wintry sunlight was cut off, to be replaced by the world-ship’s ubiquitous inner blue glow, water rushed into the lock and we were submerged in the primal sac.
Where we stood in our pressurized bubble, our tailored microenvironment, the air was cool and fresh—maintained by the osmotic controls of a living machine that was able to sense our needs. What the machine could not do was overcome the strange, intensely queasy sensation induced in us by the proximity of numerous spacetime-warping nodes in the other medusas that crammed the lock. To take a step was to pass through subtly shifting gravitational fields.
The medusas began to move past us, jostling and sliding over one another, letting themselves be sucked into the interior of the great ship. Poor Marianne became violently ill. She began to groan, then cry out. Jo and Angus crawled to her aid; Bill struggled to reach her. I was late coming out of my nausea, and by then she needed air more than she needed another useless onlooker.
Just then we felt the universe move again, massively—the world-ship itself was accelerating.
“Where are we going?” Jo demanded of Redfield; she was the first to ask the urgent question.
“To pick up Tony. Then away from Mars.”
“She can’t take it. She’s in contraction.”
Marianne was writhing in pain. Sweat stood out on her pale forehead.
“I’ll do what I can,” he said. But he made no immediate move, and never had he sounded more detached.
Marianne’s crisis was at its peak when the world-ship lurched again. The great lock had emptied of medusas; its dome now spiraled open. Our own medusa shot into the sky…
In retrospect I suppose our medusa floated free with as much tenderness as it could manage—balancing what was, in human terms, a cold equation: urgency versus pity, the fate of all against the fate of one—or two. For Marianne was giving birth prematurely.
We were over our little settlement beside the sea. The medusa coursed swiftly back and forth over the buttes and dunes, but Tony was not to be seen. The sailplane was gone.
Redfield had disappeared into the lower parts of the hull; I could see his vague outline as he swam through the watery spaces below, conversing in streams of thin bubbles with the tentacled creatures who presumably were the crew of our vessel. Shortly he reemerged into our sector, his long hair streaming with water. “We must go back.”
“Not without Tony,” Angus roared. “I won’t let him die.”
“We can’t stay. All of us will die.”
Angus lunged at Redfield, who did something to him, so swiftly I could not see it—and Angus cried out and fell to his knees. I am ashamed to confess that I was paralyzed with indecision. Redfield stepped away from Angus, and in the same moment Jo made the decision for us: “No fighting. Save who you can, Redfield. But please save Marianne and her baby.”
He went away again, and by the time he came back the medusa was inside the world-ship and the world-ship had begun to move. And by then it was too late for the baby.
“Oh why?” Jo cried out as the grief washed over her. Beneath her comforting hands, Marianne was unconscious, lying in a pool of blood, and Bill was near shock, cradling a bloody child who was hardly bigger than his own hands.
“I’m sorry,” Redfield said flatly. I looked for any hint of emotion in him and saw none. He knelt beside Marianne, checking her pulse, looking into her eyes. “It’s not too late for her.” It was a clinical judgment, devoid of feeling.
“Are we being taken to Jupiter?” I asked. “Are they planning to freeze us in the ice with you?”
“I don’t know where we’re going.”
“The plaque,” I said. “It clearly states that the world-ship will wait at the Great World … until the Awakening.”
“I don’t know where we’re going,” he repeated coldly. “Ellen and I were committed to Mars. We were planning to stay.”
“What’s happening outside?” Angus whispered. I could hardly hear his hoarse whisper.
“The world-ship’s double,” Redfield said. “It was spotted minutes ago, inbound from Jupiter. Just as on Venus. It’s tearing up the work they’ve done, trying to remove the singularities they’ve implanted.” Redfield’s glance flickered past me and the others, lingering upon Marianne. He said, “We’ll have to go into the water.”
Bill looked away from his wife. “What will happen to…?” His voice was hardly a whisper; it was the first thing he’d said since we were snatched from the surface.
“She’ll be fine once she’s in the water. I’m sorry about … the others.”
“Are none of us to be allowed our preferences?” I was startled by my own anger.
Redfield recoiled, surprised and defensive. “Groves made his choice. He promised to stay until we returned—instead he deliberately flew away. He could see what was happening.”
“He prefers to die a free man,” Angus said.
“Pardon my presumption, but you want to live, don’t you?”
“You were our friend, Blake,” Angus said heavily. “We’ve seen too little of you.”
“Within a year Mars will be a freezing, uninhabitable waste—everything we’ve striven for destroyed. But do what you think best.” Redfield’s face was a dark and expressionless mask. “The Amaltheans will come for you soon. Perhaps there’s still time to drop you off. Tell them your decision.” He turned away, his long black hair swinging behind him; I saw the gill-slits along his ribs flare as he descended into the watery depths of the medusa.
Moments later the floor membrane heaved and the mucous-protected mantle of one of the Amaltheans emerged into our air-filled space. A chorus of voices seemed to issue from the walls as the alien spoke: You must tell us now. Shall we place you in the water?
We all looked to Jo, letting her speak for us.
“Yes.”
 
“What then?” Jozsef asks, appalled. The fire has burned low, and the misty night sky seems to glow with phosphorescence outside the tall windows of the dark, empty library.
“Why then, we drowned,” Forster says quietly. “We went gently into that dark and fluid good night, taking only our fears and sorrows with us. We had no hope of a morning to come.”
“And Mars?” the commander whispers, his voice as dry as the Martian winds.
“Oh yes, of Mars I dreamed most vividly. Now these visions must have been based on informed imagination—this is what I tell myself—but later the rough truth of it was confirmed…
“I dreamed I saw the planet bulge, that the immense Tharsis plateau, which had not previously existed on Mars, now heaved up and burst into gouts of flame and smoke along great seams, that through its gigantic volcanoes the planet hemorrhaged and poured out thick magmatic blood, into heaps so vast in extent—a lava flow that could have covered northwestern Africa—that they caused a severe gravitational anomaly which persists into our own era.
“Somewhere deep within the planet’s surface, submicroscopic black holes were stirring and wandering. Eventually they tore their way out of the planet’s heart, dragged by some competing force that grew stronger by the second.
“I dreamed that the shining polar tower I had studied so recently suddenly splintered and vanished, partly vaporized, partly scattered as dust and debris high into the still-thick atmosphere. Most of the debris was sucked right out into space. Glittering motes of it settled back into the churning snow, all of them but one—that fragment we call the Martian plaque—to be lost forever. The black holes had escaped, destroying the devices that controlled them; they constituted perhaps the only force in the universe that could have destroyed those indestructible objects.
“The skies themselves flashed into a roof of rolling flame.
“I saw the sudden end of our settlement. Our gardens and orchards were no more than a quick puff of ashy smoke on a hurricane wind. Our concrete domes were baked to the color of bronze; our glass windows slickened to greasy blue before they shattered; nets of iron reinforcing bar stood naked when the concrete shells they had supported turned to powder and dropped away, and only a moment passed before they too melted and the iron puddled in the arid dust.
“The Michael Ventris, with our little Manta submarine still in its belly, was shattered by the explosion of its fuel tanks, and the wreckage was strewn upon the sands, then swallowed forever in a flood of lava that swept down from the highlands and obliterated the last sign that humans had ever walked those buttes and hills.
“I saw poor Tony’s paper airplane blown across heaving deserts, climbing higher on fountains of superheated air until finally it was ignited by lightning and its tattered scraps swallowed in the black anvil of a thunderhead.
“The meandering oceans boiled. I heard the dying agonies of countless millions of creatures. Forests exploded. Birds fell flaming from the skies.
“We fled Mars on a swerving course, pursued by our double. My dreaming brain plotted the path of evasive action. We plowed through flights of oncoming asteroids and comets, shattering some, smashing others into new orbits. Mars acquired moons—broken, blackened, retrograde moons.
“Not for the first time I wondered what interference in the continuum of matter or fields would constitute the ‘reduction of the wave function’ we dreaded. Our world-ship and the other could simultaneously inhabit spacetime, it seemed, perhaps even communicate, so long as we did not inhabit the same local region of spacetime. But where were the boundaries of sameness of locality? What made our doubles think that they would be the ones to survive an encounter?
“Perhaps they had no such confidence. Perhaps they did not care whether they lived or died. Who could say what evil genius now influenced their acts? But their purpose was plainly to destroy. The alien inhabitants of our own world-ship, however, remote as they might be from human affairs, were nevertheless passionately committed to life; tact and judgment and hope dictated that we must be the ones to flee.
“We humans slept in the waters. In my dreams the red-gold planet Mars receded, like a golden apple of paradise now lost to us forever.”
Forster falls silent. A brief sputter of flame is the only sound of the room; black shadows swell and waver upon the ceiling.
Ari, uncharacteristically reticent, asks, “My daughter? What of her?”
Forster smiles. “My acquaintance with her, so recently renewed, was to be elaborated under circumstances more intimate—and more peculiar—than any I had yet imagined.”
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Drowned again, I dreamed a while.
I heard a whispered voice close beside me. “You wanted to be privy to our plans.” It was Troy, bringing me out of the waters into the air-filled bubble of a medusa.
“What about the others?”
“Better to let them sleep. We woke you to witness a crucial event. Whatever happens, win or lose, you are here to record it.”
The medusa floated out of the world-ship’s open lock. The setting was familiar: a night sky smudged with hazy lines among the stars. I took them for comets…
“Life on Venus was destroyed by a natural greenhouse, primed by periodic cometary bombardment,” Troy told me. “On Mars, our efforts to start a greenhouse with the help of cometary ice were frustrated by the traditionalists whom we fled on Venus, those who follow the Mandate. Only one terrestrial planet remains. Thowintha’s group—the adaptationists—have left it undisturbed.”
“Why?”
“Because it possesses indigenous life forms.”
“Because you have persuaded them, I think.”
She did not answer. Troy is, I think, the best liar I have ever known; she does it by telling only the truth. She was concealing something from me, so obviously I think she meant me to guess at it, but she was too subtle; I have never been able to decide what she wanted me to know.
“Both factions were in doubt,” she pronounced, as if lecturing. “Had the organisms that were known to inhabit the seas of Earth—and known to resemble Amalthean lifeforms in startling ways, particularly the primitive forms like medusas and krill and such—accidentally been sown there by the Amaltheans themselves during their earliest survey of our solar system, or were these creatures already present, their resemblance merely chance, examples of convergent evolution?
“Whatever the answer, our adaptationist friends felt that evolution on Earth should be allowed to proceed unchecked. There is no inevitable outcome to any evolutionary contingency. Looking back, evolution is history, a very particular history with innumerable branch points, always obeying laws of physics and probability but, in its particulars, ruled only by chance.
“Earth’s dark companion, the singularity called Nemesis, is an agent of that chance. Every twenty-six million years it sends comets hurtling toward the sun. Often one or more of them strike Earth—radically altering its environment, extinguishing some species, allowing others to move into new niches from which their daughter species evolve even further.
“We have come to Earth to ward off a black contingency. We have seen the traditionalists—Amaltheans who clung to their Mandate religiously and abhorred and rejected adaptation to any preexisting ecology—deliberately destroy our work on Mars. By their own belief they should have moved onward, seeking another star; in losing Venus they lost their only chance to fulfill the Mandate in this solar system. But perhaps they have shied from the awful prospect of another billion-year odyssey. Certainly they have chosen to regard our friends as heretics—and they have stayed behind to eradicate us all, Amaltheans and humans alike.
“To destroy humanity it is sufficient to alter evolution on Earth, The simplest way to do that is to alter the pattern of comet impacts caused by Nemesis. The Whirlpool.”
“Where are we?” I asked her. “When are we?”
“The final moments of the Cretaceous,” she said.
The time of the most famous of all cometary impacts…
Our medusa emerged from night into daylight. Soon we were floating low over the Earth’s globe. Its seas and continents were rather differently arranged then, but I guessed that we were in mid-North America. The rolling plains of what would be Montana looked much as central China or eastern Oregon does in our era.
I knew that a warm, shallow sea had covered the region a couple of million years earlier and had since retreated south and east. Now, lazy rivers drained the plain. To the west, the Rocky Mountains were nothing but low volcanic hills, airy uplands covered with pines and desert shrubs. The swampy lowlands sprouted ferny forests of bald cyprus and metasequoia—a dark and feathery tree called dawn redwood, which was thought to be extinct in the 20th century until a few specimens were found in a Chinese temple garden. Along the gravel levies of the braided riverbanks the forest was semitropical, a tangle of flowering plants and hardwoods, huge sycamores, persimmons, kadsuras, palms, magnolias…
Where we could do so—without risk of disturbing anything but the lightest draft of air (for while there must be a limit to the delicacy of perturbations that can alter whole evolutionary pathways, we did not want to approach that limit even distantly)—we came within a few centimeters of the swamp. We observed frogs and turtles splashing in the shallows, hunted by immense, horrific crocodiles. Lizards scurried through the woods, and boa constrictors slid along the tree branches.
Oh and there were dinosaurs! Herbivorous Triceratops, horned and frilled, built like a battle tank; Tyrannosaurus, that awesome carnivore, fifteen meters of teeth and tail balanced on two legs (and with a brain more adequate than most people think).
We found what we were most anxious to find: mammals, managing to scratch out a living. Some of them would look quite familiar today, including our own ancestors, tiny shrew-like creatures, and others such as opossums who have changed little in millions of years—while others would seem odd indeed.
Condylarths in particular. They were square-nosed creatures about the size of fox terriers, with clumpy, five-hooved feet and square teeth capable of grinding up vegetation; we were delighted to see a herd of them, for they were the ancestors of all hooved placental mammals—horses, cows, hippopotamuses, elephants…
It was across the skies of this teeming Eden that we expected the fatal (and vital) comet to approach, a streak of pale light that could hardly be apprehended until the very end, when—the likeliest scenario, though no human before us had been there to confirm it—it would pierce the ocean at a velocity of some ninety thousand kilometers per hour, releasing a hundred million megatons of energy to raise tidal waves eight kilometers high, to bowl over dinosaurs and blow down forests everywhere, to punch a hole through the atmosphere and spew a quadrillion tons of liquified and vaporized matter—its own stuff mixed with the Earth’s—into the highest regions of air … some even into orbit, where it would hang for months to blacken the sun.
But upon our return to the world-ship we learned there was no evidence of what we had most hoped to find. The ship’s systems had calculated the vectors of all visible comets in the swarm then converging upon the inner solar system. None were on a collision course with Earth.
Our conversation paused—Troy was there with me, Redfield was there—while I strived to appreciate our uncertainty…
If no comet were to hit the Earth at the end of the Cretaceous, it would be a different world indeed. What was to prevent some smart descendant of the dinosaurs from assuming the position we smart descendants of apes held so proudly?
But how was one to interpret the absence of the dinosaur-killing comet—as a sign of interference on the part of Amalthean traditionalists? Had they been here before us? Or was the true natural history of the solar system here revealed? If this were the true course of history, with no interference from outsiders, what was to be done?
Troy waited until I had a grasp on our fine ethical dilemma, then made hash of my indecision.
“I have conferred with Thowintha. We picked the likeliest candidate. It had the right size—nine kilometers on the semimajor axis—and its orbit is highly unstable. Clearly it has recently been perturbed, whether deliberately or by chance.”
“You think Nemo has persuaded them to perturb it?” It was, I believe, the excuse she wanted me to grasp.
“It will take only the barest nudge from our world-ship to send it straight into Earth.”
That was the only moment during our discussion when I indulged myself in irony. “You seem to have made great efforts to insure that history would live up to its prior billing,” I said.
She went ahead and did what she had intended to do all along.
 
Later, she told me what happened. “The comet nucleus struck the Caribbean plate—as knowledge from our era confirmed. That sort of accuracy was utterly beyond our control. We would have been happy had it hit anywhere in the North Atlantic.” She smiled at me, a smile I had learned to be leery of. “The mathematics of macroscopic quantum theory is intriguing, but in the final analysis there is only one reality, Forster my friend. Since it presently includes us, history will surely have provided for our evolution—whatever course we or the Amaltheans take.”
“Certainly it has done so,” I replied, “at least until now.”
Troy inclined her head microscopically. “Just so.” She held her smile, although it had grown thin and faint, and I thought she showed her age at that moment, even as I was beginning to. “With or without quantum theory, there is no way of predicting the future,” she said. “Even in principle. The future will have changed by the time we get there.”
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This time, when I woke up, the medusa was flying a few feet from the planet’s surface. Had they drowned me again? My skin was white and wrinkled, but I was warm and dry and breathing surpassingly sweet air; I could actually identify the aroma of thyme and oregano. Hot sunlight poured through the medusa’s clear canopy. I wiggled my fingers and toes and stretched my limbs. Delicious!
Gravity seemed Barth normal, or close to it; I was shaky, but I didn’t seem wasted or weak, as I had upon being revived from the previous drowning session. I had been under only a short while, or else something had been at work to restore me to good physical condition. Still, I was in no hurry to sit up. I studied what I could see of the view, reflected in the glassy curve of the canopy over my head.
The craft was skimming foam-edged blue wave-tops at what was, for a medusa, a moderate pace, gliding toward the towering clouds and sunlit gray peaks of the sea-girt peninsula or island. I saw living shapes in the reflected water, and with delight I recognized them for what they were—we were so near the waves that sleek dolphins paced us, leaping and curving through the transparent water, sparkling wetly in the sun.
In my confused state it took me a long time to notice that a man and woman were standing beside me. I sat up at last. I noted first their physical appearance, and especially their very long hair—hers a tarnished gold, his a kind of blackened bronze—intricately braided and bound up on their heads. They wore robes of some loose and snowy white material, draped with negligent elegance over their bare limbs.
Troy and Redfield, standing tense and watchful as the medusa approached the shore, resembled nothing so much as archaic statues of the kind once thought to represent Persephone and Apollo. They were perfect Greek kore and kouros.
I found that I was wearing the same sort of garment. I felt my head and discovered that I had been provided with a hat, a wide-brimmed floppy thing made of felt, almost like a sombrero. Under it, I found that my own hair, of a rather lusterless pale color (some have called it “gingery”) had apparently grown very long after my last stay in the drowning chamber, and someone had gone to the trouble of carefully braiding it into a fashionable Bronze Age arrangement.
“Hello, Forster.” Troy had seen that I was awake.
“Where are the others?” I asked. The question had become a habit with me.
“Still asleep. This time we need your knowledge of languages.”
“Where are we?”
“Ahead of us are the mountains of eastern Crete. If we’ve timed things correctly, the time should be about three centuries after the decline of the Mycenaeans.”
I counted centuries. “Then it’s the Dark Ages. The Dorians will have overrun the place. Is my…?” I groped for my translator and immediately discovered that I had no pockets. But I did have a pouch—it seemed to be made of leather—and inside it was my precious translator and vocal synthesizer. Not that the machine could understand an unknown tongue, of course, but properly programmed, it was an essential aid to communication. “Why in the world do we want to talk to Dorians?” I asked—exhibiting a bit of snobbery, I’m ashamed to confess.
“We’re not particularly interested in Greeks, of whatever tribe. It’s just that we needed a period when we had some hope of understanding some language. Or at least of you understanding a language,” she said. “On this trip we’re looking for Eteocretans.”
“Natives of Crete!”
“They still inhabit strongholds in these mountains. Presumably they still speak the lost language.”
It was my turn to raise a brow. “And we are here…?”
“To record it and decipher it.” She smiled. “Here’s your chance to do what your hero, Michael Ventris, never had the chance to do. He solved Linear B; you can solve Linear A.”
I thought about that stunning possibility a moment—a daunting prospect. But my first words on the subject were not precisely humble: “Well, of course I am better qualified than the only other candidate,” I said, getting slowly to my feet and peering dubiously at my chiton, which came only to mid-thigh. “I don’t believe Bill Hawkins went in much for Minoan studies.”
“Don’t be modest, Forster,” said Redfield. “You’re our expert on the Bronze Age.”
I left off mourning my bony knees and faced the man and woman before me. They were golden creatures, if a bit weathered. “Delighted as I am to be here. I’m inclined to ask why this trip is necessary. What urgent connection do these philological studies have with our program?”
Her smile was distant. “You will see the connection soon enough.”
The medusa had entered a wide blue gulf edged with a curving strip of tawny sand, broken by eroded headlands. We were flying south, just high enough to see across the narrow isthmus ahead, a neck of land that connected two parts of the great island that extended to our right and left. To the west a mass of mountains rose from hills carved with cultivated terraces; another block presented itself in sheer cliffs to the east.
The medusa gained a few meters of altitude and veered to the left, eastward, entering a smaller, satellite bay, where a trickle of creek bisected a wide beach. We passed low over the masts of half a dozen fishing boats and one graceful fifty-oared ship just putting ashore. The surprised men aboard stared up at us in undisguised alarm.
We crossed the beach and proceeded inland above thorny wild scrub and isolated groves of silvery olive trees. Flocks of goats were startled into flight as our shadow crossed over them. At the foot of the mountains we slowed and began to climb.
Before us rose sheer mountains of gray limestone riven by breathtaking vertical gorges, their lower slopes terraced in grapevines and corn (what the North Americans call wheat). Straight ahead of us stood a spire of rock perhaps seven hundred meters high, upon which one could discern threads of smoke and the flat roofs of houses built into the stone, like the Hopi villages on the mesas of the American Southwest. Immediately beneath us was a village on a high hill, fallen into ruin.
“I know this place,” I said. “This is Vronda.” Thunder Hill. It was the modern Greek name for the abandoned village, halfway up the mountainside; in our era the spire of rock that towers above it is known as the Kastro, the Castle. “Why don’t we land up there, where the people are?”
“We don’t want to startle them into attacking us.” She touched my arm. “We brought you here without asking. This first stage could be tricky. You don’t have to go with us right away.”
I saw her hot eyes, set in a seamed and sunburned face. What could I say? I was a xeno-archaeologist, but first of all an archaeologist—and a philologist. This was the sort of experience I had consigned to unrealizable fantasy; what in fact I had lived for, if only in imagination. I had named our exploratory ship Michael Ventris after the man who had deciphered Minoan Linear B, who had proved that the script was indeed Greek; all my work—before an accident of history had removed me from my own space and time—had drawn its inspiration from Ventris. What would he have given for this chance?
“Let us go to meet them together,” I said.
The medusa put us down on red soil studded with boulders of pitted limestone. The conical roofs of low round tombs pressed upon the borders of the abandoned village, where piles of gray stone marked collapsed houses. Stalks of purple asphodel drooped in the fields, past their first bloom; thus I knew the season was late spring.
We walked uphill, following a road that skirted the village. The shimmering medusa followed at a discreet distance, hovering incongruously a meter or so above the dry weeds and bright wildflowers. I stubbed my toe viciously within the first few meters, suppressing a curse, and thereafter walked with a limp that I tried to hide from my companions.
We had walked perhaps half a kilometer before we saw people hurrying down the mountain to meet us—at least a dozen nervous young men with oiled black hair, tall, broad-shouldered and narrow-waisted, brown as raisins and naked except for tight loinstraps around their middles. They carried long shields of cowhide and brandished iron-tipped spears. Behind the men were others, women and children, who seemed shy of us. I could not see them well.
I was impressed by the discipline of these young men—they stood firm in the face of a sight that what would have terrified me, a 21st-century Englishman! For as harmless as Troy and Redfield and I might have appeared in person, we were backed by the apparition of the medusa, bigger than a bireme, shimmering in midair. Then I reflected that to these people the miraculous was, if not routine, at least real.
They shouted at us, something incomprehensible. I replied in Greek, the language of their enemies.
What else could I do? Greek was the only language we could possibly share—although classical Greek (and who is sure of its pronunciation?) was no more like the Doric of their time than demotic is like the language of the New Testament. (To tell the truth, for all my supposed expertise, it had been decades since I had studied my language without the aid of electronics.)
I had said, “Eimaste fili sas,” which I hoped meant, “We are your friends.” And meanwhile I fiddled desperately with my translator.
My words had no noticeable effect on the armed young men, whose spears were tilted at a uniform angle in our direction. Clearly they had not understood me, and they were becoming increasingly tense. There was movement behind them; one of them glanced backward and said something, and there was a sudden hurried scuffle aside. The soldiers hastily transferred their weapons to their left hands and struck their foreheads with their right fists, arching their backs in exaggerated poses of attention.
Through the gap in their ranks a woman stepped toward us. She was perhaps thirty years old, a natural beauty but heavily made-up: her green eyes were boldly shadowed and outlined, her full lips reddened, her high-boned cheeks rouged. Her dress was of fine wool dyed in reds and yellows, with short sleeves and a flounced skirt—it was a costume familiar from the statuettes and seal impressions and frescos of an earlier age, most striking in that it left her breasts bare. Her sleek black hair was in ringlets, and on her head was a tiara of flat gold that looked very ancient.
“Poia eiste? Apo pou?” she demanded in a voice ringing with authority. Her accent was strange indeed, filled with sibilance and hard vowels, but the words were simple Greek, and plain enough: “Who are you? From where?”
She had not addressed me, however. Her words and her attention were directed wholly at Troy.
“Apo ’ouranos kai ’thalassa,” said Troy, in a voice remarkably like the woman’s own. “From heaven and the sea.”
At that I must have gaped a bit, and not just at the bad grammar, for Troy whispered harshly at me, “Be prepared to do your bit. And don’t flinch when Blake does his.”
“Eiste i Aphrodite? Eiste o Posidon?” The woman’s voice was full of skepticism bordering on scorn.
“Nai, eimaste,” said Troy firmly, just as Redfield thrust out both his hands and lofted something small and silvery into the air over the heads of the little party who faced us—as if tossing coins.
First to the left and then to the right the morning sky was ripped by flashes of lightning, followed instantly by ear-splitting crashes and searing pyrotechnic screams. Despite Troy’s warning, I flinched. Indeed, without her firm grip on my arm I might have flung myself upon the ground. Which was no pose for a god—the role we had undertaken to play.
No matter. None of the Eteocretans noticed my behavior. All but their priestess (she was clearly that) had wheeled to face the new threat behind and beside them. Despite their terror, they shouted as bravely as they could and brandished their spears at the sky.
A diffuse shadow moved over the ground from behind us, and I guessed that our medusa had come up to hover closer above us. The priestess lifted her eyes to it, studied the thing for a long moment, then lowered her gaze to Troy. “I Aphrodite,” she said dryly, and raised both arms over her head. She shifted her attention to Redfield, and moved minimally in his direction. “O Posidon.” Then she glanced at me. “Kai…?”
“O Ermes,” Troy said. She glanced at me. “What’s the word for messenger?”
“Try mandatophoros,” I whispered, bemused. Perhaps Troy was persuasive as “the Aphrodite,” the Foam-Born, and Redfield convincing as “the Poseidon,” the Earth-Shaker, but I found it difficult to picture myself as the winged-sandaled Hermes, Messenger of the Gods.
“O Ermes enai mandatophoros mas,” Troy said loudly.
The priestess looked at me sidelong and said, “O Ermes”—was that a wince?—then lowered her arms, rather hastily I thought, and turned back to Troy. “Emai i Diktynna.”
Troy immediately raised her own arms. I hastily followed suit, and Redfield was even quicker than I. “I Diktynna,” said Troy, and lowered her arms slowly. Redfield and I repeated the name, or title—“I Diktynna”—and did as Troy had done.
This tribute evidently placated the Diktynna, for she graced us with a cautious smile. Then, in strange and rapid Greek that I could barely follow, she addressed me. I consulted my translator. After a long moment it spoke—and I realized she had invited us to dinner.
A further difficult exchange of sentences established that dinner was to be atop the seven-hundred-meter spire of rock that thrust out of the mountain before us. My long-unexercised legs, already wobbling after the short walk from our landing place, wobbled more severely at the mere thought of an hour of climbing to come.
“Offer her a lift in the medusa,” said Troy. “Make it sound good.”
I did my best with the translator, using lavish (and I hoped understandable) references to the comforts of our heavenly chariot. After much discussion among Diktynna and her escorts, the Cretan priestess—a woman of curiosity and evident intelligence—accepted our invitation with great dignity … and with barely disguised excitement.
The medusa took us aboard and instantly lifted us into the air. In the translucent cells below the observation chamber moved the shadows of its fishy alien crew. What would Diktynna possibly make of them?
Ahead were pine-clad mountains riven by a vertical gash, a deep ravine through which poured a crystal stream. We climbed toward the steeply rising cliffs. From terraced vineyards and gardens a few women and young children looked up at us gape-mouthed as we passed over them; men and boys watched us from the precipitous goat pastures above.
Then we were soaring straight up the crag beside the deepest of the shadow-filled ravines, to the falcon’s eyrie upon which perched the living village—its houses barely distinguishable from the dark rock, were it not for a dozen fragrant threads of woodsmoke that rose from its stepped crest.
Far below us I saw the blue gulf (its name in our era was Mirabello) studded with graceful ships and caiques, and the strips of wagon road that followed the coast to the east and across the narrow isthmus to the south. White towns stood out on a few hilltops, but even whiter were the bones of long-abandoned Minoan villas, moldering among olive groves and vineyards and cornfields gone to wild-flower.
Diktynna stood upright in the observation dome of the medusa as it lifted us ever higher into the clear island air. She maintained a stem and bright-eyed demeanor, superbly aloof from her extraordinary circumstances.
What passed through her mind? She spoke Greek, a form I suspected was closer to Mycenaean than Doric, and surely she was familiar with Mycenaean beliefs. The Mycenaeans worshipped Poseidon, even Hermes, and Aphrodite as well, who was a manifestation of the Great Goddess.
But on Crete, Diktynna was the Great Goddess herself, a deity of trees and mountain peaks and wild animals. Although the woman with us was no more supernatural than we were, she was holy. Thus the name of the goddess was a title; it had come down to her, I was sure, from the great Minoan civilization which had been crushed by earthquake and volcanic eruption … and corrupted by the invasion of foreigners.
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Night and fire.
In the flaring light of rude clay lamps the rough walls were even harder to distinguish from the weathered rock of the pinnacle upon which the village perched. The stars and a gibbous moon in the velvet heavens above us were as bright as the stars of our lost home on Mars. Somewhere out of sight, over the rooftops, hovered the medusa, our sky-borne chariot.
The Diktynna had managed to disappear shortly after we landed upon the rock, but her villagers had taken good care of us since. While the sun was still above Mount Dikte to the west they brought sheep down from the pastures and slaughtered lambs for us on a killing floor at the edge of the cliff. The carcasses now roasted on spits; the entrails, cleaned and stuffed with wild greens, boiled merrily in water jars set upon piles of coals. We were seated outdoors (no inner room could possibly have accommodated all who insisted upon seeing us) on benches covered with rugs of tightly-woven wool, dyed red and blue and embroidered with flowers and birds. Soon (its rich aroma had long advertised it) hot bread emerged steaming from beehive ovens, and from giant storage jars came handfuls of black olives shining with oil, and chunks of strong white cheese dripping with whey, and wine by the jugful, strong and young and tasting of herbs.
Wide-eyed children brought us these things in clay bowls and stood close in front of us, peering at us as we ate. I could almost hear their thoughts; “Do the gods eat thus? With fingers and lips and teeth and tongues? Exactly like our parents!” Old men thrust especially tasty morsels at us, which we consumed with much lip-smacking and nods of pleasure, and old women pressed us with fragments of oozing honeycomb, watching us as avidly as their children.
At first I understood not a word of what was said to us, except when some oldster, stating the obvious, essayed the Greek word for “bread” or “meat” or “wine.” But even without my translator we communicated: they made us understand we were the best entertainment they had had for a long time, a grand excuse for a party. I entered what words I could catch into the machine, all the while questioning our hosts closely for equivalents, and thus began assembling a primitive vocabulary of a tongue of which I had previously seen only a few fragments and a single skimpy example, long ago.
At last, to the evident disappointment of our hosts, we could eat no more; soon thereafter, musical instruments appeared. An old man struck a lyre made of horn and tortoise shell, strung with gut, and someone else shook a rattle much like an Egyptian sistrum, and two young men pounded vigorously on drums made of polished cedar wood stretched with spotted hide. After the rhythm section had gotten well started we heard the sound of a flute, skirling dizzily above the hiss and thump of the rattles and drums.
A shaft of yellow light fell into the little plateia, one edge of which was a cliff. A curtain had been moved aside in a nearby house, and in the backlit rectangle of the doorway an adolescent boy appeared. He held a double wooden flute to his lips, and his fingers did a rapid dance on the stops.
We had not met this boy before. Perhaps fifteen years old, he was slender, black-haired, and wild-eyed—a beautiful creature, clad simply in a brief linen loincloth, with a golden dagger at his belt. The people of the village seemed to be fascinated by him, and watched him with respect. For a moment he stood rimmed in the light from the doorway, enjoying their attention; then, without interrupting his playing, he moved to join the other musicians. An urgent memory took me, as I recalled Redfield coming out of the darkness on Mars, playing his reed flute to celebrate the wedding of Bill and Marianne; Redfield and the boy were well matched, each as wild and dangerous as the other.
From the same house, which I knew must be the shrine of the Goddess, four young women now emerged. Although none of the other village women we had seen affected this style, they wore flounced skirts and open bodices like Diktynna’s, echoes of the ancient civilization. The women linked arms and began to dance, while the musicians played even more energetically.
The music, rapid and piercing but pitched true, spilled out in sinuous rills. It was like nothing I had heard before. At the same time it hinted teasingly at the music of half a dozen Middle Eastern cultures of our era—at once restless, tireless, hypnotic, provocative, rococo.
The music slowed. The women were suddenly joined by four young men in the minimal ancient costume that, it seemed, ritual demanded—embossed leather straps like codpieces, and not much more. The men and women held hands and formed a circle, and for a few minutes did an intricate and stately dance together. Painted eyes flashed, red lips smiled, black ringlets flew.
Memory teased me: there was a passage in the Iliad … but I could not bring it to mind. After all, this was not some high ceremony from the age of the great palaces; this was a simple village dance.
The tempo picked up again, and shortly the women ran off. Someone tossed a leather ball into the circle of men, who caught it with laughter and shouts and began throwing it back and forth. Their feats of spinning and leaping, of balance and sleight-of-hand—even if they seemed more impressive than they really were, in the tricky light—were a dazzling, well-practiced routine.
Now memory pressed upon me more strongly; this was not a scene from the Iliad but was straight from the Odyssey. During Odysseus’s visit to the Phaeacians he had been entertained by ball-playing young men who “moved in their dance on the bountiful earth, while the other youths stood at the ringside beating time, till the air was filled with sound.” Just so.
The dancing continued with changes of tempo and melody and an occasional change of cast. Finally, the original dancers all vanished, to be replaced by less skillful if no less enthusiastic volunteers from among the villagers, men and women and the littlest of children. And the most daring by far were the oldest, no doubt remembering their glory days.
We visitors “from heaven and the sea” were thoroughly lulled by food and drink. When the music abruptly ended, the silence startled us awake again.
The curtain of the simple shrine opened and for the first time since the festivities had begun, Diktynna appeared. Her dress was a new one, of the same pattern; her golden crown was gone, and her hair was tied at the nape of the neck with a complexly knotted scarf. The boy who had been playing the flute was by her side.
The little procession moved a few steps to the middle of the lamp-lit square; the boy and the leading dancers, male and female, were carrying small painted clay chests. Diktynna briefly raised her arms in the ritual gesture of worship. Looking first around her and then at us, she said—in Greek that now sounded limpid to my ears—“My friends, we have been honored by the presence of these heavenly guests. Therefore let us make them friendly donations, as is only proper.”
She eyed me, and the expression on her face can only be described as mischievous. “First, to Hermes, the Ambassador of the Gods, whose feet—so sure, so swift when treading upon the clouds, as I have often heard the Achaians claim—were sorely taxed by our rocky paths today.”
One of the women stepped forward and placed a small clay chest upon the ground in front of the bench where I sat, lifted its lid, and stepped back. I hesitated—then reached in and drew out a pair of embossed high-laced sandals, beautifully made of supple golden cowhide. I held them up for the appreciation of the crowd. The gesture was greeted with a murmur of approval; I heard a name repeated and several people looking at a gnarled man, the one who, I supposed, had made them.
After a few seconds of urgent consultation with my translator, I came forth with a speech I hoped would be adequate: “Blessed hosts, I thank you for these beautiful sandals, and I promise I will never be without them in time of need. Moreover, so sturdily and cleverly are they fashioned”—I gave the suspected craftsman a nod—“that I hereby confer upon them the property of extended life, so that they shall remain in perfect condition so long as I have need of them—which, judging from past experience, may well be for hundreds or thousands or even countless numbers of years to come.”
Diktynna received this pronouncement with her eyebrows raised to new heights of skepticism (I also caught sidelong glances from Troy and Redfield), but the villagers responded with murmurs of wonder and, I thought, appreciation, “Most eloquently spoken… Giant-slayer,” Diktynna remarked, applying to me yet another of the titles of Hermes—the least apt yet.
She turned her wide gaze upon Redfield. “O fearful Poseidon, Earthshaker, ruler of wind and wave”—to my ears, her cool tone seemed to convey even richer irony—“on this visit, if not always in times past, you have displayed benign restraint in the exercise of your undoubted might. For which of course we are most grateful. Now in the days of our glory, we would naturally have sacrificed hecatombs of oxen in your honor and presented you with whole ships full of treasure. Alas”—she allowed herself a dry and diffident cough—“times and circumstances change. What we can give you, you do not need … but who better than you can appreciate its uses?”
A youth came forward and set a chest down in front of Redfield. From it Redfield withdrew a fishnet, the kind made for throwing. Even at first glance, it was an exquisite thing; its threads were of some fiber as hard and shiny as silk, and its mesh was so fine he could not have put his little finger through it. The sinkers spaced along its hem were of carved white stones, which I recognized as Minoan sealstones from an earlier time, adapted to the purpose.
Redfield held his gift up, as I had done; at first the silence that greeted his gesture was a little ominous. This clearly was a treasured object, extraordinarily expensive in hours of labor and in the ancient treasures that had gone to decorate it; no doubt it had been an offering dedicated to the village Shrine.
Again the murmurs and glances of the people identified the net’s maker, a shrunken old man. (I say old, but who from our era of saving medicines could tell if these wizened elders were ninety or fifty?) I had noticed him performing a few tottering ritual steps in the dance after the young women had retreated, although he had not given himself to the general giddiness.
Diktynna saw that we recognized who had made the gift, and that was no doubt as she had intended. In this I sensed her reply to the easy tricks with which Redfield had earlier challenged her authority. Does cheap magic make a god? We are all humans here, she seemed to say. If you cannot properly honor simple humanity, what right have you to our respect?
Redfield was silent a moment, studying the net. I did not envy his dilemma. While no words of his could justify his accepting the offering—thus taking it away from the village—he could not possibly refuse it.
Then Redfield—to my astonishment, for after sitting so long I was virtually paralyzed, and he had been sitting with his legs tucked under him as long as I had—bounded to his feet. The watchers gasped in surprise. He stood still a moment, the focus of every pair of eyes in the plateia. Then he began to dance.
For almost a minute there was perfect silence. Redfield danced slowly, to some perfect inner rhythm. His dance mimicked some of the steps he had seen performed for us, but for the most part he danced an eclectic modern Greek sort of dance—a few steps this way, then a kick and a fancy back step, then onward about the circle—until gradually he had danced an orbit around Diktynna and her contingent. All the while he held his arms high; instead of another dancer’s hand or a scrap of handkerchief he held up the gleaming net, first draping it over his shoulders, then sliding it along the length of his arms.
First the drummers, then the other musicians—all but the boy—began to play. They began softly, but Redfield’s energy encouraged them, and theirs encouraged him, and soon he was leaping and wheeling in the flickering light in a display that delighted me and all his audience. The music entwining us soon whirled Redfield to heights of frenzy. I saw Diktynna’s boy fidget as if itching to take up his flute, or perhaps to join the dance; with a squeeze of his wrist Diktynna brusquely discouraged him.
As Redfield turned, he let the net slide from his shoulders into his hands: it bloomed about him like a flower, like a coral, golden in the lamplight, as soft as a vision under the sea. His long hair, glossy black and flaring with coppery highlights, became unraveled and flew out loose around his head. His black Asian eyes were half closed in ecstasy. His loose chiton became disarranged. Gradually his deep breathing expanded his lungs—and caused the gill slits under his ribs to open.
Everyone watching saw it. Diktynna’s expression faltered, as if she were suddenly a little less certain what sort of creature she was dealing with, but she recovered nicely. Her world was populated with nymphs and sprites to whom she must routinely address rites of propitiation and control; she was still confident that none of us were gods and therefore, I think, at some deep level she was truly unconcerned.
Redfield ended his dance almost as suddenly as he had begun it. He stood quietly a moment, then finished nicely with a deep bow to the old man, the netmaker. Although the sweat ran in rivers and his chest still heaved, he walked back to his place between Troy and me and with easy dignity sat down, having said not a word. The crowd buzzed with sudden awe and approval.
Diktynna held his eyes a moment; her acknowledgment was as wordless as his tribute had been.
She turned to Troy—assessing her more cautiously than she had Redfield and me. “Aphrodite, born of the sea-foam, Great Lady: we search within ourselves for the reasons you and your divine friends have chosen to honor us.” This time her words sounded sincere. “We cannot fathom your mystery. Naturally it is wholly fitting that a goddess should contain herself—until whim or strategy leads her to choose another course.”
Diktynna’s boy stepped forward, bringing the last chest to lay before Troy. His black-outlined eyes were fixed upon her, bold as a man’s. That he was barely more than a child, paradoxically, made him seem dangerous.
I dredged up from memory the information—only a hypothesis, really—that the boy-god so often depicted with the Cretan goddess was identified with Zeus. Or sometimes with Dionysus.
The challenge in his mascaraed gaze was indeed dangerous, and explicit. If Troy looked away from him first, she would lose the staring game. Perhaps that particular game did not carry the same charge as in our era, but what we had seen so far suggested it might. On the other hand, if she held his gaze too long, who knew the implications?
Troy solved the dilemma effortlessly. As she watched him, her chest swelled. His eyes flickered, then dropped.
Redfield’s gill slits had been revealed when he danced, but since he had not been breathing with his gills, their intakes had remained closed. For a bare second, Troy deliberately opened the gashes that paralleled her collar bones. She extended her flesh.
The village boy looked straight down into those blood-rich orifices. He stepped back quickly, solemn and pale, and managed a bob of his head before resuming his place beside his priestess. No one else had seen what made him flinch.
Troy reached into the clay chest and withdrew a mirror, its handle of ivory carved with flowers, its reflecting surface a circle of polished bronze. She studied her reflection a moment—in the flame-light, in the soft unfocused bronze, it must have been a flattering portrait—and she smiled.
Meanwhile, I studied the back of the round disk, held toward me. It was incised with naked gods and goddesses, lively figures—bluntly sexual, angular, and to my eyes distinctly Picassoesque. Troy held it up high so the people could see. From their cranings and polite murmurings it was apparent that like the other gifts the object was valuable, but unlike them it had been made by no one in the village. It was a mirror, a sophisticated thing requiring not only the technical facilities but the self-conscious sensibility of a palace or city. It was several centuries old.
“In these beautiful depths I see those who came before us,” said Troy. She held the mirror to her own face, then to Diktynna’s. “Goddess, you are one with us,” she said. “You and your companion and your people are one with us all.”
She rose up swiftly and before Diktynna could react she took the priestess’s hand. With her other hand she gestured to the musicians, then beckoned Redfield and me to join her—and in a few seconds, it seemed, all of us were dancing, everyone in this tiny village, which clung to its tower of rock, thrusting itself at the stars.
Now, I had heard rumors that Troy had been a dancer, although I had never believed them. An Inspector of the Board of Space Control a dancer? But I was mistaken. I do not have the words to describe what I saw that night, but I do know that Troy first managed to wrap all of us in a web of communal movement—in which the distinction between gods and humans dissolved almost completely—and then broke away into a performance of athletic grace that, while it took nothing from Redfield’s earlier exertions, was of a different order of art.
She was beautiful indeed.
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A snake was sliding over my leg.
For a moment time seemed suspended. The room was filled with indirect morning light, diffusing from gray stone walls and the beaten red earth floor. Hadn’t Troy and Redfield gone to sleep beside me? They were nowhere in sight. I heard the soft chortle and lament of doves; a pair of the slender gray-brown birds had perched in a narrow window above statuettes of the goddess. From some crevice of memory came the supposition that the arrival of doves meant the presence of the goddess herself.
Her shrine was a single low room, divided into two spaces by a squat pillar in the center, and in the inner space there was a low bench that held two short, cylindrical clay portraits of her—not good likenesses. Offering stands set on the ground in front of them were decorated with sinuous snakes.
The live snake moving over my bare leg seemed to me a huge thing, although I suppose it was no more than a meter long—but very round and sleek, its scales glistening with a lovely rose color. I had inadvertently positioned myself between the snake’s hole in the comer of the wall and the birds’ eggs and day-old mullet and dishes of milk set for it before the altar. It was on its way to breakfast, and clearly unconcerned with me; people must sleep here all the time.
I wish they’d warned me. I shivered as it slithered away.
The whole village would have stayed up to watch us talk last night, but when Diktynna showed us into the shrine the villagers gradually dispersed and went to their houses. Inside we palavered for hours with the goddess and the boy-god, peering into each others’ faces by the light of rough clay lamps, exchanging stories, while the man with the lyre, the only other person in the room, continued his playing. There was wine from a seemingly bottomless jar, new and harsh, not watered as was the Greek custom. I recorded everything I heard, every trivial anecdote, every marvel. Before long my translator/synthesizer spoke and understood Hephtian—so-called Minoan—like a native of Crete.
The story that transfixed us was told by the harper himself, whose name was Tzermon. It was a tale of Proteus, the Old Man of the Sea, and in it I recognized, centuries closer to the source, another incident that would someday find its place in the Odyssey. Tzermon placed his tale off the east shore of Crete; Homer put it on the island of Pharos. There was of course a Pharos in the Nile delta—a lighthouse—but “a day’s sail out for a well-found vessel with a roaring wind astern” makes Crete seem the more likely. At any rate, Menelaus and his crews, marooned after leaving the mouth of the Nile, were desperate to escape the windless, waterless place.
“They were on the point of death from starvation when the goddess Eidothe approached Menelaus and told him he could escape the windless place only by forcing Proteus to do his bidding,” chanted Tzermon, to the low thrumming of his lyre.
“‘How can I force him? It is not easy for a man to get the better of a god,’ Menelaus complained.
“Eidothe replied, ‘Each day about noon he comes up from below, shadowing the surface of the sea as if with a light breeze to conceal his coming. If all is safe he walks up onto the beach and enters a shallow cave, whereupon a flock of seals, children of the brine, heave out and follow him and settle themselves to sleep all piled around him. When he has counted them and seen they are all there, he will lie down among them like a shepherd with his sheep. That is your moment…’”
According to Tzermon (and to Homer), at the appropriate hour Eidothe helped Menelaus and three of his crew to wrap themselves in the skins of seals she had flayed and to lie down in nests in the sand. She also smeared aromatic ambrosia on their nostrils to kill the awful stench. Proteus came out of the water.
In Tzermon’s version he had the shape of a man, but his skin was white and wrinkled like an octopus’s, and he was covered with seaweed which seemed to grow out of his head and body. He accepted the disguised Menelaus and his companions as members of his flock of seals, and paying them little attention, he went into the cave. After giving the sea-god time to settle down to his siesta, Menelaus and his men threw off their odious cloaks and rushed him.
Here Homer and Tzermon diverge markedly.
In Homer, Proteus was caught in a sound sleep, and a terrific wrestling match ensued. Menelaus had been warned that Proteus was a shape-changer, and would try anything to escape. He started by turning into a bearded lion, then a snake, then a panther, then a giant boar. He even changed into running water—wrestle with that!—and a huge, leafy tree. “But we set our teeth and held him like a vise.”
In Tzermon’s version, however, “They came upon the god in colloquy with priests of Zeus. Upon seeing them, the priests vanished into the interior of the grotto. The Achaians hesitated, terrified that they had profaned a sacred rite. The god turned upon Menelaus and demanded of him, ‘Who are you, to interrupt these solemn proceedings?’ His voice was a horrible whisper, filled with the hiss of the sea.
“Menelaus explained his belief that Proteus had killed the winds and detained him and his men because he had inadvertently angered some god. He prayed forgiveness. Proteus was astonished. ‘Who told you this? Who conspired with you to waylay me and capture me?’ The truth was that he held them no grudge, nor did he know of any god who did. ‘Then what shall become of us?’ Menelaus cried hopelessly.
“‘Do not despair, your wish is granted,’ said Proteus. ‘Soon I will send the meltemi. Then you must return to Egypt. Inquire there what god you have offended. Then attend to your purification.’”
“Menelaus professed thanks but proposed to stay with Proteus until the god should keep his word and raise the northwest wind. At this, Proteus grew angry and bid them begone, but Menelaus and his men drew their swords and refused to leave. Proteus raved at them in many unknown tongues but at last said that if they would withdraw and stand back a few steps—far enough to see but not to hear—he would conclude his offering to Zeus. Then he would come out with Menelaus and his men.
“Menelaus agreed, but when he and the Achaians had retreated, Proteus hurled himself deeper into the interior, just as the priests had done. Menelaus dashed after him, but was soon lost in a maze of stony passages. In despair he retreated; he and his men returned, dejected, to the beach.
“To their profound surprise they found Proteus himself already in the surf, trailing green ribbons of seaweed behind him as he swam hard for the open sea. The Achaians dashed after him, and swam hard in their turn. As they drew near him, an immense creature rose out of the sea. It was bulbous, like a giant jellyfish, and purple in color, and the light shone through it; a thousand tentacles dangled from its underside.
“Yet Menelaus was close enough to grasp for Proteus. But at the very moment that his hand closed upon the god, the god changed. He became an enormous sea creature, slick and gray and wreathed with many arms like an octopus. Menelaus lost his grasp. There was a great boiling of surf. The giant sea creature Proteus had summoned from the waves sank back into the waves and vanished.”
Tzermon paused then, and I thought he spent a moment studying Redfield—“Poseidon”—before he quickly concluded his tale. “Soon after the escape of Proteus, the strong northwest wind rose. Menelaus doubted whether the god had kept his promise, for in truth the season of the wind had come. Nevertheless, he returned to the heaven-fed waters of the Nile with the meltemi behind his black ships and, after appeasing the deathless gods, made his way to his native land, on a favorable wind sent by the immortals.”
Troy and Redfield and I found we had nothing to say; the implications of Tzermon’s tale were disturbing. Our conversation faltered shortly thereafter. We bedded down to spend the remainder of the night here in the shrine—the most capacious guest-house in the village.
A shaft of bright daylight split the soft haze and Redfield came in through the curtained door, followed by Troy.
“If your god-like bladder or any of your other organs is distended, you’ll find a handy place to relieve yourself down the path to the left. Too bad we forgot to bring deodorant ambrosia with us from cloud-topped Olympus.”
“Oh, and don’t mind the audience,” Troy remarked as I stepped through the doorway. “They’re remarkably easy to please.”
Very funny. I did what I could to maintain my privacy from the crowd of children who followed me to the place. Still, audience or none, there was a certain wild joy to be found in pissing vigorously into the cool blue morning, a sheer seven hundred meters above the sea…
Returning to the shrine I spied a small flock of agrimi cavorting on the higher slopes beyond the spire of the Castle—kri-kri, the Cretan ibex, the wild goats worshiped by the Minoans, rarely seen outside zoos in our era. From the male’s massive curving horns, according to some, came the legend of the cornucopia. And the female was the inspiration for the goat-nymph who nursed baby Zeus—the original Amalthea.
Troy and Redfield and I were relieved to find ourselves alone in the shrine. We compared notes of the previous day. Tzermon’s tale of Menelaus and Proteus told us plainly enough that Nemo was here—or had been here, perhaps as much as a century or two ago, or even longer ago than that. But perhaps more recently. No description could have been more explicit. In this, it was plain, the alien traditionalists were his accomplices.
How had he survived? What was his intent? Who were these “priests of Zeus” with whom he was communicating? Troy had already guessed the answers to these questions, but my sluggish brain, congenitally reluctant to deal with conspiracy theories, did not readily see the implications.
“Nemo has been ahead of us again—in this as in so many things,” she said.
“And he could still nip us in the bud,” said Blake.
“What do you mean?” I asked, alarmed.
“Our world-ship—the key version of it, the source of ail that has to happen later—is sleeping in the ice around Jupiter. It’s been there for thirteen million years, since the last approach of Nemesis. Defenseless. Vulnerable.”
Briefly I wondered what ship we had been traveling in. But I was distracted by Blake’s dire intimations. “You mean Nemo and the Traditionalists could simply destroy it?” I was aghast.
“Perhaps they already have.”
“Destroyed the world-ship?”
“Perhaps many times,” said Troy.
“But not in this reality,” Blake added—rather complacently, I thought.
“Yes and no,” Troy corrected him. “There are many potential realities. There is only one reality. It’s apparent that Nemo himself has realized this by now—realized that no attempt to change the past can possibly succeed, and that the only path to success is to join us. Despite himself, he has become our conspirator.”
“What can you possibly mean by that?” I asked, all agape.
But just then Diktynna arrived with her acolytes, bringing platters of bread and yogurt and figs. In the morning light she looked less like a goddess than like a woman of thirty who had lived a hard life. All of us must have looked ourselves that morning. We understood each other well enough: without men and women to impersonate them on appropriate occasions, deities would lose all their influence over human affairs…
 
We left the village of the Hephtiu, the Eteocretans, at midday, our medusa bearing us sedately into the blue sky as the people waved madly from atop their rocky fortress.
In the weeks that followed, our medusa coursed swiftly here and there over the wild and fertile lands of late Bronze-Age Earth—and how clean, how blissfully empty of people they were! How precious, by contrast, the tiny nodes of civilization scattered in these sublime wildernesses!—I became more accustomed to the thinking of Troy and Redfield, my rediscovered friends. I began to appreciate the work they had undertaken and the danger still to be faced…
For Nemo had been to Egypt before us, appearing in the company of ‘veiled god-messengers’ to do honor to Pharaoh, bringing the priest-king gifts of knives made of ‘god-metal’ and intoxicating liquor in clear glass bottles, diagramming for the Egyptian priests precisely where he and his companions had come from. From Crux.
Nemo had been to the land of the Israelites before us. The arrival and departure of his medusa had been noted, by the oracular nabi, who described them in visions of fiery wheels in the sky.
Nemo had been to Ethiopia, and to Arabia, and to Babylon, and to the Indus, and to China before us…
While we were here to collect Bronze Age languages and texts, Nemo was busy creating the Knowledge, the ancient corruptions that would one day justify his existence. And all the horrors upon which his existence floated.
With this realization I comprehended the Amalthean program at last—the program of our Amaltheans, I mean, those who espoused adaptability and had chosen to exercise restraining, flexible, and responsive stewardship—and more significantly I began to grasp Troy’s personal program. It was a program to save the universe as we (or at least she) understood it.
“Nemo meant to catch us here, to wipe us out,” she told me. “He missed.”
“How did he miss? Were we just lucky?”
“There’s little precision in using world-ships for time travel—a minor mistake could cost months or even years to rectify. He may have tried more than once, but sooner or later he realized that our world-ship was there all along, waiting for us around Jupiter. Yet even if he did persuade his friends to destroy it, it would soon have occurred to him that nothing really had changed. As many world-ships as he destroyed, as many more still exist.”
“How is that possible?”
Her answer struck me as surpassingly strange.
“Because we are all still inside the time loop,” she said. “Perhaps I should have seen it sooner. Obviously he has seen it.”
My open mouth, my soundless questions were enough to elicit more from her.
“A wave packet of potential realities has been generated which cannot finally be reduced—not yet.” She hurried on to avoid bogging down in a fuller explanation. “Meanwhile, Nemo understands as well as we do—perhaps better—that his only hope, and our only hope, is to restore the universe as precisely as possible to its former state. We must leave his business to him. He will do it well, I think. We must finish our own task—our own Mandate.”
She left me then, with my mouth still open.
A few weeks later there came a moment when I found myself dictating the content of our Bronze Age researches to intelligent machines, watching as they inscribed the strange characters upon tablets of adamantine crystal, alongside their Amalthean equivalents. As the tablets took form I recognized their shapes; on impulse, I added a few key signs. With those terminal characters—an elegant Hebrew aleph, ink-brush style, a few quick wedge-shapes, like Sumerian clay—the Venusian tablets had fully formed themselves in front of my eyes.
I understood Troy at last. We had to create the world we knew. Having recorded the Bronze-Age languages, we must now preserve them. I knew where it would be done; after all, I myself had discovered the Venusian tablets. I was as yet unsure how it could be done…
Then our medusa lifted us straight into starry heaven, where our world-ship—or one of its Doppels—waited. Two days later we were diving into the poisonous sulfur-dioxide Clouds of Venus.
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Beneath us, coral reefs had once thickened and spread in an uneven plain of branched and knobbed structures, having grown there at a level much deeper than in the oceans of Earth—for while coral loves warm water, in those days the oceans of Venus were near boiling at the surface.
Those days were long ago. Nowadays the air at ground level was as heavy as the sea, and hot enough to melt lead. The atmosphere was dark, ruddy, so thick it bent the horizon like the inside of a bowl, only a few hundred meters ahead of us.
Beyond the ancient coral plantations (burnt lumps, unrecognizable to any but those like us, who had been there) we came upon a shelving beach. It could have been a moonscape, for lava flows and primordial wave action had not fully erased the rims of the craters, many of them overlapping, which gave evidence of continued bombardment by celestial objects of all sizes. Still, certain clues were accessible to the trained and sensitive eye. Here undersea organisms had once fed on bits of detritus that had followed a lazy current seaward; the scouring of the outflow was still faintly visible in the rock.
We were in what had been a submarine canyon, a river channel. Over our heads, waves had surged toward the land in parallel lines of surf, overriding the outflowing current. On either side, uncountable chalky shellfish had clotted the rocks that rose up steeply, forming the base of high cliffs.
I knew these cliffs; I knew them well indeed. With my friend Albers Merck—the same who later tried to murder me—I had crawled into these very mountains in an armored Venusian rover. Here we had been trapped by earthquake and rockfall, and here our lives had almost ended before Troy rescued us. To die then would have suited Merck well, I suppose; the only thing he accomplished in his later attempt on my life was his own death, plus the destruction of a great many valuable records.
Contrary to my expectations, I had restored them. And now I brought them with me in their original form, as forged in the depths of the world-ship.
The medusa in which I rode was not quite like the others I had grown so used to. Its inner walls glowed with ruddy light, the color of salmon roe; downward, through story upon story of what looked like giant foam—an aerosol frozen in place—the mass of the vessel was divided into countless sacs or chambers, a nest of tough-walled bubbles in graduated sizes, and in each chamber, dark shapes against the diffuse light. All different. Each a specimen.
Not all were sea creatures, although there were hundreds of these, some familiar from Earth—jellyfish and nudibranchs and clams and urchins and sponges and corals and worms and snails and a thousand species of fish—but others never seen on Earth, even as vanished fossils. There were land creatures and creatures of the air as well, amphibians and reptiles and a dizzying collection of insects and arthropods, and here and there a leathery winged creature or a tiny thing that, like the medusas of the sea, apparently floated freely upon the rain-soaked winds. And there were mosses and ferns and algae, some big enough for the coal swamps of Earth, others too diminutive to make out clearly…
I had no doubt that our alien ark contained a complete collection of microorganisms as well. Among the immensity of the collection, there were many things that were never seen and never would have been seen on Barth. With one exception. I had seen them before. They had been in the cave—
—the cave the mining robot stumbled upon and that Merck and I had gone to investigate. We had been interested in the tablets, principally. The plants and animals had been a bonus.
The medusa began slowly to ascend. The skies reddened and dark cliffs rose narrowly on either side, so close the medusa brushed against them. I tried to imagine this place as it might have been three billion years ago, with rain driving against the canopy and numberless waterfalls streaming from the cliffs above. Below there would have been a rushing stream, silvery with the reflected light of blue-white clouds, pouring over coal-black rocks and pooling behind dams of choked vegetation—giant log dams, tangled piles of palm logs and tree ferns and huge fibrous horsetails, dams chinked with black mud and fronds and mosses tom from the flooded walls of the arroyo, the steaming pools behind them silting up with spongy vegetation.
Already the river would have been cutting its way through these vine-draped basalt cliffs for a thousand million years or more, hauling down boulders to do the heavy work, then breaking the boulders to gravel, then grinding the gravel to sand, then pushing the sand out to sea. Already the river would have cut its way down through beds of older organic stuff, coal and dead coral from when the sea had been higher still.
Here, somewhere near. You must show us the place… Staring at the ruined watercourse twisting between narrowing walls of reddish-black rock, gleaming with the slick metallic patina of ancient rainwater, my mind had played me a trick. Now I tried to recall when and where I really was.
“This is the place,” I said. “Beyond that turn, beneath that cliff.”
The Amaltheans did not query me again. The medusa moved swiftly to the spot and stopped there. Beneath us there was vigorous invisible movement—I felt its vibrations, but could see nothing of what was happening.
They were making a cave and putting the specimens into it, and with them the diamond-metal tablets, inscribed with the ancient texts in the forty-three signs of the Amalthean alphabet. They were putting everything where Merck and I would find it, three thousand years from now. The Venusian tablets that I had deciphered, and that I, more than anyone, had been responsible for writing…
 
Soon I was back aboard the world-ship. Which world-ship? Which me? Of all contesting realities, which would win? We drove at high acceleration through swarms of oncoming comets, toward the singularity. As the presence of the comets suggested, our target was close to the sun, near perihelion. Within two light-months the world-ship dived into the tiny bright sphere of distorted spacetime—
—and instantly re-emerged.
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“I don’t understand where the world-ship was during these adventures,” the commander says. “At one point you’ve got it orbiting Jupiter, a minute later it’s waiting to pick you up at Earth.” He has joined the others on the rug-strewn floor, around the litter of their picnic supper.
“A fascinating question, one with several answers,” Forster replies. “You see, by now our own world-ship had divided…”
“Divided?” Ari seems amused.
“Doubled, tripled, multiplied itself.”
“Multiplied itself!” Jozsef is astonished.
“Oh, for practical purposes, the world-ship was just where it always was. While we were busy exploring the Dark Ages of the Aegean, one copy was orbiting Barth at the fourth Lagrangian point. But the original ship orbited Jupiter, covered with ice—long since having assumed the identity of Amalthea in which we were to discover it.”
“How could this happen?” Jozsef persists. “This second Doppelganger?”
“Just as it happened before, or so your daughter informed me. Nemesis—the Whirlpool—visits us every twenty-six million years; our era happens to be in the middle of this cycle. Thirteen million years ago we dived into the spinning Whirlpool and came out again—shortly before we had gone in. We went in again, and when we emerged, there were two of us. And then again … well, you can work out the details.”
Already Jozsef has seen the implications. “But the humans! Do you mean to say…?” He cannot put the increasingly awful thought into words.
Forster makes the thought explicit. “We did not meet ourselves when we first explored the world-ship. Perhaps because we had never been to that particular ship, or perhaps only because it is a very large vessel—certainly we did not find the thousands of Amaltheans who inhabited the world-ship when I saw it last. But I’m sure that your daughter, and Blake Redfield as well, understood what was coming. I suspect they planned it with Thowintha—the one or the many versions of him’er—who knew that sh’he, they, would forget almost everything in their long sleep to come. But they would not forget that humans would come again, or that your daughter would be among them.”
Ari shakes her head angrily. “Linda was with you in the Bronze Age. One of her, not a multitude. Your account has become fantastic.”
“I sympathize with your confusion,” Forster says coolly, pondering the last traces of liquid in his glass. “Imagine my own confusion when I realized that realities, for want of a better word, had begun to proliferate uncontrollably. We had made a loop within a loop of time. And we were not the first to do so.”
“Tell me this,” says the commander. “Did Nemo destroy the ship at Amalthea, or did he not?”
“If he did, it was replaced by another. And if that one was destroyed, it was replaced by another. Inside the loop, there is no resolution.”
Forster looks to the commander. The tall man has turned suddenly away and now seems to be ignoring him, busying himself rebuilding the fire. When the last the fresh flames are leaping, he straightens his spare frame almost painfully. “We know what the man you call Nemo did,” says the commander.
Forster smiles. “No doubt there are people in your organization who would place him at the death of Moses, of Siddhartha, of Alexander and Jesus and Lincoln and Gandhi.”
“A very great boon to humanity, in that case,” says Ari sharply. “Who would have paid those people any attention if they had lived out their lives?”
“Sympathy for the devil,” Forster remarks.
The commander keeps his steely gaze focused upon Forster. “Not a rare emotion among the Free Spirit. Or in Salamander. Tell us why you are here, why you survived. Tell us why we should believe that you are … real, as you put it.”
Forster shrugs, feeling no threat. “As for myself, the singular me, even at the climax I still had only the dimmest understanding of those events in which apparently I played an important role. Or roles. I have done my best to reconstruct what actually happened on Earth while we were gone—if I may be permitted to use the word actually under these circumstances…”
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“And so we approach the present. A hundred world-ships fill the skies. Or a thousand. Or an infinity of world-ships.” Outside the empty library, the pre-dawn sky dazzlingly confirms Forster’s description. “Of all my researches the personal account by the Swiss diving engineer, Herr Klaus Muller, touches me most closely. ‘Don’t call me a diver, please,’ he told me, ‘I hate the name…’”
 
I’m a deep-sea engineer, and I use diving gear about as often as an airman uses a parachute. Most of my work is done with videolinked, remote-controlled robots. When I do have to go down myself, I’m inside a minisub with external manipulators. We call it the Lobster because of its claws; the standard model works down to seventeen hundred meters, but there are special versions that will work at the bottom of the Marianas Trench—which may not be the deepest place in the solar system, if you count some of the watery moons, but certainly makes for the greatest water pressure you’ll find anywhere. Now I’ve never been down there myself, but I’ll be glad to quote you terms if you’re interested. At a rough estimate it will cost you a new dollar a foot, plus a thousand an hour on the job itself. You won’t get a better deal elsewhere. There is no other firm in the world that can live up to our motto: ANY JOB, ANY DEPTH.
So when Goncharov interrupted my holidays, I knew we had a problem with the deep end of the Trincomalee project—even before he told me that the site engineers had reported a complete breakdown.
Our firm was covered, technically, because the client had signed the take-over certificate, thereby admitting that the job was up to specification. However, it was not as simple as that; if negligence on our part was proved, we might be safe from legal action—but it would be very bad for business. Even worse for me, personally, for I had been project supervisor in Trinco Deep.
The morning after my rather melodramatic conversation with Goncharov—complete with ominously repeated deadlines and strangling noises from his end—I was in a helicopter over the Alps, with only a short stop in Bern on the way to La Spezia, where our company kept the heavy stuff.
After settling affairs at Spezia I commandeered the firm’s executive suite there. I had a phonelink conversation with Gertrud and the boys, who were not delighted at my sudden departure, which made me wonder why I hadn’t become a banker or a hotelier or gone into the watch business, like any other sensible Swiss. It was all the fault of Hannes Keller and the Picards, I told myself moodily: why did they have to start this deep-sea tradition, in Switzerland of all countries? Then I shut off the commlinks and settled myself to four hours’ sleep, knowing I would have little enough in the days to come.
I took the company rocket plane; we approached Trincomalee just after dawn. Below the plane I caught a glimpse of the huge, complex, harbor, whose surface geography I’ve never quite mastered—a maze of capes, islands, interconnecting waterways, and basins large enough to hold all the navies of Earth. I could see the power project’s big white control building, in a somewhat flamboyant architectural style, on a headland overlooking the Indian Ocean—the site was pure propaganda, although of course if I’d been North Continental staff I’d have called it “public relations.”
Not that I blamed my clients; they had good reason to be proud of this, the most ambitious attempt yet to harness the thermal energy of the sea.
It was not the first attempt. There had been unsuccessful ones, beginning with the Frenchman Georges Claude’s in Cuba in the 1930s, and later ones in Africa and Hawaii and in many other places. All of these projects depended on the same interesting fact: even in the tropics the sea a couple of kilometers down is almost at freezing point. When billions of tonnes of water are concerned, this temperature difference represents a colossal amount of energy—and a fine challenge to the engineers of power-starved countries.
Claude and his successors had tried to tap this energy with low-pressure steam engines. The North Continentals—and particularly the Russians, who were foremost in the work—used a much simpler and more direct method. For a couple of centuries it has been known that electric currents flow in many materials if one end of a sample is heated and the other cooled, and ever since the 1940s Russian scientists had been working to put this thermoelectric effect to practical use. Their earliest devices had not been very efficient—though still good enough to power thousands of radios by the heat of kerosene lamps! But late in the century they had made the crucial breakthrough.
The technical details were outside my expertise, and though I installed the power elements at the cold end of the system, I never really saw them, covered as they were in layers of shielding and anticorrosive paint. All I know is that they formed a big grid, a bit like lots of old-fashioned steam radiators bolted together.
As I stepped from the plane I recognized most of the faces in the little crowd waiting on the Trinco airstrip. Friends and enemies, they all seemed relieved to see me. Especially Chief Engineer Lev Shapiro, who greeted me with a dark scowl…
“Well, Lev,” I said as the robot station wagon drove us away, “what’s the trouble?”
“We don’t know,” he said, remarkably frankly. He spoke like an Oxonian but he was one of those Russian Jews whose ancestors had bucked the odds and decided to ride out the troubles when the Soviet Empire started coming apart in the late 20th century; I always speculated that that was one of the reasons he was more of a nationalist than was fashionable these days—indeed, more of a Russian chauvinist than most of the other Russians I knew.
“It’s your job to find out,” he growled at me, “and put it right.”
“Well, what happened?”
“Everything worked perfectly up to the full-power tests,” he answered. “Output was within five percent of estimate until oh-one-thirty-four Tuesday morning.” He grimaced; obviously that time was engraved on his heart. “Then the voltage started to fluctuate violently, so we cut the load and watched the meters. I thought some idiot of a skipper had hooked the cables—you know the trouble we’ve taken to avoid that happening—so we switched on the searchlights and looked out to sea. There wasn’t a ship in sight. Anyway, who would have wanted to anchor just outside the harbor on a clear, calm night?”
I couldn’t answer that, so I said nothing, waiting for him to go on.
He let go a frustrated sigh. “There was nothing we could do except watch the instruments and keep testing. I’ll show you all the graphs when we get to the office. After four minutes everything went open circuit. We can locate the break exactly, of course—and it’s in the deepest part, right at the grid. It would be there, and not at this end of the system,” he added gloomily, pointing out the window.
We were just driving past the solar pond, the equivalent of the boiler in a conventional heat engine. This was an idea the Russians had borrowed from the Israelis (Russian-born Israelis, no doubt—I sometimes wondered if Lev appreciated the irony). It was simply a shallow lake, blackened on the bottom, holding a concentrated solution of brine; it acted as a very efficient heat trap, so that the sun’s rays bring the liquid nearly to the boiling point. Submerged in it were the hot grids of the thermoelectric system—every centimeter of two fathoms down.
Massive cables connected them to my department, about a hundred degrees colder and a thousand meters lower, in the undersea canyon that descends from the entrance of Trinco harbor.
“I suppose you checked for earthquakes,” I said, not hopefully.
“Of course.” Lev’s tone implied that I had called him an idiot. “There was nothing on the seismograms.”
“What about whales?” More than a year ago, when the main conductors were being ran out to sea, I’d told the engineers about a drowned sperm whale once found entangled in a telegraph cable a kilometer down off the coast of South America. “They can be big trouble.”
About a dozen similar cases were known but this, apparently, was not one of them. “That was the second thing we thought of,” Lev growled. “We got onto Fisheries, and the navy and air force. No whale sign anywhere along the coast.”
It was at that point that I stopped theorizing. I’d overheard something from the back of the station wagon that made me a little uncomfortable. Like all Swiss I’m good at languages, and in the course of the job I’d picked up a fair amount of Russian—although one didn’t need to be much of a linguist to recognize sabotash.
Dimitri Karpukhin has said the dirty word. Karpukhin sported some unconvincing title on the organization chart, but he was in fact a political agitator and spy, one of the old-style Russian supremacists who wanted to see that other S in USSR changed back to Socialist—moreover, who believed the Soviets deserved a bigger role in the North Continental Treaty Alliance. Nobody liked Karpukhin, not even Lev Shapiro, but since he worked for one of the biggest Russian consortiums he had to be tolerated.
Not that sabotage was out of the question, in fact. There were a great many people who would not have been brokenhearted if the Trinco Power Project failed. Politically, the prestige of the North Continentals was committed, and to some extent the prestige of the Russian Republic, but more important, billions were involved economically. If hydrothermal plants proved a success, they would compete with Arabian and Persian and North African oil (not to mention relieving the pressure on Russia’s reserves), as well as with North American coal, with African uranium…
But I could not really believe in sabotage. Espionage, maybe—it was just possible that someone had made a clumsy attempt to grab a sample of the grid. Even this seemed unlikely. I could count on my fingers the number of people in the world who could tackle such a job—and half of them were on my payroll!
The underwater videolink arrived that evening. By working through the night we had cameras, monitors, and over a mile of cable loaded aboard a launch. As we pulled out of the harbor I thought I saw a familiar figure standing on the jetty, but it was too far away to be certain, and I had other things on my mind. (If you must know, I am not a good sailor; I am really happy only underneath the sea.)
We took a careful fix on the Round Island lighthouse and stationed ourselves directly above the grid. The self-propelled camera, looking like a midget bathyscaphe, went over the side. We went with it in spirit, watching the monitors.
The water was extremely clear and extremely empty, but as we neared the bottom there were a few signs of life. A small shark came and stared at us. Then a pulsating blob of jelly went drifting by, followed by a thing like a big spider with hundreds of hairy legs tangling and twisting together (I know these creatures have names; I’ve been told what they are, dozens of times, but they don’t stick in my memory, which seems to store only technical matters). At last the sloping canyon wall swam into view. We were right on target, for there were the thick cables running down into the depths, just as I had seen them when I made the final check of the installation six months ago.
I turned on the low-power jets and let the camera drift down the power cables. They seemed in perfect condition, still firmly anchored by the pitons we had driven into the rock. Not until we came to the grid itself was there any sign of trouble…
Have you ever seen the radiator grille of a robocar whose guidance has failed and driven it into a lamppost? Well, one section of the power grid looked very much like that. Something had battered it in, as if a madman had gone to work on it with a sledgehammer.
There were gasps of astonishment and anger from the people looking over my shoulder at the videoplates. I heard sabotash muttered again; for the first time I considered it seriously.
The only other reasonable explanation was a falling boulder. But the slopes of the canyon had been carefully mapped and, where necessary, re-contoured against this very possibility.
Whatever the cause of the damage, a section of the grid had to be replaced, which would not be done until my Lobster, all twenty tonnes of it, arrived from the Spezia dockyard where it was kept between jobs.
“Well?” Lev Shapiro demanded, when I had finished my visual inspection and stored the videoplate’s sorry spectacle on chip. “How long will it take?”
I refused to commit myself. The first thing I ever learned in the underwater business is that no job turns out as you expect. Cost and time estimates can never be firm because it’s not until you are halfway through a contract that you know exactly what you’re up against.
My private guess was three days. So I said, “If everything goes well, it shouldn’t take more than a week.”
Lev groaned audibly. “Can’t you do it quicker?”
“I won’t tempt fate by making rash promises. Anyway, if I do it in a week, that still gives you two weeks before you’re scheduled to come online.”
He had to be content with that, though he kept nagging at me all the way back into the harbor. Then, when we arrived onshore, Lev found he had something else to think about.
“Morning, Joe,” I said to the man who was still waiting patiently on the jetty. “I thought I recognized you, on the way out. What brings you here?”
“I was going to ask you the very same question, Klaus.”
“You’d better put that through my boss. Chief Engineer Shapiro, meet Joe Watkins, science correspondent for US Newstime.”
Lev’s response was not cordial. Normally there was noting he liked better than talking to news-hounds, who showed up at the rate of about one a week. Now, as the target date for the commencement of power production approached, they would be flying in from all directions—including from Moscow. At the present moment, Tass would be every bit as unwelcome as Newstime.
Karpukhin was on hand, of course, and it was amusing to see him take charge of the situation, blitzing Joe with assurances that we were merely reconfirming the superb preparedness of the Russian-designed facility, etc., etc. And from that moment on, Joe found that he had permanently attached to him as guide, philosopher, and drinking companion, a smooth young PR type named Sergei Markov. Despite all Joe’s efforts, the two were inseparable—or more accurately, Joe realized he could not separate himself from Sergei.
That evening, weary after a long conference in Shapiro’s office, I caught up with the two of them. We had dinner at the district government’s rest-house, where I was staying while onshore—actually a rather posh hotel and club.
“What’s going on, Klaus?” Joe asked, managing to sound pathetic. “I smell something interesting, but no one will admit to a thing.”
I toyed with my curry, trying to separate the bits that were safe from those that would take off the top of my head. “You can’t expect me to discuss a client’s affairs,” I replied, stagily glaring at Sergei, who grinned back at me like the idiot he wasn’t.
“You were talkative enough when you were doing the survey for the Gibraltar Bridge,” Joe reminded me.
“Well yes—and I appreciate the write-up you gave us. But this time there are trade secrets involved. I’m, ah, making some last-minute adjustments to improve the efficiency of the system.” And that, of course, was the truth; I was indeed hoping to raise the efficiency of the system, from its present value of exactly zero.
“Thank you very much,” Joe responded sarcastically.
“Enough about this—you know the project as well as I do,” I said, trying to head him off. “What’s your latest crackbrained theory? Aliens still doing surgery on cattle in the American west? UFO's still cutting circles in English hayfields?”
For a highly competent science writer, Joe has an odd liking for the bizarre and the improbable. Perhaps it’s a form of escapism; I happen to know that he also writes science fiction, though this is a well-kept secret from his sobersided journalistic employers. But while he has a secret fondness for poltergeists and ESP and flying saucers, his real specialty is lost continents.
“I am working on a couple of new ideas,” he admitted. “In fact they cropped up while I was doing the research on this story.”
“Go on,” I said, not yet daring to look up from the analysis of my curry.
“The other day I came across a very old map—Ptolemy’s, if you’re interested—of Sri Lanka. It reminded me of another old map in my collection, and I turned it up. Sure enough, there was the same central mountain, the same arrangement of rivers flowing to the sea. But this was a map of Atlantis.”
“Oh, no,” I said with a groan, risking a glance at him. “Last time we talked, you had me convinced that Atlantis was in the Mediterranean. Rhodes or Crete or someplace.”
Joe gave me his most engaging grin. “I could be wrong, couldn’t I? Anyway, I’ve got a much more striking piece of evidence. Think about the name of this island.”
“Yes? Sri Lanka?”
“Sri Lanka,” he said with a vigorous nod. “That name was around a very long time, you know, long before the Sinhalese adopted it in place of Ceylon.”
“Good Lord, Joe, you can’t be serious,” for I saw what he was driving at. “Lanka—Atlantis?” Although I had to admit that the names did roll smoothly off the tongue.
“Precisely,” said Joe. “Two clues, however striking and persuasive, don’t make a theory, of course.”
“Hm, quite. So?”
“Well…” He looked uncomfortable. “Two clues is all I’ve got. At the moment.”
“Too bad,” I said, genuinely disappointed. “But you said you were working on a couple of ideas. What’s your other project?”
“Now this will really make you sit up,” Joe answered smugly. He reached into the battered briefcase he always carried and pulled out a folding flatscreen, which he proceeded to unfold. “This happened only a couple of hundred kilometers from here, and just over two centuries ago. The source of my information, you’ll note, is about the best there is.”
He called up a document on the flatscreen and handed it to me: it was a page of the London Times for July 4, 1874. I started to read it without much enthusiasm, for Joe was always producing bits of ancient newspapers.
My apathy did not last for long.
Briefly—I’d give you the whole thing, but if you want more details you can call it up on your own flatscreen in about ten seconds flat—Joe’s clipping described how the hundred-and-fifty-ton schooner Pearl left Ceylon in early May 1874 and then fell becalmed in the Bay of Bengal. On May 10, just before nightfall, an enormous squid surfaced half a mile from the schooner, whose captain foolishly opened fire on it with his rifle.
The squid swam straight for the Pearl, grabbed the masts with its tentacles, and pulled the vessel over on its side. It sank within seconds, taking two of the crew with it. The others aboard were rescued only by the lucky chance that the P. and O. steamer Strathowen was in sight and had witnessed the incident.
“Well,” said Joe eagerly, when I’d read the piece through for the second time, “what do you think?”
I’m afraid my Swiss-German accent was a bit thicker and stiffer than usual as I said, “I don’t believe in sea monsters,” and handed him back the flatscreen.
“The London Times was not prone to sensationalist journalism, even two hundred years ago,” Joe answered smugly. “And giant squids certainly exist, though the biggest we know about are feeble, flabby beasts that don’t weigh more than a tonne.” He added slyly, “Even if they do have arms fifteen meters long.”
“Again, so? An animal that size—impressive as it is—couldn’t capsize a hundred-and-fifty-ton schooner.”
“True. But there’s a lot of evidence that the so-called giant squid is merely a, hm, well, a large squid. There may be decapods in the sea that really are giants. Why, only a year after the Pearl incident, a sperm whale off the coast of Brazil was seen struggling inside gigantic coils which finally dragged it down into the sea…”
“Could it possibly have been the same whale later found drowned in the telegraph cable?” I murmured, too softly.
“What?” Joe said, distracted from his argument.
“What’s your reference?” I asked brightly.
“Um, you’ll find it … um, the incident is described in the Illustrated London News for November 20, 1875…”
“Another impeccable source,” I said, rather too dryly, perhaps.
“And then of course there’s that chapter in Moby Dick.”
“What chapter?”
“Why, the one aptly called ‘Squid.’ We know that Melville was a very careful observer, but here he really lets himself go. He describes a calm day when ‘a great white mass’ rose out of the sea ‘like a snow-slide, new slid from the hills.’ And this happened here, in the Indian Ocean, perhaps fifteen hundred kilometers south of the Pearl incident. Weather conditions were identical, please note.”
“So noted.” Here I snuck a glance at Sergei, to see how Karpukhin’s operative was taking all this. Alas, the poor lad had been working too valiantly at his vodka—but who could keep up with a journalist of the old school like Joe?—and seemed to have gone to sleep sitting up.
“What the men of the Pequod saw floating on the water,” Joe continued, as if he’d been on the scene himself, viddiecorder in hand, “was a ‘vast pulpy mass, furlongs in length and breadth, of a glancing cream color, innumerable long arms radiating from its center, curling and twisting like a nest of anacondas.’”
“Just a minute,” said Sergei, suddenly awake. His expression was that of a sleepwalker; Joe and I regarded him with alarm. “What’s a furlong?” he said, with exaggerated clarity.
Joe and I exchanged glances. “It’s an eighth of an English mile, actually,” Joe carefully explained.
“Oh,” said Sergei, “in that case…” and, after a momentous pause, his eyes closed and his head declined.
Joe looked at me, embarrassed. “I’m sure Melville didn’t mean that literally. A creature over two hundred meters in length and breadth? But remember, here was a man who met sperm whales every day, who was groping for a unit of length to describe something a lot bigger. So he jumped from fathoms to furlongs. That’s my theory, anyway.”
I pushed away the remaining untouchable portions of my curry and looked up at Joe with curiously mixed feelings. “I’m a busy lad—I’m afraid I’ve got to get my beauty sleep.” I nodded toward Sergei, whose blissful snores were getting louder by the moment. “If you want a taste of the local nightlife, old friend, get going. It may be your last chance to escape.”
I rose and excused myself. Joe remained seated, studying me. “If you think you’ve scared me out of my job,” I said carefully, “you’ve failed miserably. But I promise you this. When I do meet a giant squid. I’ll snip off a tentacle and bring it back as a souvenir.”
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Klaus Muller’s account continued:
I didn’t have time for the viddie news that morning, although I gathered from my crew that it was filled with news of the approaching alien ship that my boys had been so eager to find in our telescope. Seems it was right on schedule, still due to cross Earth orbit at a distance described tersely as “arbitrarily close,” right at the spring equinox.
Well, I had more urgent things to worry about than the end of the world.
Less than twenty-four hours after Joe Watkins’s disquisition upon the squid I was settled into our company’s Lobster, sinking slowly through cold black water toward the damaged power grid. There was no way to keep the operation secret: as we went under, Joe was an interested spectator, watching from a nearby launch (with Sergei watching Joe, indeed trying frantically to distract his attention with who-knows-what comic monologue, but to no avail). Apparently my own feeble effort the night before to tempt Joe with the local flesh-pots (of whose existence I had no real evidence) had come to nothing.
That was the Russians’ problem, not mine. I had tried to persuade Shapiro to take Joe into his confidence, but Karpukhin had vetoed the notion. One could almost see him thinking—why should a North American newshound turn up at this very moment?—ignoring the obvious answer that Trincomalee was about to be big news in any event.
There is nothing in the least exciting or glamorous about deep-water operations, if they’re done properly. Excitement means lack of foresight, which means incompetence. As one of the early Antarctic explorers, a survivor when others courted death, had put it, “Tragedy was not our business.” The incompetent do not last long in my business. Nor do those who crave excitement. I went about my job with all the pent-up emotion of a plumber dealing with a leaking faucet.
The grids had been designed for easy maintenance, since sooner or later we knew they would have to be replaced. Luckily none of the threads of this section had been damaged, and the securing nuts came off easily when gripped with the power wrench. I switched control to the heavy-duty claws and lifted out the damaged grid without the slightest difficulty.
It’s bad tactics to hurry an underwater operation; if you try to do too much at once you’re liable to make mistakes. (And if things go smoothly and you finish in a day a job you said would take a week, the client feels he hasn’t had his money’s worth.) So, although I was sure I could have replaced the grid that same afternoon, I followed the damaged unit up to the surface and closed shop for the day.
The thermoelement was rushed off for an autopsy, and I spent the rest of the evening hiding from Joe Watkins, whose curiosity was relentless. Trinco is a small town, but I managed to keep out of his way by visiting the local cinema, where I sat through several hours of an interminable Tamil epic in which three successive generations suffered identical domestic crises of mistaken identity, drunkenness, desertion, death, and insanity, all in full Sensovision—vibrant color, too-realistic smells, and Surround-sound turned to earthquake level.
Thus, I managed not only to avoid Joe, I also avoided learning anything much about what was going on in the skies above us.
 
Next morning, despite a mild headache, I was at the site soon after dawn. (So was Joe, and so was Sergei, the two of them all set for a quiet day’s fishing…) I cheerfully waved to them as I climbed into the Lobster; the tender’s crane lowered me over the side.
Over the other side, where Joe couldn’t see it, went the replacement grid. A few fathoms down I lifted it out of the hoist and carried it to the bottom of Trinco Deep, where by the middle of the afternoon I had it re-installed, without any trouble. Before I surfaced again, the lock nuts had been secured, the conductors spot-welded, and the engineers on the beach had completed their continuity tests.
A quick and easy success: by the time I was back on deck the system was under load once more, everything was back to normal, and even Karpukhin was smiling—except when he thought to ask himself the questions that no one had yet been able to answer.
I still clung to the falling-boulder theory, for want of a better. And I hoped that the Russians would accept it, so that we could stop this silly cloak-and-dagger business with Joe.
No such luck, I realized, when both Shapiro and Karpukhin came to see me with very long faces.
“Klaus,” said Lev, “we want you to go down again.”
“Well, it’s your money,” I replied. “What do you want me to do?”
“We’ve examined the damaged grid. There’s a section of the thermoelement missing. Dimitri thinks that … someone … has deliberately broken it off and carried it away.”
“Then they did a damned clumsy job,” I answered. “I can promise you it wasn’t one of my people.”
Karpukhin never laughed, so I wasn’t surprised that he didn’t laugh now. But neither did Lev, and on reflection I realized I wasn’t even amused myself. By this time I was beginning to think the suspicious Mr. Karpukhin might not be so far off the beam.
The sun was setting over the interior, in one of those typically lavish tropical sunsets, as I began my last dive of the day into Trinco Deep. Day’s end has no meaning down there, of course; below about five hundred meters it is always dark. I fell more than seven hundred meters without lights, because I like to watch the luminous creatures of the sea as they flash and flicker in the darkness, sometimes exploding like rockets just outside the observation window. In these open waters there was no danger of collision, and in any case I had the panoramic sonar scan running, which gave far better warning than my eyes.
As I approached eight hundred meters I sensed that something was wrong. The bottom was coming into view on the vertical sounder—but it was approaching much too slowly, meaning that my rate of descent was far too slow. I could increase it easily enough by flooding another buoyancy tank, but I hesitated to do so. In my business, anything out of the ordinary needs an explanation; three times I have saved my life by waiting until I had one.
The thermometer gave me the answer. The temperature outside was five degrees higher than it should have been, and I am sorry to say that it took me several seconds to realize why. My only excuse was that I had had no occasion to visit the grid since it had become operational.
A couple of hundred meters below me the repaired grid was running at full power, pouring out megawatts of heat as it tried to equalize the temperature difference between Trinco Deep and the Solar Pond up there on land. It wouldn’t succeed, of course, but in the attempt it was generating electricity—and I was being swept upward in the geyser of warm water that was the incidental by-product.
When I finally did manage to reach the grid, it was quite difficult to keep the Lobster in position against the upwelling current, and I began to sweat uncomfortably as the heat penetrated the cabin. Being too hot at the bottom of the sea was a novel experience. So also was the mirage-like vision caused by the ascending water, which made my searchlights dance and tremble over the rock face I was exploring.
You must picture me, then, lights ablaze in that thousand-meter darkness, moving slowly down the slope of the canyon, which at this spot was about as steep as the roof of the house. The missing element—if it was still in the neighborhood—could not have fallen very far before coming to rest. I would find it in ten minutes or not at all.
After an hour’s searching, I had turned up several broken light bulbs (it’s astonishing how many get thrown overboard from ships—the sea beds of the world are covered with them), an empty beer bottle (same comment), and a brand-new boot. That was the last thing I found—
—before I discovered that I was no longer alone.
I never switch off the sonar scan. Even when I’m not moving and involved in something else I always glance at the screen at least once a minute to check the general situation. The situation now was that a large object—at least the size of the Lobster—was approaching from the north. When I spotted it, the range was about two hundred meters and closing slowly. I switched off my lights, cut the jets, which I had been running at low power to stabilize me in the turbulent water, and let the Lobster drift in the current.
Though I was tempted to call Lev Shapiro and report that I had company, I decided to wait for more information. There were only three administrative regions on the whole planet owning submersibles that could operate at this depth, and I was on excellent terms with all of them—in fact; I was on social terms with the majority of their rated crewmembers. It would never do to be too hasty and get myself involved in unnecessary political complications.
I did not wish to advertise my presence. Anyone working at this depth would have to use lights, and I ought to be able to see them coming long before they could see me. Therefore, though I felt blind without sonar, I reluctantly switched it off and relied on my eyes. Perhaps it was my imagination, but a curiously musical sound seemed to ring faintly against the hull of my vessel; I rechecked and assured myself that the sonar was in passive mode.
The quasi-musical sound grew louder. I waited in the hot, silent little cabin, straining my eyes into the darkness, tense and alert but not particularly worried.
First I saw a dim glow, at an indefinite distance. It grew bigger and brighter, yet refused to shape itself into any pattern that my mind could recognize. The diffuse glow concentrated into myriad spots, until it seemed that a constellation was sailing toward me. Thus might the rising star clouds of the Galaxy appear from some world close to the Milky Way.
That mental image momentarily brought to mind a correlate, an image of the great diamond-bright alien spacecraft then approaching our world, but nothing sustained the accidental connection.
It is not true that people are frightened of the unknown; we can be truly frightened only by the known, the already experienced. While I could not imagine what was approaching, I was sure that no creature of the sea could touch me inside ten centimeters of good Swiss armor plate.
The thing was almost upon me, glowing with the light of its own creation, when it split into two separate clouds. Slowly they came into focus—not of my eyes, for I had always seen them clearly, but of my understanding—and I knew that beauty and terror were rising toward me out of the abyss.
The terror came first, when I saw that the approaching beasts were squids. All Joe’s tales reverberated in my brain. Then, with a considerable sense of letdown, I realized that they were only about seven meters long—hardly longer than my Lobster, and a mere fraction of its mass! They could do me no harm.
Quite apart from that, their indescribable beauty robbed them of all menace.
This may sound ridiculous, but it is true: in my travels I have seen most of the animals of the undersea world, but none to match the luminous apparitions floating before me now. The colored lights that pulsed and danced along their bodies made them seem clothed in jewels—never the same for two seconds at a time. There were patches that glowed a brilliant blue like flickering mercury arcs, then changed almost instantly to burning neon red. Their tentacles, preceding them through the water, seemed like strings of luminous beads—or the lamps along an auto super-guideway, when you look down upon it from the air at night. Barely visible against this background glow were their enormous yellow eyes, uncannily human and intelligent despite their cat-like slit pupils, each surrounded by a diadem of shining pearls.
I am sorry, but that is the best I can do in words. Only a high-resolution viddiegram could do justice to these living kaleidoscopes. I do not even know how long I watched them, so entranced by their luminous beauty that I had almost forgotten my mission. Oh, and I must not fail to mention the music! The complex harmonics that filled the Lobster were nothing like the chittering of fish, or even the mournful groans and whistles of the great whales…
It was quickly apparent that those delicate, whiplash tentacles could not possibly have broken the grid—that much was obvious. Yet the presence of these creatures here was, to say the least, very curious. Karpukhin would have called it highly zuzpizhus, or whatever the word is in Russian.
I was about to call the surface when I comprehended something incredible. It had been before my eyes all the time, but I had not realized it until now… The squids were talking to each other.
Those glowing, evanescent patterns were not coming and going at random. They were as meaningful, I was suddenly sure, as the illuminated signs of New Broadway or Old Piccadilly. Every few seconds there was an image that almost seemed to make sense, but it vanished before I could make sense of it.
I knew, of course, that even the common octopus exhibits emotional changes with lightning-fast color changes. But this was something of a much brighter order, real communication. Here were two living electric signs, flashing messages to each other.
My doubts vanished. I am no scientist, but at that moment I shared the sort of feelings I imagine a Leibniz or an Einstein or an Aggasiz might have felt at the moment of some penetrating revelation. For then I saw an image of the Lobster, evanescent but unmistakable. This would make me famous…
The images I imagined I saw (no, was certain I saw) moving over the rippling flesh of the squids now changed in a most curious manner. The Lobster reappeared, I thought, rather smaller. Beside it, much smaller still, were two peculiar objects—each consisting of a pair of bright dots surrounded by ten radiating lines.
As I said a little earlier, we Swiss are good at languages. But I flatter myself that it took a little extra intelligence to deduce that this was a formalized squid’s-eye view of itself … and that what I had seen, before it vanished forever, was a crude sketch of the situation in which all of us found ourselves.
A nagging thought: why the absurdly small size of the squids, as they pictured themselves? Were they squids? Their light show had distracted me from certain other anatomical differences, which made them seem not much like familiar examples of their biological family…
I had no time to puzzle this out. A third squid symbol had appeared on the living screens, and this one was enormous, completely dwarfing others. The message shone in the eternal night for a few seconds before one of the two creatures, retaining it, shot off at incredible speed, and my sonar reflected the rippling currents of its water jet. I was left alone with its companion.
The meaning of this act seemed all too obvious. “My God,” I muttered to myself, “they think they can’t handle me! That one’s been sent to fetch Big Brother.” Of Big Brother’s capabilities I already had better evidence than Joe Watkins’s anecdotes, for all his research and his clippings. So you won’t be surprised to hear that at this point I decided not to linger in the vicinity.
But before I went, I thought I would try some talking myself.
After hanging there in darkness for so long, I had forgotten the power of my lights. They hurt my eyes—and they must have been agonizing to the unfortunate squid in front of me. Transfixed by that intolerable glare, with its own illumination utterly quenched, it lost all its beauty and became no more than a pallid bag of gray jelly with two big black buttons for its eyes. For a moment it seemed paralyzed by the shock; then it darted after its companion.
I soared upward through the black waters like a child’s errant helium balloon through the sky, seeking the surface of a world that would never be the same again.
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Klaus Muller’s memoire continues:
There was consternation on the viddie nets; so I gathered within a minute or two of sticking my head out of the Lobster’s hatch.
That an alien ship was within hours of Earth was old news now, several days old. Since it wasn’t going to actually hit the Earth, who really cared anymore? No, the new news was, there was another alien ship in the skies, apparently identical to the first, which had suddenly appeared in the Mainbelt and was now accelerating on a converging course with the first—they were on a collision course with each other!
At Trinco Control they gave only a mild damn about all that—it was astronomers’ business. Lev Shapiro and the rest were power engineers, and kept their attention focused resolutely oceanward.
“I’ve found your saboteur,” I told Karpukhin, shortly after the crew had extracted me from the Lobster. “If you want to know all the facts about him, I suggest you get Joe Watkins in here.”
Which was definitely not something Karpukhin wanted to hear—so I let him sweat a couple of seconds while I enjoyed the fascinating range of expressions rippling across his fat face. Then I gave my report—slightly edited.
I implied, without actually saying so, that the two big squids I’d met were powerful enough to have done all the damage to the grid. I said nothing about the conversation I’d, uh, overseen. That story could only cause incredulity, and besides, I wanted time to think matters over, to tidy up the loose ends. If I could.
 
This morning we have begun our countermeasures. I am going into the Trinco Deep, carrying the great lights that Lev Shapiro hopes will keep the squids at bay. But how long can this ruse work, if indeed intelligence is dawning in the deep?
I’d barely completed securing the Lobster for today’s dive last night when I got word that yet another alien spacecraft had been sighted, a clone of the first two, accelerating inward from the Mainbelt. This was a garbled tale, which I thought due to wild rumors.
This morning there were more wild rumors. Alien ships coming from Venus, alien ships inbound from Neptune and Uranus! I couldn’t afford to let myself think about all that. I tried to concentrate on the business at hand.
 
Last night I got Joe to meet me in the hotel bar. I’d intended to swear him to secrecy, but I soon realized I had a different problem: I despaired of ever getting him to stop ranting about world-sized spaceships. When Aliens Collide, etc. I needed desperately to get him back on the Trail of the Giant Squid.
Roughly half a liter of Scotch whisky did the trick…
And Joe was indeed a great help, though he still knows no more of my discoveries than what I told the Russians. He filled me in on what wonderfully developed nervous systems squids possess, and he explained how some of them (the little ones) can change their appearance in a flash, through a sort of instantaneous three-color printing, thanks to the extraordinary network of “chromophores” covering their bodies. Presumably this capability evolved for camouflage, but naturally it has the potential for developing into a communications system—perhaps that’s even inevitable, considering evolution’s inventions.
One thing worried Joe.
“What were they doing around the grid?” he kept asking me plaintively, “They’re cold-blooded invertebrates. You’d expect them to dislike heat as much as they object to light.”
That puzzled Joe, but it doesn’t puzzle me. I think it’s the key to the whole mystery.
Those squids. I’m now certain, are in Trinco Deep for the same reason there are humans in the Mainbelt, or on Mercury—for the same reason Forster and his crew went to Amalthea. Pure scientific curiosity. The power grid has drawn the squids from their icy deep home, to investigate a veritable geyser of hot water suddenly welling from the sides of the canyon—a strange and inexplicable phenomenon, and possibly one that menaces their way of life.
And so they have summoned their giant cousin (their servant? their slave?) to bring them a sample for study.
I cannot believe that they have a hope of understanding the sample thus acquired. After all, as recently as a century ago no scientist on Earth would have known what to make of a piece of the thermoelectric grid. But the squids are trying, and that is what matters.
As I dictate this. I’m making the leisurely descent. My thoughts turn to last night’s stroll beneath the ancient battlements of Fort Frederick, watching the moon come up over the Indian Ocean. I can’t help but think of what our own race has been through, reaching for our nearby satellite hardly more than a century ago, after so many years of dreaming and wondering … then spilling out, onto and around the planets and moons and planetoids of the whole solar system. And then to encounter these strange events—awakening aliens from Jupiter!—all of it in such a little time, such a fleeting instant … cosmologically speaking.
So maybe after all I’ll give in and let Joe use these meandering thoughts, this Joycean stream of consciousness-assuming everything goes well, of course!—in this book that he’s taken into his head to badger me into writing. And if everything doesn’t go well…
Hello, Joe, I’m talking to you now. Please edit this for publication any way you see fit, and my apologies to you and Lev for not giving you all the facts before. I’m sure that now you’ll understand why.
Whatever happens, please remember this: they are beautiful creatures, wonderful creatures. Try to come to terms with them if you can.
 
On the day of Muller’s last dive only one additional, partial sentence was spoken by him, as noted in this memo of that date from Lev Shapiro:
URGENT TRANSMISSION (with I.D. and time code…)
TO: Ministry of Power and Energy Resources, North Continental Treaty Alliance, The Hague
FROM: L. Shapiro, Chief Engineer, Trincomalee Thermoelectric Power Project
Above is the complete transcript of the chip found in the ejection capsule of the Muller submersible, the “Lobster.” Transcription completed this time and date. Remote search for the submersible was interrupted ten minutes ago by the unexplained rupture of the underwater videolink.
Interpretative remarks follow. We are indebted to Mr. Joe Watkins for assistance on several points. Herr Muller’s last intelligible message was directed to Mr. Watkins and ran as follows: “Joe! You were right about Melville! This thing is absolutely gigan…”
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“One can hardly blame Muller for his confusion,” says Forster. “After all, he’d done his best to concentrate on his underwater work, deliberately ignoring the events unfolding in the heavens. Certainly our surprise was as great as his…”
 
Angus McNeil was the first of us to come awake and free himself from the medusa’s life-support tendrils. He didn’t know where he was, of course. He’d been asleep since the fall of Mars.
In proper time that was only a few years longer than I had been asleep, but in real time it was more than a billion years. No one was around to smooth his passage back to consciousness, and he was certainly puzzled to discover Klaus Muller’s brightly painted titanium Lobster squatting there in the middle of the medusa’s none-too-large, human-inhabitable space. Still, he managed to take the sight of the big machine in stride. Angus has come close to death more than once, I gather; in the process he seems to have learned to take a great many things in stride.
Angus peered into the Lobster’s round viewport and found Muller peering back, rigid with terror. Muller surely wondered what sort of creature was confronting him; none of us looked much the better for the centuries we had spent under water. Angus spent the next couple of minutes, by his account, convincing the Swiss engineer that it was safe for him to come out.
By then the rest of us had begun to arise, creeping out of the watery drowning chamber into the medusa’s central cell, pale and wet and wrinkled as prunes. For myself, this time I could find no energy, no spark of enthusiasm. I missed having Troy and Redfield there to ease the transition. The others looked as exhausted as I. Poor Marianne was the most pathetic of us all; her sorrows, technically a billion years or so in the past, were still fresh in her memory.
We were confronted by Muller, a blond-brushed, steel-bespectacled, rather plump Swiss burgher, sitting on the rim of his squat and ugly submersible’s open hatch, plainly appalled at our appearance.
“What’s the date?” I asked him, gasping and choking. He stammered out the year, but I interrupted. “No, no, what month? What day?” He told me.
It was the date I wanted to hear. It was the spring equinox. It was the day we had crossed Earth orbit in our own era.
“To the surface!” I cried—which frightened Muller enough for him to slide partway back into his machine. To the others I said, “If you feel as I do, you want to smell Earth’s air and see the Earth’s sky once more—if this should indeed be the last moment of our reality.” Well, they couldn’t have known what I meant, but they let me have my way…
I went back into the water long enough to speak to our unseen Amalthean companions, who I had sensed controlling the medusa in their language of thumps and whistles.
We came up right at sunset, broke free of the water, and hovered over the bay in midair, offshore. The huge medusa’s appearance caused a sensation—well described in numerous local news reports—but not until morning did the local defense forces organize a helicopter to come out and peer at us close-up. They’d had other things to do during the night, riots and near-panic, political and religious hysteria inspired by the multiple mirrors in the sky…
Through the medusa’s clear canopy we saw spread above us that fantastic sky. The lurid sun had not gone all the way down, and deep night had not yet settled, yet the sky gleamed with globes brighter than stars, trailing flame. And all of them were streaming toward the setting sun.
“Goddess!” I heard myself swear—it was a habit I must have picked up in the Bronze Age, and I was conscious of the odd looks I got from the others—“Where did they all come from?”
“What are they?” Jo Walsh demanded.
“World-ships,” I said, for I had suddenly apprehended the appalling implications of what Thowintha had done.
I remember somebody pronouncing with great vehemence, “The uncertainty principle should hold true only in the microworld!”
And someone else objecting, “We went through the black hole—again and again. Because of that we’ve inflated microscopic uncertainty to the macroscopic scale. Uncertainty manifest and visible.”
Then somebody else asked me (Jo, I think it was), “Were you expecting this, Forster?”
“I am expecting what Troy and Redfield called the state-vector reduction,” I said. “They talked about world-ships—plural. Not thousands of them, millions of them. I think all the possible outcomes of the time loop must be up there.”
“All? What about Nemo? He still has a chance?” That was from Bill Hawkins, who has a sixth sense for the really vexing questions.
“No matter, they’re all on the way to destruction,” said Angus. “They’re all going to annihilate each other.”
“Good for them. What about us?” Jo asked.
Nobody had an answer for her.
What followed that night was one of those half-informed, half-mathematical, half-physical, half-philosophical discussions. (On my part, now only half-remembered—how many halves is that?) At this remove I recall mostly my sloppy sentiment, my love for these people, whom accident had brought to our mutual fate.
Most vividly I remember the black waters below us and the blazing sky above us. I remember Klaus Muller, perched atop his stranded diving machine, his reticence visibly ebbing as he listened raptly to our surreal debate.
Thowintha had gambled and lost, I contended. Sh’he had kidnapped us and taken us back to Venus, meaning to rescue the Adaptationist faction before they could be destroyed by their rivals—an event sh’he must have witnessed in its primordial form. His’er own long memories indicated that we Designates had played a role in the salvation of him’er and his’er kind, but the details were hazy at best. Sh’he believed, or so I argued, that the Traditionalists would simply go on their way, leaving us to make the solar system in our own image.
Things didn’t work out that way. First Nemo and the Traditionalists tried to destroy us—perhaps more than once. Eventually they realized that was impossible, inside the time loop. Then they knew they had to confront us at the origin. And at the same time they realized—or at least Nemo did—that they must exert their efforts to see that the origin was reproduced precisely, exactly.
Bill questioned me sternly. He said he understood well enough why Nemo and his aliens had failed to destroy us—because Thowintha had multiplied us, Xeroxed us, so to speak—but why was it necessary to reproduce the conditions of the origin so perfectly, in order to destroy us once and for all?
Jo came to my aid. “Think of a simple experiment. A photon is projected into a half-silvered mirror. Half the information about the photon’s whereabouts goes through the mirror, half is deflected. Later this information is recombined. Which path did the photon actually take?”
“Both, of course,” said Bill. “After the fact we can say that. But you could have inserted a detector along one of the paths. If you got a photon, it had been taking that path. If you didn’t, it took the other.”
“One could quibble, but close enough,” said Jo. “Now suppose that along these paths someone has inserted more half-silvered mirrors—so that information about the photon’s wherabouts has been multiplied, that its potential paths have been multiplied.”
“All right, but that’s why Nemo can’t eliminate us,” said Bill complacently.
“Suppose he really needs to squash that photon,” Jo persisted. “Where’s he going to intervene?”
“After recombination,” Bill shot back.
“Too late,” I put in. “He’s got a stake in one path, one of the alternatives—it’s his life, his only hope for survival. He needs to prevent the others from ever coming into being.”
“Why not before it hits the mirror?” asked Angus.
Bill turned upon him scornfully. “Fine for a photon. But in our case, any time before the origin would still be inside the time loop. Nemo tries that, there are all those other version of the path before we reach the mirror…” He paused, and we all saw the realization dawn on his face. He had talked himself into it. “The moment of origin,” he said. “The moment when the photon hits the mirror…”
Troy and Redfield—and Thowintha—knew as well as Nemo when the showdown must come. The outcome would be a statistical thing, without guarantees. But they supposed that we might survive. Which gave them a practical problem. Where were we to hide?
The deepest water on Earth is the Challenger Deep in the Mariana Trench; its bottom is 10,915 meters below sea level, only about eleven kilometers down. The world-ship is thirty kilometers in diameter.
One version—the Ur-ship, or one of its later substitutes—was already in orbit around Jupiter. Ours went to hide in the Mainbelt instead, covering itself with a thick layer of worthless regolith. Still, its size was considerable; it was among the first asteroids discovered with a primitive telescope. In our era that asteroid has withstood two prospecting expeditions—and both times has managed to pass as worthless, for commercial purposes.
There Thowintha and his myriad companions settled to sleep once again. Here in the Indian Ocean—the Earth’s emptiest quarter—we in the medusa settled into a similar sleep. We’d made sure to make our arrangements in a place and time Nemo was unlikely to interrupt us. We had about 2, 000 years to wait, to see how it all came out… Our Amalthean crew woke first.
As I have stressed, Amaltheans live and breathe communication—it may even be said that these magnificent intelligences become somewhat rattled in the absence of their companions. While we humans still slept in the peace of utter unconsciousness, the two crewmembers went exploring. They were soon attracted to the Trincomalee power project’s heat-producing grid. And Klaus Muller’s report gives some inkling of what happened next…
A few days later, when our tentacled friends encountered Muller’s submersible, they experienced an emotion akin to panic. Aboard the medusa we humans were still soundly sleeping, helpless. Would other humans bring a fleet of underwater vessels to seek out and attack us? The Amaltheans worried that they might have betrayed their trust, which was to preserve us until the moment of state-vector reduction.
Hastily they summoned the medusa to preempt Muller, and on his next dive they were waiting to seize him and his Lobster. From his last words on the commlink we know he mistook the thing that was attacking him (surely it was hideous in his eyes!) for a giant squid. Poor Muller only had time enough to eject an emergency communications capsule before his machine was captured…
But at last our attempt to understand our predicament ground to a halt. Shining streaks of light smeared the star-spangled sky above us. Like comets, they all converged upon the sun, at last invisible below the palm-fringed western horizon.
Marianne spoke for the first time, a sad, quiet whisper in the night. “When will we know that we are dead?” she asked.
I turned to Klaus Muller, who had been peering at us from the top of his Lobster all the while as if we were the most extraordinary examples he’d yet seen of exotic undersea life. In that moment my heart went out to him—for although I am not noted for my psychological sophistication, I could recognize the effort he was making to hold onto his sanity.
“What time is it?” I demanded. He was the only one among us who would know. He looked at his chronometer and told me the time, to the second. “We are not dead,” I said to Marianne. “The issue seems to have been decided in our favor.”
“Well live?” she asked.
“You mean this is the one reality?” Angus demanded.
“I mean we’ll never know. We will all have died natural deaths by the time those multiple versions of reality reach Nemesis.”
They all thought about that for several seconds. Only Angus and Jo were quick enough to catch me out, I think, for when Hawkins started to argue again—not from conviction, but from pure cussedness—Angus cut him off. “I suggest that we spruce up and find ourselves a drink.”
 
In all the centuries in which I’ve lived—if only for a few days—I’ve rarely turned down a well-made product of fermentation or distillation. But this time I let Angus and Jo and Bill and Marianne go ashore without me; I was not yet ready to join them in their search for libations, or their encounters with customs officers. And apparently Klaus Muller shared my reticence.
“I’ve something to tell you, Professor,” he said, when the others had gone.
“Call me Forster,” I said.
“Forster?”
“Forster, yes. Think of it as my given name.”
“If you wish.” Muller was silent again, and I was afraid my impatience had scared him off.
“Well?” I said, trying to sound gentle and unthreatening.
“How do you think I came aboard this craft?” he asked.
“Didn’t the Amaltheans bring you?” I asked tiredly, expecting no surprises.
“When this thing you call a medusa came at my Lobster, I thought it was one of Joe’s giant squids, about to devour me. I wrote what amounted to a last will and testament.”
“So you told us.”
He looked at me through those thick round glasses of his, with a look that told me I was not nearly as smart as I thought I was. “Then I saw the woman,” he said.
“The who?”
“The woman. The man joined her a bit later. And then the others.”
I thought I understood his words, but I certainly did not understand his meaning. “Where did this happen?”
“At about eight hundred meters. She was very thin. Much of that will have been compression. At first I was uncertain how she could survive—well, to tell you the truth, I was sure I was hallucinating—but when I saw the dark slits along the sides of her chest, and the water intakes near her collar bone, I began to understand.”
“And the man?” I asked.
“Like her. He had the intakes and the slits in his sides.”
“Gills.”
“You know these people?”
“We’ve been talking about them all night.” I looked at him with a great feeling of pity. What he read on my face, I can’t imagine. “Troy and Redfield.”
“Ah.” He was silent, wondering if he’d made a mistake by bringing up the subject. Who would confirm this story?
“What happened?” I insisted.
“They signaled to me through the glass. They and the squids carried me toward the vessel. The humans stayed in front, making faces and gestures … trying to convince me they were human, I think. And then I was inside the vessel. That was the last I saw of them.”
“You said something about ‘others’,” I said.
He studied me, his blue eyes magnified by his round glasses. “They kept well back. Only after I turned my lights on again could I see them, hanging back there in the darkness.”
“Can you tell me anything about them?”
“Only that they were exactly like the first two.”
“Exactly?”
“Exactly. Men and women who could have been their twins, happy as fish in the cold, dark deep. The pressure would crush an ordinary submarine. A week ago you could have described that sight to me, and I would have said it was my worst nightmare come true. But they smiled at me. They made funny faces at me, tried to make me laugh. It was almost as if they were dancing to entertain me. And—no doubt I was out of my mind—I took comfort from them.”
“That’s what they wanted,” I said. “To save you. To save us all.”
“Where are they now? That’s what I keep wondering. From what you’ve all said, I think I know where they came from. But where are they now?”
They had all vanished, I was on the verge of saying—either vanished or were about to. I pictured them wheeling in beams of watery light. Maybe they could see each other, but they knew they couldn’t touch each other or exist in the same reality together. When the collapse of the wave function finally occurred, they would all (probably all—all but one couple, anyway) cease to exist. A thin apotheosis.
So, while I thought I knew the answer to Muller’s question, I wasn’t sure enough to defend my answer—or take the responsibility of making a myth of it. Instead I gave him a half-truth. “They’ve evolved into sea creatures,” I said. “I don’t think we’ll see them on land again.”
Or, I might have added, anywhere else.
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“Those others…” A look of horror distorts Ari’s face, and even Jozsef looks as if he has tasted something bitter.
“I have nothing more to say about them,” Forster says firmly. “Nothing but this: Troy told me that, when she refused to murder Nemo, Thowintha said to her, ‘Denial of sameness is a heavy burden.’”
“Which means?”
“Supply your own meaning. But consider that Thowintha was one with his’er world-ship. Perhaps we must learn to accept oneness with our world, which is also our ship. Perhaps Troy and Redfield, and even Nemo, in his way…”—and here Forster gives the commander a strange look, which goes unnoticed by the others—“have learned it already.”
A hint of gray dawn pushes heavily at the tall library windows. The commander pokes at the last embers of the fire; the firewood is all gone, used up in the long night. “We will never know the details, then? They are all lost in the holocaust at the red limit?” Embers fall and shatter on the stone floor of the fireplace, and quick rhythms of transparent flame flutter over the brick red coals.
Forster has gotten the last of the smoky old Scotch whisky into his glass. He swirls it thoughtfully and sips. “If I have understood the formalism correctly, Penrose and the rest…”
“Penrose?”
“A twentieth-century mathematician and cosmologist. He suggested that information is lost in singularities—black holes. Whereas information is created everywhere at the quantum level, because at that level a single input has many potential outputs.”
Jozsef is never more eager than when trying to understand the abstract. “You mean after the collapse of the wave function? At the same macro-level.”
“Yes.”
“So that all these matters will be determined when the objects that persist in our skies will have become extremely red-shifted objects…”
“Forgive me, Jozsef,” Forster interrupts. “The issue will be decided much more quickly than that.”
“But what happened to you?” Jozsef insists. “Those of you aboard the ship that became Amalthea? Those … others?”
Forster shrugs. “We live out our lives, I suppose. Somewhere on this rich Earth. Or an Earth like it.” His smile creeps back, a soft, sad smile. “Back then, when the first world-ship went to ground … it was the Oligocene then. It must have been the real paradise.”
“The first Designates were Linda and Blake, visiting Thowintha—the Amalthean Thowintha—in the distant past?” Ari wants to know.
“I think so.”
“But Thowintha must have known to expect them,” says Ari. “Gills and all.” The concept of her daughter having suffered such a sea change was still repugnant to her.
“So then … different realities can communicate?” Jozsef asks, surprised. “Without annihilating one another?”
“Apparently this occurs routinely at the quantum level. I can give you the references—all the way back to Sidney Coleman, if you like.”
“You spoke of a conspiracy between Nemo and Troy.” The commander is silhouetted against the window; his features are lost in black shadow.
“At the risk of repeating myself… Nemo had failed to prevent the evolution of the human race. He realized his only hope was to confront us at a place and time he knew we must appear. We realized this too. We got here first and hid—among the asteroids, and in the water.”
“How did you good guys prevail?”
Forster smiles, but avoids the commander’s gaze. “I’m new to the study of quantum mechanics.”
“Forget that; put it in the notes,” the commander growls. His voice is a rattle of stones.
“I can picture him living for thousands of years under the sea, spawning all sorts of myths. But there is only one reality, at the crucial junction, and Nemo finally realized that.”
“Why are you so sure?” Jozsef asks.
“As a practical matter, Nemo’s ship could have emerged from the black hole close to the last time we did, could have followed our ship as it went to Jupiter, could have destroyed it like a butterfly in the cocoon. Consider that Nemo and the Traditionalists certainly did find the world-ship orbiting Jupiter—Amalthea—and destroyed it. Many times.”
“And…?”
“Ignore Bell’s inequality. Assume Nemo’s attack succeeded at least fifty percent of the time—which must have happened. And by the same reasoning, in half the cases it didn’t happen. Therefore the four of us are here now, around this fire.”
“You mean half of Nemo’s attacks failed?”
“In the sense that half the potential versions of him, half the potential world-ships he was riding, ceased instantly to exist, ceased to achieve reality—yes. Only half, though.”
“Therefore you—and the rest of us—had to exist,” says Jozsef.
“Evidently we do,” Forster replies, and he can not prevent a self-satisfied grin. “Nemo came to understand that the only definitive intervention would come at the opening of the time loop. Which means that the decisive intervention must come as all the contending world-ships—every possible version of reality—simultaneously enter the sun. On their way to Nemesis.”
“He has lost his gamble?” Jozsef asks.
Forster shrugs. “We will know when the sun rises. Then every contending world-ship will collide.”
The commander presses him, her tone astringent. “How did our heroes assure this great good outcome?”
“We haven’t assured it,” Forster replies. “We only did what Nemo did—we did our best to insure that history was exactly as we knew it. Free Spirit, Salamander, everything. As for the rest … it is the outcome.”
 
The fire is low; the light in the library has faded. The big window at the end of the room is a framed picture of the universe, where dozens of mirrored world-ships still speed outward on columns of fire.
A few minutes pass, and Ari stands at the window, gazing at a morning sky spangled with blazing mirror-ships, a sky filled with strange angels.
One of those ships—one at least, more likely many—is carrying her daughter and her daughter’s mate to the stars. Many more of her daughters are living under the sea. But as those ships vanish, so will the humans they have spawned.
“There they go,” she whispers, too quietly for anyone but herself to hear. And she begins to cry.
There they go, Traveling at the speed of light.
Perhaps, if they survive the passage of the singularity, they will emerge into the Garden. And perhaps, if they have managed to marshal the resources of the aliens—the
Amaltheans, the care-givers, the tenders of the Garden—they would undo what Ari had done … had done to her own daughter. And her daughter will then be able to conceive, and will conceive, and will give birth to a child, to children, and the children will truly be the children of a new age.
All of that is a day away, one day in the future. Then all the world-ships will meet within the fiery envelope of the sun; only one will emerge from that refiner’s fire. That is the moment of origin. That is the moment when the photon meets the mirror.
All that is yet in the future, one day away … a potential future. Ari and her husband Jozsef and their friends, Forster and the commander among them, live on, on Earth. It is an Earth different from what it might have been, one different from what strict probability might have dictated.
This Earth witnesses the extraordinary flight of a giant medusa to join its mother ship, which it seeks out among a fleet of mirrored ships then crossing Earth’s orbit.
It is an Earth upon which Bill and Marianne try again and have children. They have more than one, and they raise them more or less peacefully—at Oxford, where Bill has landed the sort of job for which he has always been best suited, in a universe of bicker and strut and mastery of the library catalogue. It is a world in which Marianne feels very much at home, knowledgeable and witty when she wants to be, diffident when she prefers.
This same Earth has many richer options to offer. It is, for example, a world in which Angus and Jo find themselves famous, the recipients of awards, publishing contracts, consulting stints, and other compensations which partially make up for the reality that they are no longer young enough to take to space.
And it is an Earth in which Klaus Muller, having repaired the Trincomalee Power Project, returns to his family in Switzerland. As the years unroll, his business takes him away from them from time to time; his boys do not not grow up without difficulty; his old own age and that of Gertrud, his wife, are full of human troubles. Nevertheless, Klaus and his wife do grow old, and his boys grow to be adults in a world whose skies get no fouler (and even began slowly to clear again), and whose land is tended with more care by those who live on it, and whose seas become cleaner.
Humanity, perhaps, has seen how close it has come.
For this, Ari can thank her daughter. Her daughter—all versions of her, she who knew herself as Sparta, all versions of her, diving boldly and with courage into the final holocaust—has in no predictable way, or imaginable way, nevertheless proved herself truly to be the Empress of the Last Days.



AN AFTERWORD BY
 ARTHUR C. CLARKE
 
And so, after six volumes, it’s time to say farewell to the durable and resourceful Ms. Sparta, not to mention her wide spectrum of friends and enemies. I am extremely impressed by the way in which Paul Preuss has created a whole universe out of half-a-dozen short stories of mine, and I am delighted that the Venus Prime series has been so well received.
On re-reading the “Afterwords” to the previous volumes, I find that there is little that needs changing. The electromagnetic launcher which is the key element of Maelstrom (Vol. 2) now seems to be making an unexpected comeback, partly due to the Star Warriors, who have carried out some (so far ground-based) experiments with ‘Railguns.’ And, surprisingly, there is serious interest in such devices for launching payloads from Earth. For certain applications they would be much cheaper than rockets, and at least one company has been formed to exploit these possibilities. It is unlikely, however, that passengers will rush to buy tickets; accelerations will probably be in the kilogee bracket.
The hope I expressed for the Russian space-probe “Phobos 2” in the afterword of Hide and Seek (Volume 3) was, alas, unfulfilled. For reasons that are still uncertain, this failed to complete its mission—though unlike its hapless precursor “Phobos 1,” it did return much valuable information from Mars. But the fascinating inner moon remains untouched; there may still be a black monolith lurking there…
I am more than happy to report that the much-delayed “Galileo” space-probe, mentioned in The Medusa Encounter (Volume 4) is at last on its way to Jupiter, via one Venus and two Earth flybys. All systems appear to be operating normally, and if it produces even a fraction of “Voyager” ’s surprises when it starts reporting in 1995, I fear there may be no escape from a Final Odyssey. We may also learn the truth about the strange inner moon Amalthea, scene of much of the action in Volume 5.
The short story “The Shining Ones”, which Paul Preuss has neatly embedded in this final volume, appeared originally in Playboy in August, 1964. It was reprinted in my collection The Wind from the Sun (1972), and with any luck, it may soon become a self-fulfilling prophecy.
The concept of Ocean Thermal Energy Conversion (OTEC) has been taken very seriously ever since the twin spectres of fuel shortage and the Greenhouse Effect started looming over the future. A number of experimental pilot plants have been built (notably off Hawaii, an obvious candidate), and there is little doubt that such a system can be made to work.
Whether it will be economically viable is another question: I still like the slogan I coined in the late 70s: “OTEC is the answer to OPEC.” And if the sea level is indeed rising as a result of man-made global warming at the rate some scientists predict, we will need all the nonpolluting energy sources we can find. Thanks to the enormous thermal inertia of the sea, OTEC is the only solar-powered plant able to work twenty-four hours a day; it won’t even notice when the sun goes down.
More than a decade ago. Dr. Cyril Ponnamperuma, the distinguished NASA and University of Maryland biochemist (consultant on the Apollo and Viking Missions) and Science Advisor to the President of Sri Lanka* read “The Shining Ones” and declared: “We must make this happen!” Largely as a result of his enthusiasm, proposals have already been received from a number of engineering firms to build OTEC plants at the precise location I specified a quarter of a century ago—Trincomalee, on the northeast coast of Sri Lanka. Unfortunately, the mini-civil-war which until recently affected that area has prevented any further progress. As of early 1990, a fragile peace prevails in this region, and one can only hope that when reconstruction begins, priority will be given to tapping one of the ocean’s most valuable—yet still unused—resources.
The giant squid which gives this story its name is one of my favourite animals, though I would prefer to make its acquaintance from a safe distance. By great good luck I was able to do the next best thing during the shooting of the Yorkshire TV series, Arthur C. Clarke’s Mysterious World, which still makes frequent appearances on cable. We were able to film a specimen which had been washed ashore in Newfoundland, and even though it was only an immature female, a mere twenty feet long, it was an awesome sight. And the marine biologist who displayed it to us believes that adults may reach one hundred and fifty feet in length!
Some years after writing this story about deep-sea operations, I had the pleasure of snorkeling off Trincomalee with the man who has descended further in the ocean than anyone else—except his companion Jacques Piccard. When Commander Don Walsh, USN, took the Trieste down to 36,000 feet, he made one of the few records which will never be broken—at least until someone finds a deeper hole in the seabed than the Marianas Trench. On our dive (maximum depth twenty-five feet) we met no giant squids; but I did encounter for the first time a creature which is a much more serious menace—the coral-reef-destroying Crown of Thorns starfish, Acanthaster planci.
 
Before winding up the Venus Prime series, I would like to answer a question I’ve been frequently asked: “Do you propose to do any further collaborations?” Well, it depends what you mean…
I’ve enjoyed working with Paul Preuss (though we’ve never met—even by modem), but I’ve now reached the (st)age when I wish to concentrate on projects which are exclusively my own. As Andrew Marvell almost said, “Ever at my back I hear, Time’s jet-propelled chariot hurrying near.”
There are still two volumes to go in the Rama trilogy (The Garden of Rama and Rama Revealed) which I’m writing with Gentry Lee, and Gregory Benford’s ‘sequel’ to my very first (c. 1935-48!) novel, Against the Fall of Night, has just appeared. I should stress that Beyond the Fall of Night is entirely Greg’s work—and I’m delighted that it’s already received some very flattering reviews.
But Beyond Beyond? Well, at the moment I have exactly thirty-four (34) movie or TV options on my hands, and if even ten percent of them materialize that will put paid to any (ahem) serious writing for a few years. My energetic agent Scott Meredith knows this, but it won’t stop him trying to get me involved in other collaborative projects. So in sheer self-defence. I’ve cried “No more—unless there’s some element of great novelty and/or redeeming social value…”
Well—the other day I came across this title (no, I haven’t made it up, and I believe it’s based on genuine historical research):
GEORGE WASHINGTON’S EXPENSE ACCOUNT
 by
 General George Washington and Marvin Kitman.
This has started me thinking of some interesting possibilities. I rather like the idea of
THE LAST MEN IN THE MOON
 by
 H.G. Wells and Arthur C. Clarke
How about it, Scott?
* Not to mention the first Director of the Arthur Clarke Centre for Modern Technologies, Moratuwa, Sri Lanka.
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 TECHNICAL
 BLUEPRINTS
	  	On the following pages are computer generated diagrams representing some of the structures and engineering found in Venus Prime;

	Pages 2-5:
	World-Ship—interstellar Amalthean craft—exterior view; interior view with structural elements; wireframe cutaway of central chambers; interior view of chamber shell, central chambers, outer chambers, locks; reproductions of Amalthean documents.

	Pages 6-8:
	Lobster—deep-sea minisub heavy-duty manipulators—overview perspective; exterior elements; front, side, and top views; heavy-duty claw; tool arm.

	Pages 9-12:
	Thowintha—Amalthean ambassador—overview perspective; tentacles; detail of hood and head; wireframe perspective; wireframe view of head and hood schematics.

	Pages 13-16:
	Medusa—Amalthean vessel—overview perspective; exterior elements; core sphere structural elements; core sphere scans; inner mantle-tentacles.
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